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SOONER OR LATER WE ARE ALL GOING TO DIE


 

ONE

In the morning after your reclamation ceremony, I fab my breakfast in the kitchen assembler. Call it my first mistake.

Pea, the chubby little ball-shaped hoverbot I built for a duty project, keeps me company. Strictly speaking, I was supposed to scrap her, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Now, she bobs around the gleaming kitchen, curious, while I down a stale muffin and drink some bland tea. Everything tastes like paper since you died.

I scroll through the Feed as a distraction, or I won’t be able to eat without gagging. People are excited about the big celebrations coming up: Shoulder Day, the aerobatics tournament, and, of course, Arrival Day. Our last Arrival Day. The actual Day of Arrival. It’s as distant to me now as it was years ago, when I first learned-but-didn’t-really-learn about it.

To learn, one must first fail to understand. (Aphorisms 1:45)

Topic of the day: why the Arrival Day celebrations have not yet been made public. The Praesidium must be planning a big surprise, some say. Others think we celebrate enough and should just get on with it. Duty above pleasure, and all that. I haven’t paid much attention to it, to be honest. Pioneer training and aerobatics take up most of my time. Or did, before. I steer clear of the other topic of the day—the topic of every day: your death.

Mother checks in on me. The house notified her when I got up. She’s on high alert since it happened, and here she is, loafing around the kitchen, feigning some chore until I’m seated at the table.

“Are you okay, sweetie?” she asks. She works hard to sound casual.

I shrug. I don’t know how to answer the question yet. Fine-but-not-fine?

“You don’t have to go. If it’s too much for you, you don’t have to go.”

“I have to go, Mother,” I tell her. “We arrive soon; only a couple of Convents left. And I’m not ill. I’m sad.”

“I know. I’m only giving you a way out if it’s what you need.” She tinkers with something that doesn’t need tinkering. Then a deep breath. “Have you talked to Joshua after… you know?”

My turn to feign casual-ness. I shake my head. “Was going to last night, but he had Praesidium duty.”

It’s a terrible attempt to bypass a much more complicated question, but it’s what I’ve got. Fifteen days after you died, I still haven’t spoken to him. He did send me a mote last night, after the reclamation. We were both there, obviously, but I couldn’t face him or anybody else. I came, I sat there, and I left.

Do I feel terrible about it? Yes, but then I don’t know how I could feel good about anything anymore.

Joshua asked without asking if I wanted to come over. It’s what he does, circles around his intentions like a bird eyeing a crumb near someone’s foot. When I didn’t invite him, he eventually gave up.

 

Joshua

> See you at practice tomorrow?

 

Imogen

> Yes.

 

I guess he’ll never know how much more there is crammed into that tiny little word: yes. The millions of things I could, and probably should say. But I don’t know where to start. It’s as though my intentions have drowned in the background noise, and let me tell you—the background noise after your best friend kills themselves is deafening.

 

—

 

Mother loves Joshua. I think she secretly resents you and him being together. And her jealousy by proxy made her doubt you at times. Maybe now, with you out of the picture, Mother spies a chance to shape my future. Which is funny, in a way. My whole generation seems like it was born and bred to fulfill the desires of our parents.

In a way, we are, I guess. To arrive, make landfall, set up colonies, and populate a new planet. It’s why we’re here, after all. A thousand years ago, Conestoga set sail, as it were, left a dying Earth behind, and began its journey across the stars to Alamea, the second planet out from the star we call Wakea. Mankind’s new home. Compared to that, one death seems like a trifle.

It’s painful to think like this. I didn’t used to be this… dark.

Pea zooms in on my face with an audible whir. “You look tired,” she says.

“Thanks. I made an effort.”

When Pea was younger, a couple of months ago, she would hover close to my face while I ate, peer into my mouth, and ask all sorts of questions about why I have to put things in my mouth and chew them and where they went from there. Eventually, it was easier to give her access to the Verse and let her look stuff up for herself. She also takes great interest in sleep. Anything biological excites her, and she can be very blunt about it.

It was you who named her. You considered her, still an infant then, and said: “You should call her Pea.”

“Why?” I asked.

“She looks like one.”

I gazed at the patchy, beige-yellow blob and said, “More like a melon. Same size too. Melon would be a better name.”

“I think Pea,” you said firmly.

Pea bobs up and down happily now, like she’s nodding. She only recently started doing stuff like that. Nobody except me and my tutor, Maester Fletcher know this, but her learning algorithms don’t have any restraints. Other bots have fixed limits to their learning—when they reach a certain level, it stops. Nobody knows what happens without a limit. I like to think of Pea as the first of her kind.

Funny how a bunch of electronics inside a bioplastic shell can develop a personality. Then again, the grey, fatty lump of organic tissue in my head can too. Humans are no less of a mystery than robots.

 

—

 

After you died, three different Welfare Officers came to our house. They studied me with a mixture of fear and sympathy written on their faces. I don’t blame them. It’s been two hundred and seventy-six years since the last suicide. I guess the Travelers have always feared a resurgence of the dark age as we inched closer to Arrival. And I understand the need for talking and figuring out and understanding. But it’s not for me. People who have lost friends will understand. Others will not. It’s the way it is.

There’s been plenty of talk in the Feed. Some consider your act unforgivable. They say you don’t deserve to be grieved. They call you selfish and spoiled and wonder how you got to be a Pioneer in the first place. Some call for better screening and selection. Speculative minds in the Connieverse wonder if we’re witnessing the run up to a rash of young suicides. You might have opened the floodgates.

I think you would have enjoyed all this.

And they ask if I knew. If you and I had a pact. Some even go so far as to slap a due date on me. At dinner, a tenday or so after it happened, Mother put her fork down and looked at me in the way adults sometimes do when they think they act natural. I pushed the food around on the plate rather than eating it.

“Did you have an arrangement?” she asked.

“Don’t,” Father said softly, warning.

”You’d tell us, right?” she went on.

”Of course not.”

Mother gasped, and Father put his fork down. ”What do you mean?” he said.

”If we had one, I’ll say no. If not, I’ll say no, too. Either way, you won’t know until it’s too late.”

”Imogen!” Mother cried.

”It’s only logical,” I said. ”But why would I wait a tenday and then kill myself?”

The shock in their faces was grimly satisfying, but then came the threats and the pleading, and I had to solemnly swear that we did not have an arrangement of any kind.

But what irks me the most isn’t having to deny it. It’s that I have no idea why you did what you did. Whenever I think of you, the same question screams inside my head, basically every minute of every day: Why did you do it? Why why why why why why why why? It drowns out everything else when I try to sleep. It’s there when I wake in the morning. It loops in my head like the incessant notes of a catchy refrain stuck in your mind.

There’s lots of things I don’t know. Things I will never understand. But I know I can’t go on unless I know.

I can play along. Be Imogen Hart, the Pioneer. Imogen Hart, the aerobatics champion. But all of that comes second to my most important mission: to learn why Ellinor Bowman died.

 

—

 

I finish the tea and muffin and dispose of the crumbs and tea leaves like a good Traveler. That’s when it happens. I glance down into the recycler sink and everything stops. More to the point, my guts go through the start/stop routine that makes me frantically grasp the edges of whatever receptacle that will soon host my barf.

Here’s the thing.

When they sealed Conestoga and her passengers up and set it on a thousand-year voyage across interstellar space, they created a closed system. The stuff they put inside her had to last a millennium. So we recycle. It’s one of the first things I learned. Growing up, we learn about how the system reuses everything. Breadcrumbs and egg shells and nail cuticles and sweat and poop and trash are all carefully collected. If I cut my finger on a knife, every drop of blood is gathered. Every scrap of paper, every strand of hair, every drop of liquid, every mote of dust. Every building has a recycler and a small army of miniature ant bots to take care of

every

single

little

thing.

Down the drain it goes into the molecular furnaces, and then it ends up in the resource network.

The reason for this, I learned, is entropy.

We eat, drink, defecate, walk, run, swim, fly, work, and sleep inside a gigantic cylinder hurtling through space. All those activities require energy. Now imagine there’s a machine in my kitchen that makes my food. Every time I open the machine, there’s a muffin for me to eat. It doesn’t conjure up muffins out of nothing—I have to work for them, and for every muffin I gulp down, I have to put in a certain amount of work to earn a new one. As I work, my body converts the energy I got from the first muffin to muscle movement. In the process, my body produces heat and sweat. I can't put heat back into the machine to make new muffins, so every time I work, some of the energy I got from the first muffin is lost forever. It's still there, because energy can't be destroyed, it can only be transformed, but it's useless to me and the machine.

The energy has become powerless—its entropy has increased.

Eventually, because each new muffin means a small amount of energy is lost, the system won’t have enough high-grade energy for the machine to produce new muffins. The system has reached a maximum level of entropy. Now we have to add new energy from the outside. Which we can’t do.

In brief: we have to recycle everything so we don’t die.

 

—

 

So. Human bodies are essentially vast collections of very valuable resources. There’s a whole bunch of useful stuff in our bodies, and it would be insanely wasteful to not recycle them after we die.

Which means.

Big breath.

Bodies are recycled down to the last molecule, all their various acids and proteins and compounds and whatnot finely separated, bottled up, reused, like everything else. We call it reclamation. They tried their best to phrase it in a way that didn’t make people queasy.

I should have prepared for it, of course. I know all this. I went to Grandmother’s reclamation, and I know what happens to a body after death. But somehow my mind hasn’t yet made the final leap, and when the truth hits, I take it right between the eyes.

Very soon after her death, before it could begin to decompose, your body was chopped up, disintegrated, spread out as atoms in a thousand-year-old circle of life. Somewhere, the molecules that belonged to you are being used for something, and my tea leaves and crumbs are right now joining them.

Maybe the muffin I ate had parts of you in it.

Okay, lesson over. Back to me, retching over the sink.

 

—

 

My legs are stuck. My hands shake and I can’t breathe. Pea works herself up, because of course she does. She doesn’t understand this new, strange behavior and can’t identify it as anything other than interesting. Through jellied vision, I see her rotund shape floating above me, asking questions I can’t hear.

“What’s wrong, honey?” Mother says, by my side so fast she’s a blur. She reaches out for me and I wave her off. She’s too huggy. The tears burn scars in my face as they roll down my cheeks and fall onto the countertop, big and splashy.

“Oh sweetie,” she says. She ignores my flailing arms, puts hers around me, pulls me close. “I’m so sorry.” She holds me until her warmth pierces through the cold armor of sadness and I stop shaking. “Are you okay?” she whispers.

I wipe some spit from my chin. “Fine. I’m fine.”


 

TWO

The Pioneer Convent takes place twelve times per year and marks the beginning of a new training cycle. During this all-day event, all active Pioneers gather in the William Harker Atheneum and the largest assembly hall on board, for a heady dose of motivation before heading out to their new, two-month assignments. The Convent serves as an occasion for each squad to work on group dynamics and iron out the kinks. When we land, we’ll hit the ground running. Or so the theory goes. With five thousand entitled, strong-willed Pioneers divided into squads of twenty-five, some kinks will never be resolved.

This is the life of a Pioneer. Duty and training. And aerobatics for a select few. This will be my sixty-sixth and last convent before Arrival. It is my first without you.

I keep to myself on the mag ride to the Atheneum. A group of wide-eyed Junior Pioneers stare unabashedly as they board the train, and I ignore them. I’m used to being recognized.

Pioneer. Chosen. First. Planetwalker. They have so many names for us. I’ve always been partial to Pioneer, though. Sounds big and busy. Planetwalker? Some sort of undead creature. Chosen? Too… holy. First? Sounds strange. Someone is going to be first, the rest are going to be second, third, fourth, et cetera.

Pioneer training starts at the tender age of six. After the aptitude tests and genetic profiling, we are sorted into tutoring classes based on proficiency and interests. Over the course of the past decade, I’ve risen to the rank of chief mission specialist with advanced training in artificial intelligence programming, materials science, haptics, and robotics. All Pioneers receive various degrees of training in bushcraft and survival, weapons, close combat, exobiology, and, of course, medicine. I do pretty well in exobiology and medicine, and I can hold my own in bushcraft and survival—but as mission specialist, I’m not expected to venture far from the camp unless there’s an emergency. I think my combat instructors were very relieved to slap a “basic skill” badge on my sheet. I’m happy to leave the shooting and looting to others.

The Junior Pioneers on the train give a wide berth to a couple of big, brawny guys with sharp eyes in blue uniforms. That’s escort and security. I can definitely picture them with rifles in their hands, standing watch.

A couple of girls my age in green-grey fatigues whose gazes constantly flit around like little birds are foragers—materials collectors responsible for harvesting the surroundings for source materials for our printers and fabbers. One of them was in my materials science class.

The kid in the opposite corner of the car is in a camo uniform. He will be his squad’s ranger. Agile, wiry frame, deceptively aloof. Nothing escapes him. He watches his peers with a mild interest, and when the train stops to let everybody off, he waits, like me, until the car is empty. When he leaves, he gives me an almost imperceptible nod.

 

—

 

Before the Convent starts, the squads gather in the mall, the great plaza in front of the Atheneum. It’s so big, in fact, that every Traveler in Conestoga could gather there with plenty of room to spare among the walkways, bridges, trees, and statues of the great curators.

As expansive as the mall is, it’s still dominated by the colossal Atheneum itself. Its breathtaking, organic curves of pearlescent white and dark expanses of glass float on top of a vast reflecting pool. Three walkways bridge the water and converge on the massive main stairs leading up to the entrance. On top of the building itself sits a flex glass dome housing the seven-tiered training grounds, seven gardens stacked on top of one another. A spiraling walkway running along the inside wall of the dome joins them together. On each level, different types of Pioneer classes take place:

 

Tier 1—Security and weapons training

Tier 2—Exobiology and climatology

Tier 3—Artificial intelligence and robotics

Tier 4—Materials science and engineering

Tier 5—Navigation and cartography

Tier 6—Game theory and organization

Tier 7—Politics, civilization, and spirituality

 

There’s an eighth, unofficial level: the hangar bay, where we train in shuttle sims for the actual landing. For obvious reasons, this can’t be done on the ground—it’s done in zero g.

The Atheneum never fails to inspire a sense of duty. It tells us why we are here, what we are about to do. The portraits on the walls, the dignified scarcity of unnecessary decoration, the scale of this place. We are the pinnacle of forty-five generations. This ship and its people have traveled a thousand years to bring us–us!–to Alamea, humanity’s future home. Millions of pairs of invisible eyes supposedly gaze down upon us from the plane of the Future Children, and the Atheneum was built to remind us of that.

In giant block letters on the wall outside the Hall of Remembrance, Harker’s words remind us:

Like the First shall stand on the shoulders of Travelers, so shall the Future Children stand on the shoulders of the First. (Aphorisms 1:12)

It sounded scary to me when I was little. I imagined a tower of humans, wobbling and swaying, with me at the top. Any second, someone down the line would fall, and I would fall too, from thousands of meters up in the sky.

Mother had to explain to me it wasn’t meant to be taken literally. Nobody was actually going to stand on anyone else’s shoulders. “But,” she added kindly, “it’s also a good aphorism. If one falls, we all fall too.”

 

—

 

I cross the mall towards the designated squad rendezvous point. Staring eyes burn right through me. Some offer discreet condolences. Most don’t.

The squad is already here, waiting. Most of them moted me after it happened. Some didn’t. I know exactly who.

My legs stop of their own accord, as if they know something I don’t.

Lex.

Your brother turns around as I approach our rendezvous point. How did I forget he would be here? I saw him yesterday, saw him stand by the hologram of his sister, and tears streamed down his face. Our eyes met a couple of times. Grief must have cut some connections in my brain. I saw him as a separate being who belongs to a different realm: Ellinor Bowman’s older brother. That he was also squad commander didn’t even enter into it.

Lex notices my confusion and moves quickly. He comes up to me and smiles. His sincere expression takes me by surprise. He’s perfected the too-cool-for-school look.

“You okay?” he asks.

“You’re kidding, right?”

“Of course not. I want to know how you are doing.”

“Not too good,” I confess. “Nothing you can do about it.”

“Wouldn’t be too sure about that.”

“How are you?” The words come out boxy and cumbersome. I’ve been so wrapped up in my own self-pity, even asking someone else how they’re doing seems unnatural. Insincere, even.

The faintest trace of grief flickers on his face, like a crack in a dinner plate you can only see at a certain angle. “I’ll be alright,” he says.

Awkward silence fills the gap between us. I miss him. Nothing I can show or say, but I miss him. And without the double entendres and quips, our private conversations can’t exist.

He knows it, too. “You know what would cheer me up?” he says.

“What?”

“A Restingday date.”

“Shh! We’re not supposed to—“

“I don’t care,” he says, a grin tugging at his lips. “I miss you,” he adds in a whisper.

 

—

 

It’s hard to believe it’s only been two months since the last convent. Might as well be a million years and a million kilometers ago. As chief mission specialist, I’m the second ranking officer of the mission, so me, Lex, and the other squad commanders and mission specialists often stay behind for extra leadership and teamwork training in the Atheneum. That night, be it because we lost track of time or because we wanted some time for ourselves, we didn’t leave until very late. We crossed a deserted mall towards the mag station together.

Far above and away, the bright lights of Atlas City shone like a cluster of stars. The light dripped off the buildings and into our faces. We stopped and stared as if we’d never seen it before, and it happened. At night, his eyes seemed darker than black. They reflected the light of the nearest ledpost like a ring of bright dots.

Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t say what came over me. It seemed like a good idea. I leaned into him and put my lips to his, and we kissed. He wasn’t even surprised, like it was the most natural thing. When I opened my eyes, his eyes were dreamy, glazed-over, the way actors look in really old, black-and-white movies from Earth. Right then, right there, we were the only two living things in the entire universe.

Eventually, the kiss began to wear out its welcome, and we separated awkwardly. But lips have memory, and mine burned hot all the way home. I remember thinking how wrong it was. Him, the squad captain and me, his second in command.

I also remember smiling into the night.

 

—

 

“So… what do you think?” Lex says.

“Think of what?” He winks. My insides churn. “Are you crazy? I can’t… we can’t… it’s wrong!”

“I know you don’t really care about that. I want to see you.”

“You’re seeing me now!”

“You know what I mean. I need it. You need it, too.”

“I…” My eyes drift towards the rest of the Squad. They don’t exactly stare, but a couple of them quickly become very interested in something happening elsewhere.

“I know you don’t mind being alone,” Lex says. “But I don’t work that way. We can help each other out. Get through this.”

“Okay.”

“Okay as in, yes, you’ll see me, or…?”

“Okay as in I understand.” The ballooning awkwardness makes my legs jittery.

“You don’t want to see me?”

“It’s not that I don’t want to; I just don’t think it’s such a good idea.”

“You can’t ignore me forever.”

“I’m pretty sure I can.”

“Then what about the kiss?”

“…”

“Well, I can’t forget about it.”

“Try harder.”

“Can you?”

“Obviously not.”

“See? Must mean something, right?”

“Maybe it does.”

“So?”

“Fine, whatever. Now go be captain, we’re all here.”

Lex’s real smile lights up his face a split second, like a burst of fireworks. I snort and shake my head at him, but I unknowingly put my fingers to my lips and remember the burning taste of his.

 

—

 

A deluge of Pioneers spill into the Hall of Remembrance. It seats twenty-five thousand people, so five thousand Pioneers don’t even begin to fill the place. We still make a lot of noise. Rustle, rumble, babble. White-clad ushers corral us into sections around the circular dais. On it, a lonely lectern waits for a speaker.

Lex takes the seat next to me, and his hand rests dangerously close to mine. His skin is warm.

Before long, the lights dim slightly, voices hush, and a figure, clad in the white robes of the Praesidium appears. He strides across the dais toward the lectern, tracked by a powerful spotlight. High Curator Sage moves very slowly, like he’s perpetually walking in a procession. He finally reaches the lectern, places his hands on the sides of it, and sweeps his gaze across the assembly with a beatific smile on his face. The youngest high curator in the history of the Praesidium, his youthfulness and alert eyes never fail to impress. As though he only has a couple of years on me though he’s twice my age. Which, of course, makes the glacial pace with which he moves all wrong, like he’s got a strange illness slowing him down.

“Pioneers!” The call bounces back and forth in the great hall. “Nothing makes me prouder than to see your faces and think of your accomplishments. In the days to come, I know we will all rest well knowing that you lead the way into the future. I salute you!” Thunderous applause. The High Curator looks pleased. He lets us go on for a bit before raising his hands, calling for silence.

As he talks, my mind wanders. It’s like the flip of a switch; public speeches bore me, and the Praesidium people make a lot of public speeches. A memory pops up, conjured by the Atheneum itself, the familiarity of the sights, the sounds, the smells. I remember you. You sat with your squad three rows below and to the side. I could see your profile. This was what, two Convents ago? Three? I watched you and thought something was different, and I couldn’t figure out what. It wasn’t your features. I knew them well enough. The chiseled nose, the jet-black hair cut short—the trademark hairstyle of the aerobatics player—and your plump lips. I used to be jealous of your lips. There was something about your eyes. As if your mind was elsewhere, like mine now. I don’t know how I could see it from there, in the dim light, but I did.

I was overcome with an urge to capture your attention. Wake you up from whatever was going on in your head. I leaned forward, then back, then forward again, like an impatient child, in the hope of catching your eye. Ada, one of my squad comrades, nudged me with her elbow to stop.

And then you turned around. Casual-like, as if you happened to look for me and found me. I smiled and raised my chin, but you didn’t react. You had a faraway stare in your eyes. Then you turned back to the stage, and I told myself you couldn’t see me. Too dark, a light shone in your eyes, it didn’t matter.

Funny how everything seems significant when it’s too late to ask.

 

—

 

After some more pontificating, during which I struggle to return to the here and now, the high curator introduces the quartermaster general, who will hand out today’s assignments. When squads 139 through 144 are assigned to the hangar bay for shuttle operations training, a cheer erupts from our end of the Atheneum. Shuttle ops, always a favorite.

Afterwards, the lucky squads march out of the Atheneum and board the omnis. A giddy mood picks up as the vehicle trundles away; some of the younger kids have never been up there, and some of those have never been to the Eye. This will be their first experience with zero g.

Lex jostles to secure the seat next to mine. He plonks himself down with boyish gracelessness and grins at me. Thankfully, he keeps quiet while the omni winds its way through the fields and orchards and into the Taiga. This close to the stern, the perspective seems slightly distorted by its inverted dome shape.

The hangar elevators are different. They move horizontally at first, and then slowly rise and rotate along the curvature of the bulkhead. When they travel upwards, they rotate around the axis, and the passengers stay level with the ground. Once they reach the top, it doesn’t matter anymore which way they’re pointed, there being no gravity, but they designed them this way for the sake of orientation and convention, I guess. We need magnet boots to go up there, same as the Eye. The hangar bay, built like a large torus around the central launch bay, is home to sixty shuttles of varying size and purpose. To launch, robotic arms pick the shuttle up and deposit it in the launch bay through a hatch in the ceiling. From there, the shuttle enters space through a diaphragm. Once outside, the shuttle fires directional jets to stop its rotation. And then out of orbit, down to the planet surface. That’s the idea anyway—we’ve only trained for it in simulation. Nobody’s seen the outside of Conestoga for a thousand years.

During shuttle ops, the squad takes command of a shuttle and goes trough simulations of exiting Conestoga, deorbiting, and landing. Ninedi Faulkner, my teammate and friend, trains to be a pilot and will command one of the shuttles. I hope my squad will be assigned to her shuttle today.

On arrival, we exit the omni and gather in eager groups around the elevator station—a wide, flat building from which the elevator track extends like a giant tongue up the side of the bulkhead. The elevator car itself is currently on its way down from the hangar, slowly crawling down the track.

Squads are led inside in an orderly fashion, and we line up before the dispensary, where a service bot hands out magnet boots with mechanical efficiency. The bot’s name, embossed on its breastplate, is SB9084. SB9084’s right arm moves slightly slower than the left. When I ask about it, the bot says it was meant to have repairs sixteen days ago.

”When’s your next scheduled appointment?” I ask.

”I have none. They have been cancelled.”

”Really? All of them? Shouldn’t happen. I’ll put in an order for you.”

”Thank you,” SB9084 says.

”Are you always this kind to bots?” Lex asks as he puts his boot on.

”They don’t complicate things.”

He grins. “Imogen Hart. The bot whisperer.”

 

—

 

The elevator car slides sideways into the station.

“Hey, why are they coming down?” Lex asks. He nods toward the elevator. It approaches the station now, and on it are Ninedi Faulkner and the other pilot Pioneers, all with dour looks on their faces.

“Uh-oh,” I mutter. “This is not good.”

The elevator door opens and Ninedi’s commanding officer, a flight officer with a long, winding name I can’t remember, steps out ahead of the others. Before we can even start to rain down questions upon him, he raises his hands and announces:

“Today’s shuttle operations training has regrettably been cancelled.”

A loud, collective groan fills the room. One of the squad commanders calls out: ”Why?”

”For, uh, reasons of safety,” the FO says. ”Squad commanders will stay behind, while the rest of the squad exit the building and wait outside for further instruction.”

Lex nods at us. Five squads make their way outside, grumbling and muttering.

”What’s it mean, ’reasons of safety?’” the squad liaisons officer asks. I like her. She’s never afraid to speak her mind. We ask a lot of the same questions.

”Maybe something went wrong up there and they have to fix it,” one of our scouts, a mousy guy who looks at least five years younger than he is.

Ninedi steps out of the elevator and stalks grumpily past. I intercept her on the steps of the mag station.

”Hey, what’s going on?” I ask.

”I don’t know. They threw us out.”

”Something’s wrong?”

”Not that I know of. Order came from the top.”

”From the quartermaster?”

”From the Praesidium, yeah.” She nods toward her group of pilots, who now pile into one of the omnis in the parking area. ”I have to go. Debriefing. Sorry.”

”Not your fault. Find out what’s going on.”

”You know it.”

 

—

 

A few minutes later, Lex and the other commanders join their teams and tell us we’re to return to the omnis and head back to the Atheneum for reassignment. We do as instructed in a sullen silence.

Back in the omni, I realize how much I looked forward to this. More than a distraction, I hoped for a renewed focus on my purpose. My mission. What I’ve been training for my whole life.

I slump in my seat.

”What happened?” I ask Lex.

He sighs. ”I have no idea. They didn’t give any reason.”

”So, what do we do now?”

”Weapons training,” he says.

”You’re kidding?”

”Afraid not.”

I groan. ”Well, at least the day can’t get any worse.”

Lex snorts. ”Famous last words.”


 

THREE

I didn’t like Lex at first. Full of himself and a breezy, seat-of-his-pants kind of guy. Everything I was not. I used to be a little bit afraid of him, and when he was made commander of squad 42, I reacted with typical teenage drama and threatened to resign. It was hard to imagine him take up the responsibilities required of him. Even you had your doubts about your brother.

As time wore on, and much to the surprise of everyone, he turned out to be a natural born leader.

“Also,” you said, finally, “he’s exactly like me, so you should hate me, too.”

“I don’t hate him!”

“You’ll learn to like him. You learned to like me.”

“I’ve always liked you,” I said, sullen for reasons I didn’t understand. I was thirteen.

You grabbed me and hugged me so hard I swore I could hear ribs cracking. You had the power to turn any sour mood around. Lex, I found out, had the same quality. Living proof that you were right about learning to like him.

I’m reminded of this moment as we trudge up the sloping walkway to Tier One. Lex might seem slapdash and sloppy, but he’s got it where it counts. Spends just the right amount of time with each team member, asks the right questions, makes the right comments, and—most importantly—never forgets anything.

“Heads-up, by the way—everyone?” Lex comically cranes his neck to address the squad, now gathered outside the gun range. “New drill commander. Major Archibald Cutler.”

“We know,” everybody says.

I try not to show my surprise. I had no idea, but I have also not been following the Pioneer section in the Feed as diligently as I should.

“Right. You might not know he’s a hardass. Spent half his life training the keepers; now he’s their head honcho.”

The squad mutters uneasily. The keepers are a controversial topic with the Praesidium. The white-uniformed force of peacekeepers was once established by High Curator William Harker himself. Their number has grown in recent years, and people wonder what for. They can be seen everywhere, in pairs, shocksticks on their backs. Ninedi once thought of joining their ranks but was talked out of it by her father.

I’d like to think that Ninedi’s gung-ho attitude towards life, no doubt imparted on her by her like-minded father, serves her best as a pilot.

We head on inside. A stocky man in a white keeper uniform waits in the lobby. The lines in his face bear witness to a strict routine and an even stricter mind, forged and formed by five centuries of discipline. Chin sharp enough to draw blood. Even Lex, who’s met the man before, frets as we line up before him, four landing squads in their comparatively paltry Pioneer uniforms.

“That’s him?” I whisper.

“Uh-huh,” Lex hums.

Major Archibald Cutler surveys the ranks of Pioneers gathering in disorderly groups with a sneer on his face. He stays quiet until the shuffling and mumbling dies down.

”Welcome!” he bellows, making the calmest of us jump. ”I’m Major Archibald Cutler. You will address me as ’Major’ or ’Sir.’” He scans the congregation again, as if willing us to challenge him on this. ”This is the first day of the rest of your lives! I will teach you everything you need to master for your coming assignments. Impress me, and you will reap the benefits. Fail me, and you will be out on your behind so fast, you’ll wonder what that blast of wind was.”

One look around the room, and I can tell all the others are as confused as I am. Major Cutler starts to pace in front of us. ”I know what you’re thinking. Who’s this clown? What’s he talking about? Well, I will tell you. You may be trained as Pioneers, but here you will learn things that will save your life and the lives of your comrades. You will follow orders. And you will give it everything you’ve got. One third of you won’t make it. The other two thirds may rise above the rest, God’s Future Children willing. You will be the muscle and bone of a new and stronger society. You will be our shield against disorder and unrest. You,” he says, pausing to gaze out at us, ”will be keepers.”

His features soften—a remarkable feat for such an adamantine face. ”Now, I know this comes as a surprise to you all. Not all of you are cut out for what I will demand of you. You have been trained to do your jobs well, and it would be foolish of us not to use your skills. Therefore, you will always have the option of resigning your position as Pioneer without repercussions. You are all valuable to our mission. All you need to do is to raise your hand and announce your intent. I do not judge those who know their own limitations. I only judge those who don’t.”

He lets his eyes run another scan. “Questions?”

The Pioneers shift uncomfortably. What’s that about resigning as Pioneers? Some of us won’t make it? Did this man turn weapons training into a competition?

Lex raises his hand. “Commander Bowman, squad 42, sir. Could you please clarify, Major? I can’t speak for everyone, but I have not been informed of any changes in Pioneer selection and assignments.”

Cutler’s heavy, military eyes descend on him like a bird of prey swooping down on an unsuspecting victim. He speaks in a clear, almost cheerful voice: “Consider yourself informed, Commander.”

 

—

 

Major Cutler leads us past a row of smaller classrooms and storerooms to the shooting range. I’ve always hated this place, but it’s mostly because I don’t like guns—and this place is only about guns. I’m not supposed to carry a rifle, but all Pioneers are required to be familiar with the weaponry we will be issued and refresh our shooting skills every once in a while.

I end up on a lane next to a big, chunky escort named Theo from squad 111. He’s not a talker, but I can tell straight away how much Theo likes guns. His eyes go velvety when he picks up the rifle. He handles it firmly and decisively, like he would a well-trained pet. He takes his job very seriously. The escorts in squad 42 are the same. I wouldn’t be surprised if they name their guns like Maester Fletcher names his AI’s. In the time it takes him to pick a rifle apart and put it back together again, I still struggle to remove the charger pack. It’s okay. Like all weapons experts, Theo gives instructions with infinite patience to make people like me feel, if not comfortable, then safe around our arsenal of death.

Nothing, however, can take away the sense of utter foolishness when I hold a rifle in my hands. It’s heavy and bulky, and even though I know the safety is on, I’m sure it will fire accidentally anyway.

A strange, tingling sensation plagues me as we reach the firing range—like a vibration coming from inside me. I can’t control it, much less stop it. It buzzes in my ears, and my eyes lose focus. Not exactly ideal conditions for a live fire practice. I want nothing more than to turn around on my heels and leave. Go back home and bury myself in bed, like my original plan.

Point, shoot, repeat. After a while, the numbing thuds of metal slugs electromagnetically ejected at ten thousand kilometers per hour can be strangely soothing. For each abrupt kick against the shoulder, another worry is knocked out of my skull. For the first time in days, I’m doing something without having my mind invaded by a million thoughts and questions. I can’t stop my hands from shaking as I reload—but when I peer down the length of the rifle at the target, they are absolutely still. When I squeeze the trigger, I no longer flinch. I gawk at the display of the target box: I’m hitting the marks!

For the first time ever, I’m reluctant to let go of the rifle. I remove my earmuffs, eject the magazine, and put it on the table of my firing lane.

Theo throws a glance at the scoreboard and gives me a respectful nod. “Nice.”

I can’t not grin back. “I don’t know what ha—“

WHAM! Something explodes with a deafening bang, and the rifle jolts out of my hands. It clatters to the floor. Smoke curls out of a crater the size of my fist in the middle of the scoreboard screen. My ears fill with a persistent, high-pitched ringing noise.

“Pioneer Hart!” Major Cutler yells. “What in the hell happened?”

Surprise into terror. I must have forgotten to clear the chamber. With the rifle’s safety catch built into the trigger, I managed to press it while putting it down.

“I must have… I didn’t… I’m sorry…” I stutter and back away from the rifle on the floor. Theo stands absolutely still. The slug whizzed right past his face. I could have killed him. Everything happens in excruciating slow motion. All eyes land on me, saucer-big and bulging, and the buzzing in my ears is cranked up to unbearable levels. If I could spontaneously recycle and evaporate, now would be a good time.

Cutler marches up so close I can count the kevlar threads on his uniformed chest.

“You will leave this exercise yard immediately and return home for disciplinary action!” he says, rather controlled, and I squeeze past him, ears still ringing from the unmuffled noise of the offending shot. So much for Imogen Hart the sharpshooter.

 

—

 

Footsteps pound the floor behind me as I trudge toward the station. “Gen!” I turn to see Lex running toward me. Great. Just what I need. I try to walk faster, but he catches up with me, pulls my arm. I whip around.

“What do you want?” I growl.

“What happened in there?”

“Like you don’t know!”

“I didn’t see it happen. Are you okay?”

“What do you think? I almost blew Theo’s head off!”

He winces. “What did Cutler say?”

“I’m suspended. Better start auditioning for another mission specialist, because I’m apparently not cut out to be a Pioneer!”

“He doesn’t have the authority to change your status,” Lex says. “Only the quartermaster general does. I’ll talk to them, smooth things out—“

“Who is that guy anyway? Nobody told us anything about any trials!”

“I know, calm down. I’m sure there’s an explanation.”

I open my mouth, but I’ve run out of things to say.

“Go home, wait for me. I’ll talk to them. See how it goes. I’ll mote you later, let you know. Okay?”

“Fine,” I mumble, on the verge of tears now. I glance over his shoulder, down the walkway. “Better go back before he suspends you, too.”

“They’re not getting rid of you,” Lex says. “You’re the best mission specialist we have. I’ll make sure they understand that. Okay? I’ll take care of it.”

So sure of himself. There’s sincere concern in his eyes, and I can’t help it, it’s like I’m pulled into him by an unseen force. I kiss his soft, surprised lips, press myself against him until I remember who he is, who I am, and pull away. Our eyes meet briefly—his wide and expectant—before I turn and run.

 

—

 

A train comes to a whining stop. The message pops up on my armlet as I get on.

 

Imogen Frances Hart, 3204-98797, it is the duty of the Office of the Quartermaster General to inform you that your status as Chief Mission Specialist with landing squad 146 is under review following the incident IR3221-4488. Awaiting ruling, your Pioneer status and your participation in all Pioneer activities are suspended.

 

I dump myself in a corner and read it two, three, four times. With each repetition, it seems less and less to have anything to do with me. I should be angry, regretful, or sad—but I can’t make myself feel anymore.

A short while later, the inevitable happens: a squad member posts a video of the event and the aftermath. Joy Miller, one of our medics. No surprise there. She never had much sense of propriety.

I can’t not look at this, either. She didn’t film me directly when it happened, but she caught the shock and confusion as the rifle went off. Then the lens swung toward me as I dropped it. Theo crouched on the floor. A smoking hole in the dead screen behind him. And me, cowering like a puppy confronted with a pair of ruined slippers.

Joy Miller will be reprimanded too, for putting up the video. Not that it helps. Everybody will know about it, talk about it. I watch the video again and again, as punishment, until it’s taken down—four thousand five hundred and seventy-six views and ninety-eight comments later. I know what the verdict will be: I’m careless and sloppy. I’m not ready.

Those who fail to prepare, prepare to fail. (Aphorisms 3:2)


 

FOUR

The first flight after your death was always going to be a shitshow. I steel myself so as not to hesitate when I launch myself into the aerena to a strumming heartbeat. I hobble around for a bit like a confused insect and try not to crash into things until I get back into the groove. It’s torture, and all I can do is ride it out. The fear slowly melts away as I make larger and larger circles around the fleater, the automated launch platform, from which the team examines my every move.

I can hear them, even though they are perfectly silent. You’ll get back into it. You can do it. You’ve got this. They’re thinking it. I know they are.

And yet, I can finally let a soothing sigh escape my lungs. It’s as if I’ve been up here half my life, ten kilometers away from everything—and yet it seems brand new to me: the ringed entrance to the aerena, the four spindly towers reaching down, and, far away in every direction, the tubular landscape wrapped around us. I was afraid I had lost the nerve, that when I came up here again, I wouldn’t be able to do it anymore. A ripple of unwelcome happiness runs through me. I fight it down. Can’t laugh now, this close to losing you.

Joshua waits at the edge of the fleater for me to return. The need to finally talk to him tries to butt in, but I have to put that aside. Focus on the here and now.

I stick the landing, thank you very much, and I can sense the collective relief. Quiet approval and your beautiful ghost hanging over us.

“Right!” Coach Young says, a little too brightly. “Let’s get started.”

 

—

 

Aerobatics is played in zero gravity. There’s only one place to get it, and that’s at Conestoga’s center of axis. When they constructed her, long ago, someone had the brilliant idea to provide the Travelers with a zero g playground—the aerena. Four massive, equidistant towers rise up from the ground towards the center to hold the Eye in place. . The Eye itself is shaped like a gigantic egg with the narrow end cut cleanly off, the calcium-white exterior replaced by a lattice mesh enclosing the aerena itself. Here, the Travelers can safely compete and mess around wearing gas-powered aerosuits.

From the aerena, the ringed inside of the giant orb looks like a human eye with the player gate like a pupil at its center. That’s how it got its name: the Eye.

My favorite place in the world, my secret lair, hidden in plain sight.

The first ride on the elevator up to the Eye can be daunting. I remember the terror in Father’s eyes when I was little and he accompanied me for my first flight. I thought he was going to be sick. The acceleration, exhilarating to me, caught him by surprise, and it took him several minutes to straighten his legs. After a while, when we got to the point where the ground seems to be equally distant, Father turned away from the view.

I used to imagine some gargantuan machine that shaved several thousand square kilometers off the Earth, rolled it up until one end met the other, and stuffed the tubular landscape into a metal can. That’s what it looks like from up here.

The farther up Father and I	 traveled, the lighter we became until the magnets in our boots switched on automatically and clung to the metal floor with a loud twang. Things not secured would start to drift. Two thirds of the way up, the brakes engaged, softly at first, and then enough to make the body want to lift off the floor. The magnets hummed as they strained to counter the upward momentum. Loose items became airborne and rose to the ceiling. The Eye grew huge and looming above, like the underbelly of an enormous white whale. With no gravity to convey a sense of up and down, to some it feels like falling toward it.

Father, wide-eyed and green in the face, turned to me with adult fear in his eyes. “Are you sure?”

“I’m sure,” I said.

 

—

 

Right before we take off, I meet Joshua’s eyes. Another first since your reclamation. A ton of things weigh us down, things that need to be said. But not right now.

“Okay, gauntlet time.” Coach Young’s voice is a tad loud, so I turn my vox down a smidge. “Ninedi and Kenta, give chase.”

Of the four aerobatics events, gauntlet is by far the roughest. It’s a fairly simple event, with four players on two opposing teams. The chasers chase, and the rabbits try to outrun them through a field of obstacles called blox. Points are awarded for physical contact, breaking up the rabbits, or forcing the rabbits off course. The gauntlet bruises.

As soon as we’re airborne, I reconnect with that stirring sense of unity. The rabbits need to be tight, harmonized to the point of being able to predict every move. Together, Joshua and I are formidable, and I’m reminded of it now, as we soar through a simple blox formation as though nothing unusual has happened since last time. And yet, I can’t shake the feeling of wrong. I shouldn’t be this happy.

We manage to beat the chasers, barely, and there’s even a hint of a smile on Joshua’s lips when we land. Ninedi drops onto the fleater and nods approvingly. “Good to have you back.” She sounds gruffer than usual, but she rarely offers much in the way of praise. I’ll take what I can get.

 

—

 

A couple of exhausting hours later, Coach Young calls it a day, and we prepare to descend to ground level. Before I can steal away, however, Coach Young clears her throat. “Imogen, a moment, please.”

Uh-oh. I know that look. Young’s mastery of the poker face can trip the unprepared, but I practically know her expressions better than I know my own. A barely perceptible tightening of her lips means trouble.

“How are you doing?” she asks, switched to one-on-one vox. Out of the corner of my eye, I notice how the others can’t leave quickly enough. Yep, something’s up.

“I’m okay, I guess.”

“Don’t placate me, Gen. I know you too well.”

An irrational urge to rebel grabs me. “What do you mean?”

She sighs. “I don’t know what it’s like for you. Nobody does, and you shouldn’t let anyone tell you they do. But I know that when you get back home, you’ll close the door, and the real you will come out.”

“This is the real me.” It’s a pathetic effort, and Coach simply gives me a lopsided smile.

“I’ve known you since you were seven. This is the you that you think you need to present right now. And that’s fine, out there,” she points to the aerena with a thumb over her shoulder. “Not between you and me.”

I don’t know what to say. Coach waits for me to respond, so I give her a curt nod.

“Good. Now. We need to talk about a replacement.”

“Replacement for what?”

“For whom,” she says. ”You know we need a full team for the tournament.”

Rage, sudden and painful, grabs me by the neck and shakes me, hard. “We don’t need—the Eagles had five last year!” I sputter.

The next thing to come out of her mouth will be some devastating truth, and no argument I make will put a hole in it. And I’ve been trained to always, in every situation, make room for good arguments.

Truth lives without us, so it is only rational to live with truth. (Aphorisms 1:12)

“Yes, they have Yolanda Miller, who does all four events. You might also recall they lost, big time. We need another solo-gauntlet player.”

Of course she’s right. Four events to a tournament: solo, gauntlet, singles, and capture the flag. Each team performs two solos. Without two dedicated soloists, points will drop. If we take a hit earlier in the game, we won’t have enough margin to catch up. My brain knows this, and yet it fights back with the fury of a cornered animal.

“You can’t replace her!”

“We have to.”

“What about the team?”

“They don’t like it any more than you do, but they agree.”

“What about Joshua?”

“He brought it up. He’s only thinking about what’s best for the team!” she adds, watching my face burst into flames.

“Yeah well, I refuse!”

“I’m not asking permission. This isn’t a democracy.”

In zero g, tears stay on the eyelids and grow bigger and bigger. When I blink, wobbly globes of salty water float away into the air and orbit my head.

“It’s not fair,” I blubber.

“I know,” Coach says. She probably wants to hug me now, but she knows better. “It is what it is. Anyway, I’m bringing her in next time, and I’m expecting you to—“

“You’ve already drafted someone?!” I stare at her square, determined jaw.

“Of course. Joshua and I took her up a few days ago for evaluation. She’s good.”

I slap the tears off my face. “Who?”

“Eden Messenger. She was in the final pick last year, but we went with Kenta?”

I remember her. Actually, I remember her well. You and I both wanted her. A skinny little kid, hair like wild hay, big emerald eyes, a spatter of pale freckles across a button nose. Kenta won out because he was the best all-rounder and we already had a solid solo-gauntlet duo: you and me.

“She won’t be ready.”

“Leave it to me. I seem to recall a certain someone entering late and making a splash,” Coach says with a crooked smile.

“That was different,” I mumble.

“Maybe.” Coach tilts her head sideways. “Nobody can truly replace Ellie. We all know that. But we’re one short, and we need someone fast and agile. Eden is our best bet. I’m sorry, but that’s my final word.”

 

—

 

Down by the player gate, the red-and-gold figure of Joshua dallies like a frightened newbie. I vox him.

“Thanks for telling me.”

“Gen,” he says softly. “You know we need it.”

I come in fast and hard and force him to take a clumsy step aside as I land.

”How could you let her do this?” I hiss. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

He lifts his visor up and reveals his chocolate-brown eyes. Mother once thought he was scary. It was his whole face—the angular, hypermasculine jawline and bold cheekbones. The bright eyes in that dark face. His looks clash with his background. He was Consitional by birth, a caste of ultra-orthodox Travelers that keep to themselves and live life the way it was before the time of the Great Death and William Harker. They try to relive the old days, before things got out of hand, farming and crafting and raising children and staying away from music, dancing, and movies.

Joshua knew he was going to leave when he experienced zero g for the first time. He was eleven then. Took him three years to work up the courage to tell anyone. Meanwhile, he snuck away to go flying. Taught himself by watching videos of old tournaments. Coach Young spotted him cavorting around in the aerena one day. She liked what she saw, but when she approached him, he bolted. She caught up with him, of course, and he was so frightened. She introduced him to the team. I remember a shy little boy who could barely look me in the eye. We didn’t go all-out on him the first few times, for fear that he might shatter like glass. Then he outsmarted the cleverest of us—you—in a single that Coach Young still talks about in breathless terms.

We all came with him when he told his parents. He sat them down and explained what he’d been doing. What he wanted. They listened calmly, and I held his hand. His heart beat so fast.

When he had finished, his mother smiled and said: “You think we didn’t know?”

 

—

 

The sadness in Joshua’s face hits me like a burst of static. He’s so pale, and it’s not because he’s afraid of my reaction. This is grief, the kind that gets into my bones, slows me down, drags everything with it. He looks sunken-in, as though gravitationally pulled inwards, into himself.

“Come on, don’t be that way,” he says.

I will not be distracted by how sad he looks. I will be that way. I stomp off toward the lobby, banging my boots against the metal, Joshua in tow.

“Okay, when?” he says. “When should I have told you? I haven’t seen you in three tendays. It’s not something you put in a mote,” he says.

”Guess not.”

“You’re being childish.” Finally, a bit of edge on his voice. I ignore him. “Fine. But I’m riding down with you, you know.”

We stalk toward the lobby in sullen silence only to find out the elevator just left, and it’s a twenty-four minute wait.

The lobby, shaped like the inside of a sphere, can be confusing for beginners. Without the regular, ground-based attributes of a room—floor, walls, ceiling—it messes with the mind. I’ve met plenty of first-timers and non-ofteners who hesitate at the elevator threshold and simply stare at people beelining it at various angles for one of the four walkways that lead into the Eye proper. It’s a good thing flying inside the Eye is strictly prohibited.

I stop by the elevator door and flick through the Feed without really looking. Joshua hovers.

“You don’t know how it’s been—“ he finally says in a whisper.

“You don’t know anything! You have no idea what it was like, seeing—“ I trail off, a dark and sticky lump lodged in my throat.

He doesn’t respond right away. When he does, his voice nearly breaks. “I know. But it’s not just you.”

The truth hurts like a splinter in my thumb. They have all cried for her. Ninedi was furious when only I was invited to the reclamation ceremony. Your parents wanted a small ceremony, close family only—and me.

“I know,” I say. The fight is quickly running out of me.

“Because if you think replacing her will be easy for any of us, you’re…” He trails off, turns his head to the view outside.

“Maybe if you had told me sooner, I would have been better prepared.”

“Of course you’re right. But you don’t make it easy.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

A laughing couple in borrowed aerosuits enters the lobby. They contain themselves when they see us, and we exchange the common, courteous nods. Joshua edges closer to me until our shoulders brush.

“You’re closed off. I wanted to talk to you at the—at the reclamation. But you ran off before I could—“

“I couldn’t take it, okay? I’m sorry I’m not like the rest of you.”

“That’s not what I mean!”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

Saying it makes it real. I burst into tears. The other couple turn their heads, startled—and then they recognize us. They know who we are. They know what happened. Everyone does.

My armlet buzzes with a mote to my inbox. I swipe it to the later pile.

“Hey,” Joshua says. He’s in tears now, too. “I don’t mean to be a jerk. I only want to talk. If you don’t want to, it’s okay. I’ll do all the talking.”

“It’s too soon,” I whimper. “I can’t...”

But do I even know why? How can I tell him why it burns my skin, fries my brain, to even be this close to him? The three of us were like a team within the team, a tight-knit unity that nothing could break apart. Which of course is a lie, because once we arrive, we’ll be split up into our squads and land on a brand new planet and be hundreds of kilometers apart—but we counted on that unity to last until then, at least.

“Why? What’s wrong?”

When cornered, some fleeing animals make a last stand. They bare their teeth and hiss and growl as if they know they’ve lost but don’t want to go down without a fight. They don’t care what happens, because they’ve got nothing to lose.

“You!” I yell, loud enough for my voice to bounce off the walls. “You’re what’s wrong!”

I hurt him. I know I did. Not because of the terror in his eyes, or the crestfallen way he takes a step back. I know it because my heart burns for him. Part of me screams to take it back, right now, while I still have a chance. Another part still bristles. I turn to glare at the couple who now stare blatantly at us. Public displays of emotion aren’t exactly par for the course aboard Conestoga. They look away in a hurry. That’s right, folks. I’m the Unstoppable Hart.

At long last, the elevator signals its arrival with a noise like a gasp of breath. The doors slide open, a group of people spill out, waving their arms, chattering. I sneak inside, walk all the way to the back and cross my arms. The doors close and the car drops out of the Eye and falls toward the patchwork of green and brown and grey, far below. It’s not until gravity starts to assert itself that I notice: Joshua stayed behind.


 

FIVE

That night, I curl up in bed clutching a stupid toy bunny to my chest. I don’t think I will ever forget your mother’s haunted face when she handed it to me at the reclamation and told me you wanted me to have it. She looked broken. Gone. Lifelike but lifeless, like a three-dimensional printout of herself that she fabbed the night before and had your father bring to the reclamation.

I received it like a priceless and fragile artifact. In a way, it is—a distant ancestor of yours brought this bunny aboard Conestoga, and it has been passed down the generations ever since. In a place where everything gets reused and recycled, items this old are few and far between. We have learned to not be nostalgic. After all, our ancestors left Earth behind. It would be a poor way of repaying them if we we can’t give up on trivial possessions.

The material is immaterial. (Aphorisms, 2:38)

Bonnie. That’s its name. Bonnie the bunny. I wonder how much is left of its original self. Is it still the same bunny if everything was replaced at one time or another?

The day’s activities kept my mind busy. In the silence of my room, the thoughts return in force, like dust; once I clear one corner, new dust pops up in another.

I could have done something.

I should have done more.

My eyes burn. It’s like they’re only good for crying anymore. I weep silently as I press the bunny to my face, wetting it. It’s not particularly soft. In fact, it’s rather rough to the touch, and the eyes and nose are hard and cold. Doesn’t matter. It’s all I have and it will receive my tears.

As I squeeze and prod, my fingers touch against something small and hard through the plush fabric. Must be clotted stuffing or a rough patch—a thousand-year-old toy must have been mended hundreds of times. But it’s too hard and alien.

I sit up in bed, wipe my tears, and turn on the light. I trace the seam under the bunny’s arms with my finger. On one side, it’s meticulously sewn together, the blind hem as tight now as it was new. On the other side of the pink little belly, the hem is hard and knotted like old-fashioned stitching on human wounds. (The things one learns as a Pioneer!)

You never had the patience for delicate work. Came with the whiz-bang type person you were. If it couldn’t be fixed with big-bore, quick-fix methods, you didn’t bother. The crude stitching was your doing, I’m sure of it. I don’t know if Bonnie was simply torn or if you unstitched it yourself—but you put something inside your stupid toy bunny and closed her back up.

“Where’s…?” I grope around the trousers draped over my desk chair for my multitool. Pea wakes up, takes off from her dock on top of the dresser, and sails across the room toward the bed. Her eye swivels in its socket.

“What are you doing?” she says.

“There’s something…”

Scissors make short work of the offending threads, and I plunge my fingers into the soft stuffing. There it is, the hard lump I could touch through the bunny’s rough fur. I pinch it between my index and middle fingers and slowly pull it out.

“What is it?” Pea asks, curiosity dialed up to ten.

I hold the thing up to the light. So small, and still it spits a rainbow of colors across the room. A prism of glass the size of a fingernail.

“It’s a bitglass.”

 

—

 

Bitglass tech, like poor Bonnie with her belly cut open, dates all the way back to Earth. A piece of silica glass can store enormous amounts of data indefinitely. My tutor, Maester Fletcher, taught me this. If one wants to save information for thousands of years, having it laser ingrained in silica is the way to go. There’s tons of this stuff in the Praesidium Archives, where I once came on a field trip as a kid. All the knowledge of Earth carved in bitglass and stored in a digital library.

I hold the little piece of silica with trembling hands and squint to peer into it. At first, it’s like seeing the world through water—a distorted, hazy reality. Once I focus harder, I see it: a tiny, imperfect dot refracting the light. There’s something on there. A teensy-tiny amount of data.

Secrets in Conestoga don’t last long. The Verse is open, vast, and free. Hundreds of hours of content get uploaded every day, not to mention the video calls, the chats, the constant news coverage. Maester Fletcher once told me nothing digital ever really disappears. The Verse is not a place to keep secrets.

A bitglass is.

I’m holding the answer in my hand. The Why. I’m sure of it. You had a secret, and I’m going to find out what it was.

 

—

 

My hand trembles as I place the tiny prism on the armlet scanner. A selection of two files pops up. Both, I’m perplexed to see, dated ninety years ago. I pinch-out to open the first one.

A single page document with… something. A long list of words, I guess, in a language I’ve never seen. Simple, yet efficient. Pictograms rather than symbols.

“Pea, do you recognize this?”

“No. I can cross-reference and analyze if you like?”

“Do it.”

She takes a couple of minutes to scan the Verse. “No matches.”

Figures. I close the file and open the other one. Same language, but this time strung together in what I assume are sentences.

I stare at the text until my eyes burn. No secret diary, no goodbye letter. Only this jumble of weird characters in a language unfamiliar even to the Verse. The first document contains exactly one hundred lines of words-or-whatever. The number must be significant. It could be a cipher of some kind, but without a starting point, a primer, I can’t ever hope to decode it.

I switch back and forth between the two documents a few times, hoping to catch something hidden among the symbols on the page. A heavy, disappointed groan escapes my lips.

“Sending,” I say, and swipe Pea the files. She receives them with a tiny bleep. “Keep looking. I’m going to sleep.”


 

SIX

We held hands that night, even though the aerosuit nozzles makes hand-holding awkward. Unafraid, we blasted off together, raced past the fleaters tethered to the player gates, and into the open aerena.

We snuck out past midnight, rode the mag to meet up at Eyetower 3 station, and rode bikes up to the sports center. I remember the darkened fields and bright city lights far away on the other side of Conestoga, and thinking of how quiet you were. You were always the chatty one. You talked, constantly, if not to me or other people directly, then in your videos—a never-ending torrent of thoughts, comments, ideas. It wasn’t mindless banter. You liked to discuss, to talk things through until the subject had been exhausted. And then move on to the next thing on your mind.

As we changed out of our clothes and into the suits in the locker room, I found myself the one trying to make conversation.

“Do you think they will change the rules?” I asked. A recent, nasty accident on one of the other teams had started a debate on separation rules.

“I don’t know,” you said. You sounded distant, almost dreamy, as if you were still asleep. I waited for more, but we got in the elevator and rode the whole way in silence.

How many times had I tried to talk, really talk, about what was bothering you? You always had an excuse. Tired, not in the mood, distracted. You wore the excuses like a suit of armor, and I was never able to dismantle it. It was frustrating for both of us. Your patience wore thin every time I tried to talk. You’d clench your jaw and look away, and then I’d know I had to back off or you’d get angry. In the end, I gave up and tried instead to please you.

We did the pre-flight checks as usual. I stressed this point repeatedly afterwards. No, we were not careless or sloppy; yes, we did the whole P.L.O.B.S. routine: Propellant, Lights, Optics, Batteries, Secure.

Flying at night is different. The blue haze can be a bit disorienting, and it’s harder to get your bearings straight when you can’t see the ground. All you have to go on are the pinprick lights, far away. We did a few practice twists and turns closer to the Eye before venturing farther out, trying to outmaneuver each other and get into strike position.

There were a few others out there, suit lights darting around like fireflies. Young couples in particular liked to fly at night. We kept out of their way, wanting the open space, the freedom.

Our dogfighting brought us close to the outer edge and the lattice mesh enclosing the aerena. That far out, a little over a mile away from the Eye, it looks small and insignificant, and the towers like needles disappearing into the night. The waters of Lake Devotion glittered below wispy clouds. We could make out the white expanse of the William Harker Atheneum and the mall by the lakeshore. Atlas City like a bright, celestial mystery close by. The rest of the landscape a deep blue blur darkening into absolute black. Both ends of Conestoga wreathed in darkness. Were it not for the faint ring of lights around the hangar bay, twenty-two kilometers astern, Conestoga’s tubular world might go on forever in either direction.

Few people ever go out this far in the aerena unless they’re here to repair something. At the extreme end, a porthole in the mesh allows technicians to climb outside, carefully attaching themselves to the mesh with wires and carabiners. We grabbed a hold of the mesh to rest nearby, letting our bodies float like leaves on a tree.

”We’re going to be so wrecked tomorrow,” I said.

You remained quiet. Desperate for something to say, I nodded toward the stern and said: ”Do you think we could make it across?”

The stuff of legends. Some will say someone did fly all the way from the Eye to the hangars, but nobody will tell you their name. It’s a question of propellant and control—fly too fast and uneconomical, and you get stuck up there. Fly too far away from the center axis, and gravity will slowly, inexorably pull you down. Out there, there’s no safety mesh to catch you.

You didn’t reply, and I fought an urge to ask, for the umpteenth time, what was bothering you. Not a good time. You had lifted your visor and were gazing down at the lake, where the usual, nightly fog was forming and glowing blue-white.

”It’s beautiful,” you said. You sounded so warm and calm.

”I could live up here,” I said.

”I love you, you know,” you said and smiled.

Then you let go of the mesh and accelerated away. You rolled and made a wide turn back toward me, leveling out at maximum speed. I watched, dumbfounded, as you shot straight through the maintenance port like a bullet out of a gun.

I thought it was a dare or something to get me worked up, scared. You knew how I felt about breaking the rules. I watched as you performed three quarters of a perfect loop, expecting you to roll one-eighty after the third quarter and return—but you didn’t. Instead, you continued straight down, relative to me. I still didn’t get it. How could I have? It simply didn’t compute until it was too late. You grew smaller quickly, and soon your suit lights vanished into the haze. I let out a useless little yelp, but you were already gone.

They found your shattered body the next morning, in a greenhouse in the outskirts of Eridani.


 

THE BOT WHISPERER


 

ONE

Once every tenday, I have therapy. It means having my senses hijacked in a small room of the Welfare Office in the Trieste Community Center. I lie down on a lounger and wait for the rig with the wraparound screen to lower itself down over me until I’m completely enclosed. A headgear feeding sensory input clamps down on my head like a helmet. And I disappear into another world. A world where you are still alive.

It takes only seconds for my mind to adapt, to accept, no matter how much I want to fight it. We’re in a garden. It’s always a garden. Birds that aren’t really there warble and chirp. A damp smell of soil, flowery perfume, mint, and cucumber fills my nose, as if we’re in the Atlas Biome Gardens. And here on the bench beside me, she sits—the avatar of my best and deadest friend. Your digital ghost.

She starts by asking about my day and for gossip—you were big on gossip. Later today, I have duty in Lab 17, and she asks if my tutor, Maester Fletcher, is as grumpy as always. I answer dutifully, but my mind keeps slipping. She notices, of course. She was made to notice these things.

“Are you okay?”

“Sure.”

“Come on. Something’s going on.”

“You died.”

“I know. I’m sorry.” She pauses to let the moment pass. “Are you excited about the tournament?”

“I guess.”

“I heard Coach drafted Eden Messenger. Remember her? She was really good.”

“Not as good as you.”

The mimic rolls its eyes. “Obviously.”

I sigh. “I can’t do this on my own.”

“You’ll make new friends. You don’t know this about yourself, but you’re likeable. A bit shy and quiet, but there’s a gentleness—“

“Stop. I don’t want to talk about that.”

“Okay.”

I know they’re watching, assessing, deciding. I need to be more cheerful. “I miss you, is all.”

The avatar smiles. Your great, slightly bucktoothed smile. “Good. Missing someone is perfectly normal. How’re your mother and father?”

“Same as always. They’re worried about me.”

“That means they love you.”

“I know.”

She smiles. “You’re not much of a talker.”

“You know I’m not.”

“I used to do all the talking. I sometimes thought that I talked too much, but you never stopped me.”

“I liked listening to you,” I mumble.

“You have plenty of stuff to watch if you want to hear me talk.” She shows me her armlet. It’s a copy of yours: a deep purple band with a row of tiny, fake gems. She gestures, causing it to project a hologram of the Feed. Another gesture flips it around. She scrolls down a list of thumbnails. Your old vids are long, winding, and breathtaking. You had fans everywhere, even among the fans of the other aerobatics teams. “Lots of vids if you want to remember me.”

I’ve been watching them every chance I get since it happened, searching for something. A clue, perhaps. Some indication hidden in your amazingly watchable entries. So far, nothing. Right up until you stopped making them, a few tendays before it happened, you showed the same face to the Verse. Enthusiastic, capable Ellie Bowman. The very definition of a Pioneer. I’ve seen them a hundred times, and I know them all by heart.

I figure in many of them. You liked to train the camera eye on me, the freak without a feed of her own, only to have me squirm and try to escape. But you did it lovingly. Always stopped when I asked, always edited out things you knew I wouldn’t like.

The avatar scrolls past the video where you work yourself up to a six-minute laughing fit. The fans loved it. “I like that one,” I say.

She backs up a bit. “This one?”

I nod. “It was like a sport to make you laugh yourself silly. Kenta and Ninedi were good at it. I couldn’t make you laugh like they could.”

“You had other advantages. You listened. You cared. Maybe the others did too, but you cared the most.”

“But it wasn’t enough, was it?”

“Maybe not.” Another smile my way. An urge to make the mimic mad flares up and dies. I know it’s impossible to make an AI angry. I should know. I’ve programmed a few. I can spew all my hate without any repercussions.

Ellie turns the holo off. “How was the ceremony?”

“Boring. Sad.”

“Did you get Bonnie?”

“Yes. I got her. Thanks,” I add, though thanking a digital representation of a dead person seems… dumb.

“I wanted you to have her. To remember me by.”

“I get it.”

“Keep her safe.”

“I will.”

“How are things with Joshua?” she asks next.

“Fine. I don’t know.”

She tilts her head. “What do you mean?”

“I… we’re not talking.”

“You should, you know. Part of the process.”

“I know. It’s just—I’m not ready yet.”

“Does it have anything to do with a certain Lex?” She’s grinning.

“Stop!” I bark at her. “I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“Sorry. It’s okay if you don’t want to talk about it.”

Another slip-up on the part of the makers of this abomination. You would string me along until I let something slip. You were good at that.

The avatar runs on an algorithm that takes my state of mind into account and works to keep the conversation going at all costs, balancing realism and illusion. Which means it fails at being you.

She waits for me to say something else, and I can’t think of anything. That’s what’s wrong with this whole setup. They want me to talk to the mimic as I would talk to you—but I can’t. The conversation becomes one-sided: question-response, question-response, until there’s nothing left.

Still, there’s one thing I want to tell her. Not to have the mimic answer me. To release it.

“You quit,” I say. “You stopped making videos, you stopped laughing. You just… quit.”

“Maybe I was busy.”

“You were always busy. This was different. I mean… you were always one way or another, but…”

“What do you mean?”

“You were always super happy or super sad. It’s like you had no other settings. Then something happened, and you got… gloomy. Even when you were happy, you were sort of gloomy. And you stopped talking to me. I could have helped you.”

“You did what you could.”

“That’s not what I mean. I didn’t know what was going on with you. If you would have told me… anything…”

Ellie’s mimic doesn’t know how to respond, so it simply sits there, watching me with your brown eyes and a fake, programmatic smile, designed to convey sympathy.

I start to cry so suddenly it even surprises me.

The mimic understands tears. “You did what you could,” it repeats.

“You had everything,” I tell her. “And you… threw it all away. You left me.”

“I’m so sorry,” the mimic says, but the magic is broken. It went faster this time. I can’t see you anymore, only your digital copy.

“Turn this off,” I mumble thickly. The image fades out immediately and the big, wraparound screen goes dead. It whirs softly as the rig swings up and away to let me out.


 

TWO

I stop by at home for a quick bite before I head to work. On the way out, I dodge Mother and Father who are both in the orchard tending to the lemon trees. Both Lex and Joshua have left me motes. I flick them to the growing read later pile. Then I take a deep breath of the fresh citrusy air before riding the bike to Substation Aft33.

Despite everything, I’m looking forward to the rest of the day. After therapy, working in the darkness of Lab 17 with the surliest old man in all of Conestoga doesn’t seem all that bad.

Conestoga has five sublevels. I used to think of them as layers of skin that surround and protect the topmost layer—the ground. The sublevels can be accessed via one of the two hundred and twenty-seven elevators scattered around the world. There’s one in Trieste, near the Community Center, but going there means seeing people. Instead, I ride straight out into the fields Sitting in a small clearing in a field of corn, elevator Aft33 looks out of place: a blunt glass box with a narrow service lane running up to it from the main road. The doors slide open, and the elevator greets me with a cheerful “Good day, Miss Hart” before plunging down into the bowels of Conestoga. First stop: Sub1/Aeroponics. As I drop out of the ceiling, I have a brief but unobstructed glimpse of the endless greenhouses stretching as far as the eye can see. The topside farms are tiny and insignificant in comparison. The vast majority of crops are grown down here. Most of this level’s three thousand eight hundred square kilometers consists of soil-free airgardens.

The elevator drops straight through the floor, passing Sub2/Livestock and Bioengineering, where the air purifiers struggle to deal with the pungent odor of meat, blood, fur, and breath. Most of the sublevel consists of labs, pens, and bioengineering fabbers, walled-in and sealed off from view. But the smell knows no boundaries.

Sub3/Engineering offers little in the way of panoramas, but I love it all the same. A lot of the stuff that makes life aboard bearable—the armlets, the fabbers, the army of bots—comes from Sub3. My home away from home. Beneath it, on Sub4-5/Systems, Recycling, and Power, the stuff keeping us alive resides: water purifiers, waste management, molecular furnaces, materials storage, and the gigantic fusion reactors.

The elevator comes to a gentle halt in the lobby of Section 47. A wayfinder bot swings its head around, thrilled to greet me. I imagine he doesn’t receive much in the way of visitors down here. His name, printed on his bioplastic chest, is Otis.

“Hello, Miss Hart! How are you today?”

“I’m good, thank you. And you?”

“I am one hundred percent functional.”

“Keep it up, Otis.”

Within minutes, an empty conveyorbot comes trundling along the main passageway. It slows down enough for me to climb on, and together we accelerate down the passageway. The bot helpfully reads out the various labs and bays as we pass. Eventually, it slows to a crawl by a small, grey sliding door simply marked 17 in blue digits, and I step off.

The reader outside recognizes my bios, and the door slides open. In the moody gloom, Nicholas Fletcher sits cross-legged on the floor, the guts and bones of a bot spread out on a grey blanket in front of him. Processors, circuit boards, wires, actuators, chassis, and piles of little screws and bolts of various sizes. When I say spread out, I mean meticulously categorized and carefully positioned according to a very Fletcher-specific mix of expertise and nerdy aesthetics.

“Don’t touch the blanket,” he warns as I approach.

“What’s this?”

“Companion bot,” he says and adds: “Obviously.”

“I mean, what’s wrong with it?”

“It didn’t stop.”

“Didn’t stop?”

“It kept walking until it fell into the river.”

I picture the event in my head and can’t help but snort. “Why?”

“You mean as opposed to following its programmed intuition, being a good companion bot, and helping out around town? That’s what I’m trying to figure out.”

“You had to pick it apart for that?”

He shrugs. “Sometimes it helps to understand all the bits and pieces and how they fit. It’s not only programming.” He puts the carapace piece down, picks up another, and starts polishing it with a piece of cloth.

Lab 17 consists of two small workshops—mere closets compared to the other, ballroom-sized labs in this section. The outer workshop sports two desks and floor-to-ceiling shelves filled with knick-knacks, mostly bot parts and tools. I’ve never seen the inner room. It’s Maester Fletcher’s private domain. He goes there a few times every day, and sometimes he doesn’t come back out. After three years down here, I still have no idea what he does or what he’s got in there.

 

—

 

The first time I met Nicholas Fletcher, I wanted nothing more than to be reassigned. Another muted, grouchy old man in my life. As if Father wasn’t enough. I could tell by his sullen face that the feeling was mutual. Another sullen, hormonal teen with lots of pointless things to fret about. Over the course of a year or so, our mutual displeasure slowly metamorphosed to understanding. And so it went. From understanding to sympathy, from sympathy to respect. I hated to admit it then, but we have a lot in common. Like our obsession with artificial intelligence.

I don’t remember much of the aptitude tests they did on me when I was little. I dimly recall a smiling old woman in white asking me a bunch of annoying questions: what would I do if this, how would I feel if that, what do you think of such and such. These memories later merged with a fuzzy mix of stuff labeled ”school.” The tests were disguised as education and tutoring while they found out things about me that even I didn’t know: interests, preferences, skills—anything they couldn’t glean from genetic profiling.

Anyway, I ended up down here, in the smallest, darkest lab in all of Conestoga with an abrasive old loner. The Eye might be my playroom. Despite myself, Lab 17 became my refuge, my sanctuary. It’s cool, embracing dark soothes me.

I sometimes have to remind myself that Maester Fletcher is the only person I know who has talked to Lori, Conestoga’s vast, all-knowing shipboard AI. Lori oversees everything, makes sure it works, and warns when something goes wrong. I grew up dreaming about talking to her some day. Until then, Fletcher was the next best thing. Usually, he was at his desk, sitting there like a shadow inside another shadow in the back end of the room. I asked him once what he did, sitting in the gloom. Apparently, he thinks a lot, which requires him to turn off the light and sit there, absolutely still. Woe to anyone who disturbs him. I once turned the lights on without thinking. It’s the only time he’s raised his voice at me.

I quietly sit down at my desk. Resource management supervisor bot RM449-8 lies prostrate on it. I’m supposed to talk to it and find out what’s wrong with it.

“Hello, RM449-8.”

The bot’s head jerks, and its beady camera eye rotates in its socket.

“Hello, Miss Hart,” the bot says.

“Are you ready for your diagnostics?”

“I am.”

The cable already plugged in, I initiate the drive utility scan and sit back. RM449-8 automatically reverts to bootup mode. It’ll take about thirty seconds to check the bot’s AI, and I’m already pretty sure of what I will find. They all exhibit the same basic pattern: initial enthusiasm and a slow, inexorable descent into weariness. RM449-8 will have to have its mind wiped and reinstalled and become RM449-9. Or else be recycled and rebuilt, depending on how much damage has been done to her self-awareness.

 

—

 

A little while later, RM449-9’s camera eye swivels and its body straightens as it comes back online. It watches me with the perky curiosity of a newborn. Maester Fletcher, who’s abandoned his art project on the floor and now sits in total darkness in his corner, mutters to himself. He does this from time to time, and I usually don’t take any heed. I sometimes have to check if he’s there, a shadow in the gloom. He doesn’t take very good care of himself, and now he appears much older than his years.

“Are you okay, Maester Fletcher?” I ask.

“Hunky dory,” he says. I have no idea what it means, but I’m pretty sure it’s sarcasm.

A few minutes later, I hear a rustle from the dark corner, and the light comes on, illuminating his worn features. “Question,” he says.

“Yes?”

“When you’re in therapy, and you meet your friend’s mimic, how does it make you feel?”

“How did you… kind of personal!”

“It is.” He scratches his day-two beard and peers at me expectantly.

“Well, it’s… weird.”

“Weird,” he says, disgruntled.

“Uh… I guess… it’s strange but at the same time… good for me? I think.”

He grunts, and stays quiet for a long time. Another thing with Nicholas Fletcher; he stares quietly and unabashedly at people for as long as it takes for his mind to do whatever it’s doing. I’m used to it, but I’m sure most people would find it rude and intimidating. Then again, picturing Maester Fletcher in any social setting taxes my imagination.

“Ever wondered who trained the AI behind it?” he says.

“I guess someone like you or me, a long time ago.”

He snorts. “Not that long ago.”

I stare back at him. “You built it?”

“Yes.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“Is it convincing?”

“Who?”

“The mimic.”

He waits patiently while I gather my mind. “It’s like I can almost forget that I’m talking to a mimic,” I tell him. “But I snap out of it pretty quickly. Because of what I do here, I guess.”

“You’d be surprised how many forget themselves.”

“Really?”

He nods. “They don’t think the person they’re talking to is alive. But they talk with it, not to it. Kind of like the bots we get in here. There’s a reason for that, you know.”

Next, he wants me to ask what the reason is, so I do.

“The AI knows the details are important and will remind you of little things. What you did together when you were kids or songs you sang together or gifts you gave each other. Humans love little details like that because it’s how our memory works. It’s how trust is built and how we relate to one another. But Jennifer doesn’t understand why these things are important, so...“

“Who’s Jennifer?”

“The AI,” he says matter-of-factly. “It will bring up the personal stuff, the little details so you’ll talk to her.”

“That’s clever,” I say.

Maester Fletcher snorts. “It’s simple. Humans are not much better than these bots. Doesn’t matter how much you fight it—people are still fooled. Well, not you, apparently. Which sort of makes sense, like you said.”

I have to smile at that. He’s smiling too, his mood lifted, for some reason, and I wonder, as I have many times before, what goes on in that mind of his.


 

THREE

The mag cuts past the rolling hills and across the estuary bridges into the flat farmland around Lake Devotion. I press my forehead against the window to enjoy the sensation of the slight vibration that reverberates in my head. If I twist my neck just so, I can see the faint white orb of the Eye and the aerena like a tiny, white cloud. I’ve been up there almost every day for most of my life, honing details until my nose bleeds and my eyes are bloodshot from the g-forces. Every time I was en route, excitement burned like a fever in me.

Not this time.

Eden Messenger may be what the team needs, but they can’t make me like it. Ever since I left Lab 17, I’ve been dragging my feet, taking it slow. I’m running late now, and maybe it’s childish of me to enjoy the thought of it, but I do. Nobody can take your place, and I’m going to make sure she understands that.

Someone saying my name brings me out of my head. A little boy sitting across from me, mortified that I heard him, tries to hide behind his father’s back. The father gives me an apologetic smile.

“He’s a big fan,” he says. The boy stares, starry-eyed. How old is he? Five, maybe six. I should say something.

“Do you fly?” I ask.

The boy pulls on his father’s arm, trying to hide again.

“He wants to fly for the Cannonballs,” the father explains. “You do, don’t you?”

“Yes,” the boy whispers, his face red.

My mouth opens and closes a couple of times, as if it needs exercise before use. Not far from the truth. You would have known what to say. Me, I choke. The father must be sensing that the conversation doesn’t exactly live up to expectations by now.

“Are you going to win the tournament?” the boy asks.

“We’ll try,” I manage.

The mag slows, stops, and I escape through the doors with a meek “Sorry, my stop.” The boy waves at me and I wave back. As the train starts to move, I meet the father’s gaze through the window. Hands still on his son’s shoulders, an uneasy crease on his forehead. I’d say I’m sorry, but the mag accelerates away.

 

—

 

The bike ride to the sports center at the base of Eyetower 3 takes less than three minutes. When the tournament rolls around, the lawn around the center transforms into a festival venue with hundreds of partying aerobatics fans following the games on big screens. Only days left now until that happens.

I park the bike, go inside the center, and walk down the hallway to the Cannonball clubhouse, informally known as the Powder Keg. My hand shakes as I push the door open. Please let it be empty.

It is. I stop in the middle of the room, thinking of you. The first time I came back here after you died, I was too wrapped up in my fears to notice, but now the loneliness hits me with full force. The faint aroma of locker room and chemicals. The fake-leather armchairs. The framed Cannonballs memorabilia, some of it hundreds of years old. Wood paneling, weathered details. Some of the stuff in here might be the oldest unrecycled objects on board.

You will never again meet me here. You will never again ride the elevator with me, chatting and laughing and joking around. This place is dead now that you’re gone.

Joshua motes, wondering where I am. I wipe away the wetness on my cheeks and enter the locker room.

Putting the aerosuit on in zero gravity doesn’t work. Way too squirmy and unwieldy, like threading a needle underwater. It’s always done below, then one walks to the elevator with clumsy magnetic boots, carrying a helmet, gloves, and other sports stuff in a duffel bag. The player suits are far more advanced than the ones you can borrow, of course: sleeker, tighter, made of lighter materials, but they’re still cumbersome to move around in on the ground.

I savor putting it on, pulling everything tighter than needed, tug at the zippers, and shove my feet into the boots. Stripped to my undies, the aerosuit is cool against my skin. I bend and stretch with open vents to vacate some excess air. Then I head out to the elevator lobby, where a waybot informs me that the elevator is on its way down and will arrive in two minutes.

When it does, it sounds like when you gasp and then abruptly stop. The doors open, and a gaggle of kids in tiny aerosuits spill out like beans out of a bag. They stumble and gawk at our flashy red-and-gold suits and whisper indiscreetly amongst each other: “That’s Imogen Hart!”

 

—

 

Eden Messenger is fast. Incredibly fast and incredibly agile. Somewhere deep down, I knew she would be, but I also wanted badly to underestimate her. Her movements are so fluid and effortless, I have to wonder why she wasn’t drafted already. There’s a story there, but I’m not going to ask. In the gauntlet, Eden is so close to Mira through the first run, from start to finish, it’s like they’re attached. As if she knows every move beforehand. No matter how hard Mira dodges and turns, she’s right there, all the way.

I don’t like it. I should like it, but I don’t.

Returning to the fleater, the others give Eden a warm welcome. She beams at them, her smile faltering somewhat when she glances past me.

“You’re not talking enough,” Coach reminds them. “Talking is key. Other than that, I like it.”

I can tell Eden enjoys the attention. A little too much. She loves flying, and she’s decent at it. But she’s nowhere near ready for the tournament. It’s my job to make them see the truth.

“Okay, Imogen, are you up for it?” Coach says.

“Why wouldn’t I be?” I blurt out, a little too harshly. Coach squints at me. “I mean, yes. I’m ready.”

“Pair up with Eden; Joshua and Ninedi to chase.”

Eden takes point by my side, and we do a warm-up lap around the player space. I turn abruptly, accelerate, and loop around the cloud of blox. The g-force of the turn is exhilarating, and I can’t stop myself from doing a barrel roll inside the loop. I glance over my shoulder, and she’s right there, barreling around my wake in perfect synchrony.

For one microsecond, I can almost imagine she’s you.

We line up at the starting point. She glances at me. “You ready for this?” she says.

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

She shrugs. I bite down over a snappy retort. I know what she’s getting at. She’s trying to destabilize me, by making me think about you.

Taking off at full power feels like having my insides yanked out. Vision narrows, lungs turn inside out, and if I’m not careful, I’ll lose control and waste precious seconds. I usually aim for something, a specific target near the start of the track, and blast toward it, holding my breath. Once I reach my target velocity, I can breathe again. As soon as we pass the first waypoint, Blue team will give chase. I’m in the red as we approach it.

“Remember to talk,” Coach says.

“Left turn, sixty degrees, seventy.”

“Check.”

We handle the first four waypoints without any trouble. I give her commands, and she follows. The chasers are on our tail, unable to keep up. If we continue like this, they won’t even come close. If I can keep this up. If I don’t lose focus.

For a brief moment during the flight, I can almost touch on the blissful nothingness. The sensation of every bother melting away. Nothing exists but me and the air. No spectators, no coach talking in my ear, no aerena—no suit even, or I’m the suit, tubes and nozzles and all. Everything slows down. Thought into movement, movement into thought. Vectors and velocities no longer matter. Even the other things on my mind, messing up my flight, go away, and I float in a great big nothing.

One moment. I wish it were enough.

“Too hot,” Eden says as we turn toward the fifth waypoint. It’s deep inside a jumble of blox, like a big, gaping mouth. I can’t see what’s at the other end. She’s breathing hard.

“Keep up,” I growl and push on. We zoom into the wide opening and clear the waypoint. It’s a tunnel through the blox, narrowing towards the end. Barely big enough for one to squeeze through at a time. “Tandem!” Eden trades speed for a position on my tail. We’re nearly at max when we reach the end of the tunnel. The next two waypoints are easy. The chasers are so far behind we could easily go slower, but I’m not going to make it easy on Eden. We make a sharp turn into another maze of blox. I’m at the limit of my ability, giddy from the rush of barely keeping it together for one more turn, one more sharp maneuver.

I can’t shake her off, no matter how hard I try. Whenever I check, she’s there. On a normal day, I’d be impressed. I’ve never flown a gauntlet track this hard and fast before, not even in the tournament finals. If Eden is this good, it’s going to be a walk in the park.

Do I hate her for it?

Yes.

The checkered finish line beckons on the inside of my visor as we turn out of the maze. Only two more, through the moving section of the track. This is the tricky part. The blox shift positions every few seconds, sometimes at random. Maneuverability means everything. I know this. I’ve done hundreds of these, each one different. There’s no pattern, no recurring theme, no planning. It’s a test of dodging skills.

“Slower,” Eden says. My visor glows red now. I push forward anyway. I’ll punch through. If she doesn’t, too bad for her.

I make the first three turns on sheer luck. The sensation of losing control is amazing up until the split second when I do lose control. I have less than a second, barely the time to brace myself, but it’s a drawn-out slide into disaster. I strike the blox right shoulder first and bounce away from it, spinning out of control before I manage to shut the valves and stop the gas from blasting in every direction. A stinging pain in my shoulder. I wheeze out an angry curse as I tumble like a feather on a breeze, away from the track and toward the edge of the aerena. Eventually, I manage to regain control and stop the tumbling.

Eden is coming toward me, chasers hot on her tail.

“Hoo-kay,” Coach says. “Get back here, all of you.”

Joshua and Ninedi immediately bank away in perfect formation and make a wide turn back toward the platform.

“You okay?” Eden asks.

“Don’t worry about me,” I snap back and shoot past close enough to see the whites of her eyes.

The nozzle on my right-hand glove must have been damaged. The jet pushes me off course. I’m able to offset it by controlling the exhaust velocity, but I need to have it fixed immediately. I curse under my breath as I make a somewhat unstable approach and a clumsy landing.

“All right,” Coach says. “Imogen. Here’s the good: you’re obviously pushing yourself. That was gutsy as hell, and I loved it. But—you’re not alone out there. Remember your wingman.”

“She was right there!”

“True. Get to that in a minute. But you didn’t break the course speed record because you were so sure of Eden.”

I stare back. “I broke the record?”

There’s a flash of a nanosized smile on her lips. “You would have. But then you crashed. Because you were trying to mess it up for your wingman. And you failed, by the way. You know why? Because she’s too good.”

Something big, black and nasty was coming to life inside me. If I opened my mouth, it would come out like a giant fireball and cost me the tournament. I closed my mouth around it, gritted my teeth. Thanks a lot, Coach, for making this some sort of forget-about-Ellie holiday.

“Look, we know you have a lot on your plate. I’m not expecting you to snap out of it, and I would never tell you to quit being angry and sad. But you need to find a better target. You already know how to channel it. What I want is for you to use it constructively.”

Her eyes gouge holes in me. Tears wait behind mine, pressing, pushing, wanting out. I should have known this was coming. There’s no hiding from Coach Elizabeth Young.

“Eden!” Coach says, releasing me from her burning gaze. “I have to say, I knew you were good, but I’m very impressed. You didn’t sync out for even a second! How did nobody snag you yet?”

“Mom wouldn’t let me join,” Eden says.

“What changed her mind?” Coach says brightly.

Eden shrugs. “She died.”

There’s a moment of silence then, everybody staring at her, and I want to shout “Oh come on!” but the expression on Coach’s face makes me think twice about it, so I have to bite my tongue here. She wanted me to know. She wanted all of us to know.

“I’m sorry, Eden,” Coach says, prompting a mumbled round of pity from everyone.

Coach, pleased with herself, turns to Joshua. ”Let’s move on, shall we?”

 

—

 

Afterwards, in the elevator: awkward silence. The ten-minute ride drags on forever. I can feel their eyes on me, boring holes in my back. Back in the clubhouse, after changing back to our clothes, we dump ourselves in the old, sighing couches and armchairs. A fine mist of dust billows in the lights. After we leave, ant bots will come out of the woodwork and start cleaning the place up.

”So, listen,” Joshua says. His shifting eyes tell me he has no plan here. ”The tournament starts in—”

”We know when it starts,” Ninedi says.

”Don’t interrupt him,” Mira says.

”Fine. Go ahead, cap’n. Make our hearts soar.”

”I know I tell you every year we have things to work on and yada yada. But we’re in trouble. It’s got nothing to do with any one person, but all of—”

“That’s not true,” Kenta says. He’s mumbling, but we can all hear it, clear as day.

“What do you mean?” Joshua asks.

He points at Eden. “She’s new, and she,“ turns his finger on me, “plays like a complete rookie.”

“Thanks,” I say.

“Look, I’m not saying I don’t get it! I’m being honest!”

“You’re being an asshole,” Ninedi says. “That’s honest.”

“Right,” Kenta mutters and folds his arms around himself.

“Anyway,” Joshua says pointedly, “good work today, especially you, Eden. With a little work, I think we have a shot at—“

“We’re going to forget her then?” I blurt out. “Just like that?”

Five pairs of eyes land heavily on me.

“Nobody’s going to forget her,” Joshua mumbles, his voice thicker than before. “But we have to keep our emotions separate from this, or we might as well forfeit.”

“I can’t. And you shouldn’t either.”

“Hey, Gen, ease up,” Ninedi says. “We’ve been there, alright? She was our friend, too. More than a friend to some.”

I bounce my eyes between her and Joshua. It’s true. Of course it’s true. Joshua has more reason to grieve than even I do. But that only makes it worse. Dense and dangerous anger thunders inside me now. It has to come out, sooner or later.

“Anyway, we have a lot of work to do, and I expect you all to be here every non-duty evening, okay?” Joshua looks around the room, and the rest of them nod, subdued. “Good. Eden, again—good job, and welcome to the team.”

Eden smiles hesitantly, her eyes flitting past mine. I grab my duffel bag and leave before I say something stupid.


 

FOUR

When evenlight comes on, Conestoga bathes in a golden glow that seems both real and artificial at the same time. Too perfect, I guess. It’s the same in the morning, but evenlight burns longer.

Conestoga is lit by six mile-long fixtures embedded in the landscape and symmetrically positioned around the axis. Each fixture showers the opposite side of the world in light according to the circadian rhythm of Alamea and its 27-hour day. Once the golden hour passes, the light shifts to a dull shimmer to keep the world from plunging into utter blackness. Nights on Alamea will be dark. It has no moon.

I rush back home through the most golden light I think I’ve ever seen, my head full of black fantasies. I fab a light evening meal, if only to please Mother. She thinks I don’t eat enough. I bring the meal to my room and eat at my desk, flicking through the Feed and trying to distract myself from today, this tenday, my life. More talk about Arrival Day. The tournament chatter is also picking up. I don’t usually follow any of it—it seems vain to read about myself.

After a while, the Feed starts repeating itself, so I shut it off. I unsnap the armlet and place it on its dock to recharge.

“Pea, show me the bitglass files.”

Happy to be of use, Pea fires up her holo. Every evening for days now, before going to bed, I’ve been trying to figure it out. Gibberish. Or it looks like gibberish. It’s code. Has to be. And the only way to understand why you had it is to break it.

“I can try cross-referencing again,” Pea suggests,” but I believe the results will be the same.”

“Do it anyway.”

While Pea works, I bring the dishes back to the kitchen. Joshua motes on my way back up.

 

Joshua

> You left in a hurry

> How’s your shoulder?

 

Imogen

> Hurts a little

 

Joshua

> What do you think about Eden?

 

Imogen

> Coach make you ask?

 

Joshua

> No

> I want to know what you think 

 

“You don’t want to know what I think,” I mutter to myself.

I ignore the message. Silence is communication, too. I stop in the doorway to my room, distracted by the nightly blue gleam falling in through the window. The room is familiar and alien at the same time. As though someone switched it out while I was downstairs and put someone else’s bedroom in its place. I’ve walked past my own bedroom door.

All homes in Conestoga are built for families of four: two parents, two children. They would be exactly the same were it not for the personal touches—the patterns, pictures and accoutrements representing the people living in them.

The room is empty. Pristine, like it was when the house was first assembled. A person-less room.

We never talk about it. I have always been an only child, and once, when I asked my parents about it, they told me they couldn’t have another baby. It was only going to be me. I didn’t pick up on it at the time, but in hindsight, I could tell it hurt them to talk about it. They probably felt that they had failed in their duties somehow, that having only one child when the mission required two was something to be ashamed of. In my class, the other kids would talk about it behind my back and look at me in a certain way, as if it was my fault I didn’t have any siblings.

Empty bedrooms in a house usually signify some tragedy, an early demise, and I find myself standing there with tears streaming down my face without understanding why.

I wipe my cheeks, close the door softly, and return to my own bedroom.

 

—

 

The cross-referencing gave nothing, like Pea said. I lie down on the bed with a heavy sigh.

“Back to square one. Again.”

“It could be a test,” Pea suggests.

“What do you mean? A ‘solve the puzzle, collect the prize’ kind of deal?”

“I have seen examples of such contests on the Verse. They seem popular.”

“Yeah, but they’re more in the vein of ‘a man is on a trip with a fox, a goose, and a sack of corn.’ If this is some sort of sweepstakes riddle, it’s on a whole different level. And it doesn’t matter anyway, because I’m clearly not clever enough to crack it.”

Pea ponders this. Meanwhile, Joshua keeps moting my armlet, and, despite myself, I pick it up to reply.

 

Joshua

> Okay, since you won’t talk, here’s what I think

> I think she’s extremely gifted and we’re lucky to have her

> I know she’s not Ellie and never will be

> But we have to give her the chance

 

Imogen

> I’m not mad at her

> I’m mad at you for not telling me

> Obviously she’s very good

 

It hurts to write it. I clamp my hand over the holo to shut it down, return it to the dock, and refocus on the bitglass and the files.

“There is some information in the metadata that might be of interest,” Pea says.

“Tell me.”

“Well, there’s a name: Theodore Fowler.”

I blink. “Theo—why didn’t you tell me before?! What else is there?”

“I didn’t know where to look,” Pea says. “The metadata is not embedded in the files; it’s inscribed in the bitglass. I didn’t recognize as readable and—“

“Okay, okay, fine. Who’s Theodore Fowler?”

“I don’t know.”

“Well, make a search!”

“Am I frustrating you?” Pea asks.

“Yes! No. I’m frustrated, nothing to do with you. Are you searching?”

“The name does not occur in the Verse database. I can find numerous ‘Theodore’ and there are two families named ‘Fowler,’ but there is no entry with that particular combination of names. Could be a pseudonym, of course.”

“Great!” I groan. “A ninety-year-old fake name and a fake language.”

I climb onto the bed and bury my face in the pillow. Nothing. I’ve stared at the files every night for days and have nothing to show for it. It’s a riddle. A seriously tricky one. And, for some reason, committed to bitglass ninety years ago and then hidden inside a toy bunny. Was that even you? It could have been someone else. You didn’t play with the bunny for years; it simply sat there, on a shelf above your bed, collecting dust. Or, even more interesting, the bitglass could have been inserted after your death and handed to me. But to what end?

I shake my head, moaning, and curl myself up on the bed. I’m so tired. The weight of the day falls on me softly but distinctly, and my overheated mind blissfully drifts inexorably toward sleep like butter in a skillet. Someone mumbles again and again the frustrating name, but I’m too lost in the fog to protest: Theodore Fowler, Theodore Fowler.

A jarring buzz startles me awake. My armlet glows with a new incoming mote. I roll off the bed and flick it open.

 

Theodore Fowler

> Hello Miss Hart. Allow me to introduce myself. I am Theodore Fowler, or rather the memory of him.

> I believe you have something of mine.


 

FIVE

I stare at the mote for a full ten seconds without taking a breath. Questions pile on questions, building a teetering tower of mystery, threatening to collapse over me at any second. How, why, when, who, what? This can’t be happening. The motes keep coming relentlessly and at a fast pace, like a rhythm, tied to my galloping heartbeat.

 

Theodore Fowler

> For reasons that will become clear to you, I wilI not be able to contact you this way again.

> My number one concern is your safety, which is why I have to begin by informing you that your search for my name has triggered an automated response.

> You are now a person of interest for the powers that be. I would not be surprised if you have your own drone by now.

> You need to be very careful. They will go to extreme measures to ensure that the information you have uncovered does not get out.

 

My brain overheats, melts, evaporates. There’s comfort in it—a frightening comfort, as though my mind wants to go away forever. Soothing calm that will follow; to be no more.

My hand shakes as I type a reply.

 

Imogen Hart

> Who are you?!?!

 

The reply is eerily prompt.

 

Theodore Fowler

> Who I am is not important. The information you have is.

> They know everything. It has not always been clear what their intentions are, but I believe I have enough data to make an educated guess.

> I have additional information you need to carry out the work my namesake began 90 years ago. It is therefore imperative that we meet.

> I would invite you, but I cannot give away my location. They are already searching for me, and I’ve done my best to stay hidden. So it must be.

> Rest assured, I have other ways to get in touch.

> My time is running out. She will soon find me and shut me out of the Verse yet again. It is a sort of game we play.

 

And then: silence. I compose another, curt mote, but it’s no use: No recipient. I stare at the angry, red exclamation mark.

Feverish, I tap out a search for his name once more. Same result: Your search matched 0 documents.

Well, okay. Pea suggested it was a pseudonym? Is it possible to hide behind a made-up name? I make a mental note to ask Maester Fletcher. He must know.

And what does “She will soon find me and shut me out” mean? Someone with power to sanction a user. Theodore Fowler—or whatever his name is—keeps having his Verse privileges revoked. Which means he is known to the system. He must have tried to contact someone else before me—about what? The information I have. The previous owner of the bitglass.

Meaning you.

I close my eyes and try to calm the storm of questions raging inside my head. Okay. First things first. Decipher the bitglass files. Only then can you even dream of figuring any of this out.

“Pea!” My little hoverbot whirrs softly as she takes off from the dock, swivels around, and dutifully projects the holo. “Show me the files again.”

She projects the files onto my bedroom wall for the umpteenth time. “Did you figure it out?”

“No. But I got moted by Theodore Fowler.” I bring up the motes on my armlet.

Pea takes a few seconds to process them. “I am surprised. Do you think he is referring to these files?”

“What else could it be?”

“Have you considered the possibility that this might be a practical joke? I have researched this particular custom, and though I don’t fully understand it, it does seem—“

“No. It’s not a practical joke. Ellie knew. She knew what this is, I know she did.”

“Is this certainty the result of an algorithm or an intuitive guess? A hunch, I believe it’s called.”

“I don’t know, stop talking. I need to think.”

Pea obliges. I stare at the now-familiar collection of symbols for the nth time, squinting as if trying to bend their shape into something recognizable. One symbol at a time. Are they pictograms? If so, what do they resemble? Absolutely nothing. Some symbols recur more often than others in both files, suggesting letters or logographs. There were languages like that back on Earth.

Father once said I had an unhealthy fascination with the practices and cultures of Earth.

“Our ancestors left for a reason,” he said. “The Earth was dying because of how they lived. We should not repeat their mistakes.”

I explained how my interest in our long-ago beginnings didn’t stem from a wish to be like them, but to be unlike them. Father agreed, but it wasn’t entirely true. The thing was, in all those movies and pictures, Earth seemed fine. It looked pretty much like Conestoga, only much, much bigger and flatter. A part of me desperately wanted to be there and experience it. Which sort of made me feel guilty, because I was supposed to think about the future, not the past. and besides, I will have a planet to roam soon enough.

But it won’t be the same. It will be lonely and wild and untamed.

The past pushes ever forward. Always keep your back to it. (Aphorisms 6:35)

At any rate, the many, many languages on Earth were especially intriguing to me. There were thousands of them. How were they able to get along? Which, of course, was part of the problem; they didn’t. Not very well, anyway. Earth got overcrowded and depleted, so they built Conestoga, an effort beyond anything previously imagined or imaginable. It still makes the hairs stand up on my arms to think about the gulf of time separating us—and tying us together. If I could meet someone from back then, what would I say to them?

More to the point: how would I say it? With no common language, I would face the same problem as I’m facing right now.

 

—

 

Pea watches me as I slowly bang my head against the headboard of my bed. Her staring makes me aware of what I’m doing, so I stop.

“Why were you doing that?” Pea asks, inevitably.

“I dunno,” I mutter. “Feels good.”

“It feels good to injure yourself?”

“I’m not injuring myself. It doesn’t even hurt. Much.”

“Does it not interfere with your ability to think?”

“Sometimes the solution comes when you don’t think about the problem. We’re funny that way.”

Then it hits me out of the blue. Surprising myself, I scramble to my feet only to trip over them. I barrel headfirst into the opposite wall.

“Ow! Swadesh!”

“Are you hurt?”

“No! Swadesh! Swadesh! Look!” I point at the holo still floating on a beam of light from Pea’s projector. “It’s a language, right? Yeah, so this list is the primer! It’s a Swadesh list!”

“I am unfamiliar with the concept. May I consult the Verse?”

“Hurry!”

Showing the pedia entry for Swadesh List, Pea reads it out loud: “’A Swadesh list is a compilation of basic concepts for the purposes of historical-comparative linguistics.’”

”Skip forward; show me the final Swadesh list.”

The holo scrolls down to a table of exactly 100 simple words. This is it. I’ve cracked the code.

”Pea… what do you think?”

”You may be right,” she says.

 

—

 

A very long time ago, long before Conestoga was ever thought up, a man called Morris Swadesh proposed a list of 100 common one-word expressions present in pretty much every human language—words like ”You,” ”This,” ”That,” ”Water,” ”Cloud,” and so on. When Swadesh lists in different languages were put together, it helped linguists compare them and find out how closely related they were. It could also be used as a translation tool, giving a basic vocabulary in a new language.

A primer.

Don’t ask me how I know these things. I’ve had plenty of time to lose myself in the endless stores of knowledge in the Verse. Sometimes, I wind up far from where I started. It’s like going down a series of rabbit holes. I must have stumbled upon the Swadesh list entry at some point and never once thought I’d ever have use for the knowledge.

“Okay. Okay,” I mumble, repeating the word a few more times to steady my mind. “Match the lists.”

Within seconds, Pea’s beam of light projects the result: two lists, side by side, one hundred words.

“Do you want me to internalize and apply it to the other file?” she asks.

I falter. I want to tell her to stop, to erase the files and forget the whole thing ever happened. I could drop the bitglass in the kitchen recycler and be rid of it. A hard, steady pulse pounds in my ears.

Then, I remember why I’m here. This might be the answer.

“Go ahead,” I say.

“Done. There are some gaps, but I can run an inference algorithm and fill them in with a projected accuracy of—“

“Do it.”

She works for two, three seconds. A long time for her, but like any AI she is meticulous. “I believe you were correct. The text appears to be a string of radio transcripts.”

“Radio?” I frown. “Let’s see it.”

The room brightens as Pea brings up the documents side by side. The messages are terse, efficient.

 

F4.4623/STC:car325w1/1

Hailing unknown vessel converging with Alamean orbit. State your origin and intention. /End transmission

 

F4.4623/STC:car325w1/1

Hailing unknown vessel converging with Alamean orbit. State your origin and intention. /End transmission

 

F4.4623/STC:car325w1/1

Hailing unknown vessel converging with Alamean orbit. State your origin and intention. Failure to comply will result in hostile action. /End transmission

 

F4.4623/STC:car325w1/1

Acknowledged, colonial starship Conestoga ICS-001. Your registry number, E09973y does not appear in any official registries. Please restate your intentions. /End transmission

 

F4.4623/STC:car325w1/1

Acknowledged, colonial starship Conestoga ICS-001. Please relay accurate information. /End transmission

 

”How many of these are there?” I ask, flicking my finger in the air to scroll the text.

”Ninety-seven with only minor variations.”

”Who sent them? Another ship?”

”I don’t know.”

”What do these numbers mean?” I point to the heading above each message.

”I would guess the first part is the frequency. I don’t know about the second part. Some sort of registration number, perhaps. An identifier, like our callsign and registry number.”

I scroll at random through the document, faster and faster. What the hell is this crap? Why would you bother to hide it? So much for finding out the truth. It has to be some sort of elaborate joke. One last laugh, courtesy of Ellie Bowman.

But what about Theodore Fowler?

A bot, programmed to trigger on a search. That’s why there were no search results. It was dormant until I queried the Verse. Question is: how did you know how to do something like this? You must have had help from someone who wouldn’t blab about it.

But why? What was the point?

Maybe it’s a work in progress. Another one of your abandoned projects and great ideas never realized—forgotten, even, and hidden inside the bunny for who knows how long! It might not even be yours to begin with. What if the bitglass was put inside Bonnie ninety years ago and I’m the first to find it?

No. The stitching was recently made, the thread still supple and strong. The bitglass may be old, but its hiding place was not.

I pull myself up from the floor and curl up on the bed. ”Close it down,” I tell Pea. She turns her holo off immediately and comes over to hover above me.

Sometimes disappointment resembles grief. Or maybe they’re the same, I don’t know. They’re definitely closely related because they harmonize, a perfect storm of longing and knowing I will never have that which I long for. Knowing I can never see you again, I settled for the next best thing: understanding why not. And now that’s gone, too.

 

—

 

From deep down in the sublevels, in the places where it’s mostly quiet, comes a noise I used to imagine was Conestoga breathing. A soft, very deep murmuration, rising and falling like the slow, heavy breaths of a sleeping giant. I don’t know what process generates it, or if it’s the result of all the processes running at the same time. It reverberates subtly through the structure into every part of her. Whatever it is, I can hear it now. And it’s the only thing keeping the demons out of my mind. I can breathe along with it. Pretend I’m not here. Like the game I used to play when all the other kids horsed around and I didn’t dare join them. I’d hide out somewhere and pretend I was invisible. I could go anywhere and not be found. The silent, unseen observer.

The sheer scale of Conestoga frightened me then. Everything about her was too big to handle. The fortitude of the people who first stepped into this world. The generations of people that have lived and died aboard in order for us to forge a new future for the human race on a faraway shore. I kept having nightmares about the world out there, outside the hull of our ship. My fear was small, but deep. It shook me out of childhood and into adulthood, and I swore to myself that I would never not understand. I would know everything there was to know. I started reading, watching, consuming everything I could lay my hands on.

It was a lonely quest to be on, and the more I saw, the more I knew I would never know everything. No one person can fit all of it inside their head. Later, I understood that I didn’t need to know everything myself. Knowledge is a collective effort. Being a cog in a vast machine was better than trying to be the machine.

Figures it would take someone like you to throw me back into the fear of not knowing. Not understanding.

I reach up to scratch my face, and my cheek is wet. I’m crying, and I haven’t even noticed. Pea has, of course. She hovers close to me now, like a dog sensing something is wrong with its master. I wipe the wetness off my face, but more keeps coming, like I’m a leaking faucet that can’t be fixed.


 

THIS IS WHAT NORMAL FEELS LIKE


 

ONE

On Shoulder Day, nostalgia invades Conestoga. This year, celebrations have been amped up to eleven. The party starts in the morning and goes on all through the day and into the night, but the official ceremony takes place at noon. The high curator gives a speech, choirs sing hymns, clerics of the Stoa pray, all of it livestreamed from Atheneum.

Later tonight, we’re told by the excited Feedcasters, the Praesidium will make a special announcement.

I’m watching and listening with some detachment. It’s vaguely like watching old nature films from Earth; I understand what I’m watching, but everything is alien.

Mother sets the table on Shoulder Eve, humming to herself. Watching her and Father together, I can’t stop thinking of how different they are. Mother is such a warm, luminous presence, and Father a ponderous, quiet shade.

My grandparents had them matched. Once a newborn’s genes are mapped, all the data needed to find a compatible mate is there. Oh, they didn’t say anything, but Mother did think it suspicious that two families on either end of Conestoga had such a bond. That quiet boy with unruly, black hair kept coming around a lot. They became friends. Eventually, Mother worked out what was going on, and she refused to accept it. If she hadn’t, they would have gotten together sooner. However, it was already too late, she admitted. She was in love with Father, and her protests didn’t last very long.

When I asked if they had me matched, she shook her head.

“Absolutely not. I love your father, but I despise the idea of having a machine tell me whom I should love. We didn’t want that for you.”

I’m glad they didn’t take my genes and try to find a perfect match among the other newborns, but a little part of me couldn’t stop thinking about what life would’ve been like if they had. As a Pioneer, I was never expected to marry young and have two kids in quick succession like the forty generations before me. At some point, down on Alamea and a long time away from now, I will be called upon to raise a family—a prospect as strange and alien as being thrust together with someone against my will.

 

—

 

Family is what Shoulder Day is all about. My last surviving grandparent arrives around evenlight in his companion bot. The care center where Grandfather lives has several different kinds of bots as pets or companions. He has one assigned to him to play chess, listen to his amusing anecdotes, and help out around the home. For travel, the bot transforms into a wheelchair. Its name is CV1044-3, but we call him Ceevee.

Grandfather is very pleased he’s lived long enough to see Arrival.

“Then I can go,” he says, nodding, as if he made the decision many years ago to stay alive.

“Don’t talk like that,” Mother says.

“I’ve earned the right,” he says. Not a whole lot she can say to deny it.

The Elders brought us here. Revere them like you would a child. (Aphorisms 2:77)

I didn’t know Grandfather’s name until I was eleven years old. He rarely ever spoke to me then. Grandmother did all the talking. He’d simply sit there and observe me like he was assessing me. Then Grandmother passed on, and he changed. He started talking and would even smile on occasion. Asked me to call him Willy when nobody else listened because he was “too old to bother.” Which I would never do, but it was a mark of trust that I was both surprised and honored to receive.

Tonight, Grandfather’s heavy gaze lands on Pea, hovering by the kitchen assembler. I told her she could stay if she promised to be quiet.

“What’s that?” he asks.

“Pea. I made her.”

“What’s her purpose?”

“Companion bot. Kind of like Ceevee.”

Grandfather grunts. “You’re lonely?” he asks.

“Father,” my father warns.

“I can’t ask a question of my granddaughter?”

“A little bit,” I reply.

“Because of your friend?”

“Please,” Mother says. “Let’s talk about something cheerful.”

“If you don’t mind, I’d like to talk about something important. I don’t know how long I have left, and if there’s one thing I’ve had enough of, it’s ‘something cheerful.’”

Mother tightens her lips but doesn’t speak. “Well?” he asks.

“I made Pea before it happened,” I say.

“Because you were lonely?”

“No. I wanted to see if I could.”

A little while later, as if thinking out loud, he says: “If you’re lonely, you mustn’t blame your parents. It wasn’t their fault.”

Mother gasps, and Father puts his fork down with a bang, all the color drained from their faces. “Father. Stop talking, or I’ll have Ceevee take you home.”

“No way to treat an old man on Shoulder Eve.” A mischievous smile hides in the many folds and wrinkles of his face. He turns toward me and winks with one eye hidden from Mother and Father, and I have no idea what he’s talking about. The look on my parents’ faces stops me from asking.

 

—

 

A string of livestreamed events pour out of the screen. There are poetry readings and commemorative speechifying and various ground-based sporting events. At six, a troupe of players from the Williams Society Players, led by the tall, wild-eyed theater director Quentin Teller, performs a vivid and slightly altered version of The Comedy of Errors. Grandfather and my parents laugh loudly at the sped-up shenanigans of the Antipholuses and the Dromios, but I can’t bring myself to enjoy it. My mind keeps slipping back to Theodore Fowler and the cryptic messages I’ve found.

At eight, the parade of Shoulder Day goings-on is interrupted by a swirl of colors and images from the Connieverse: people walking in the streets of Atlas City, climbing the Sierra, having a picnic on a lawn, doing their duty—and a brief glimpse of an aerobatics suit streaking by. Uptempo music swells as the images flash faster and faster into a cloudy crescendo out of which come flying the words SPECIAL BULLETIN.

Allyn Clarke, the most popular Feed host, comes into view, tossing his fake, wild hair in front of a large, milling crowd and the familiar shapes of the Atheneum.

“Good evening, Travelers,” he says, beaming. “Soon, High Curator Sage will appear for the Praesidium’s special announcement, and the excitement here is undeniable. At least two thousand revelers have gathered to hear him speak. It’s going to be a major event. I’m now told that the high curator is about to step out onto the balcony and address us. Taking you there right now.”

The perspective changes to a closeup of the balcony. The glass doors open, and High Curator Sage strides out. Two of his aides follow closely behind, and behind them a young woman in the bright white Stoa cassock, her face framed by the folds of a silk hood. Soft, round features, big brown eyes, blood-red lips. Her beauty stuns even me.

“Who’s she?” Mother asks.

“Never seen her before,” Father says.

The high curator waves rather unceremoniously at the applauding congregation.

“I always liked him,” Mother says, eyes still on the woman in white.

“Fellow Travelers!” the high curator begins, his warm baritone commanding silence. “I know you are gathered with your loved ones this evening, so I will be brief. Nevertheless, tonight’s announcement marks a turning point for this administration, and we deemed it important enough to intrude on the festivities.

“My friends, we are about to enter a very special time in our long, proud history. When this Shoulder Day is ended, Patience begins, like every year, during which we will be regaled by the fearless aerobatics players in the tournament. Like every year, the winning team will be crowned, marking the end of one cycle and the beginning of the next. But unlike every year, we stand at the very edge of our immense patience and resolve. Our destiny is at hand.”

He pauses to let his audience cheer.

“Yes, it’s a time of great joy. But also a time of caution. As we near the end of one phase of our journey and the next is about to begin, we must be vigilant. We cannot let a well-earned sense of accomplishment mislead us into complacency. Recent events give proof we cannot let our guard down. We must safeguard that which is true and right, and remain steadfast and dedicated to our great undertaking!”

I frown. What recent events are they talking about? The only “event” that qualifies would be your death. I sit up straight in my chair, jaw clenched.

“He’s rambling,” Grandfather mutters.

“He’s eloquent,” Mother says.

“This is why the Praesidium will be making adjustments in the distributions of duties among the bureaus. Today, I have signed a decree, establishing a new bureau whose task will be to act as a spiritual, moral, and disciplinary chaperone during these joyful but fragile times. To lead this new bureau, which shall be named the Bureau of Constancy, I give you your sixth curator, Ms. Absinthe Dormer!”

He steps to the side, turns around, and invites the woman in the white gown to join him. She looks almost bashful as she approaches the camera.

“This is new,” Father says.

“I thought they were going to give us a landing date or something,” Mother says. She distractedly puts her warm hand on my knee, as if she’s not aware she’s doing it.

Curator Dormer smiles like she wants to embrace us all and press us to her chest. “Fellow Travelers, I salute you on this glorious day of remembrance.” She pauses. Her voice is soft and crystal clear. “I also would like to give my thanks to the Praesidium for giving me the honor of leading the first new bureau in five hundred years. It is no small thing to rearrange an order that has lasted for so long.” She turns and bows her head toward the high curator. He returns the bow. ”What, you surely wonder, will a new bureau accomplish? Why fix something that isn’t broken? My father, God’s Future Children see his soul, used to say: ’Fix things before they break.’ And that is exactly what the Bureau of Constancy, under my guidance, will accomplish.”

While talking, the curator raises her hands, palms upturned, and brings them down again in a semicircle. Then she starts over. It looks like a ritual or a dance. She times it perfectly with her speech, too—her hands reaching the low point as she finishes one part of the speech.

”These are exciting times, and exciting times should be happy and free of trouble. Yet, as we have seen, trouble stirs when you let your guard down. When you fail to properly care for the part of us yearning for something more. Yes, I am talking about spirituality. When we allow ourselves to slip into complacency, we forget our place in the great scheme of things. We forget our duty to those who follow. If we let them down, who will we look to on future Shoulder Days?”

A hot flash of anger runs through me. The first time the Praesidium comments on your death at all, and trouble stirs is what they come up with?

“My bureau,” the curator goes on, “will bring us closer together and ensure our safe and secure transition into the new age. To that end, I have drafted proposals for changes to be implemented within the next few tendays, the Future Children willing. One such proposal is to further shield the youngest and most impressionable Travelers from harmful influences by making a few but badly needed alterations to the Feed algorithms. I can’t give you the details, mostly because I’m an absolute tech illiterate, but rest assured: after the changes have been made, the Feed will be a safe haven for all.

“Another proposal addresses the problem of resource squandering. We are consuming too much of our resources. This must stop, and my bureau will work in conjunction with Curator Cooper and the Bureau of Resource Management to implement stricter resource allocation. Don’t worry, you will have plenty of Rars forthwith—but you may want to think twice before fabbing something you don’t need.”

She extends her right index finger and shakes it in the air, still smiling broadly, like she’s admonishing a child.

“Let’s pray,” she says next, closes her eyes and turns her face up.

 

God’s Future Children

Grant us patience and fortitude

the power to endure

the wisdom to see clearly

and just judgment

Bring the wanderers into your fold

and we the mothers and fathers

will prevail

God’s Future Children

Rest your spirits

and carry us on

 

Grandfather grunts. “It’s ‘guide us home’, silly woman.”

The curator’s smile widens even more as she beams warmly into the camera. ”We are safe. We are secure. We are forever Travelers.”

 

—

 

Afterwards, I busy myself with the dishes and set the cleaner bots loose in the kitchen. Then I join Mother and Father to say goodbye to Grandfather. Ceevee has shifted into wheelchair mode, and Grandfather sits down with a grunt.

“Thank you,” he says.

“Thank you,” Mother and Father say in unison, meaning not his company, but his sacrifice. It’s what Shoulder Day is all about, after all. The sacrifice they’ve made. Grandfather might live long enough to see Alamea, but he will never walk on her surface.

I want to ask him what he meant, earlier. It’s not their fault I’m lonely? I already know that. But Father and Mother are right there, and I don’t want them to be angry with me for being nosy. Instead, I watch in silence as they prepare him for the trek home.

“You know,” Grandfather says, pausing on the doorstep, “it’s strange. I don’t know if you noticed?”

“Noticed what?” Father says.

“They talked for almost twenty minutes, and they didn’t mention Arrival even once.”


 

 

 

By decree of the 72nd Council of Conestoga 

Act 341

To Establish the

BUREAU OF CONSTANCY

 

Title 1: Mission There is hereby established a Bureau of Constancy, an executive branch of the Praesidium of Conestoga. Its primary mission is to—


		safeguard traditions and rituals;

		reduce and mitigate the illicit spreading of untruth, e.g. rumors, false information, and fabricated news items;

		safeguard against inherent disciplinary disturbances;

		function as administrative authority of the Pioneership Program, effectively replacing the Bureau of Quartermaster Services in the role.

		function as administrative authority of the Peacekeepers, effectively replacing the Bureau of Quartermaster Services in the role.



 

Title 2: Functions These are the functions within the Bureau of Constancy. Further development may warrant additional functions to be added at the discretion of the Secretary.


		Curator— 




		The Curator of Constancy is selected by the High Curator, by and with the advice of the Praesidium of Conestoga. The Curator of Constancy shall have direction, authority, and control over it.




		Special Assistant to the Curator—The Curator shall appoint a Special Assistant who shall be responsible for— 




		advising the Curator on matters of attention;

		providing assistance as demanded by the Curator, including but not limited to interfacing with other bodies of the Praesidium of Conestoga, advising on the executive decisions made by the Curator, and updating the Curator on matters concerning the Bureau;

		safeguard information and promote safe and secure usage of accumulated knowledge.




		Other functions will be created based on needs and availability by the Curator by and with the advice of the Praesidium of Conestoga.




 

TWO

“Gen, check your blind spot!”

Coach Young’s voice cuts through like static hiss, making me flinch. No wonder. This is a disaster. My dodges fail, my cues scatter like buckshot, and I have the flight pattern of an erratic bug. I have only my reflexes to thank for not having messed up completely yet. But it shows. I’m out there like a crippled bird, and the team watches in horror.

It’s like I’m trying to outmaneuver my own thoughts. Sometimes I can; most of the time I can’t. I lose the fluid concentration, and the blox turn unruly, uncooperative. Every yard flown is a yard closer to disaster. I grit my teeth, desperate to stay in it, to be in the game.

Coach’s rallying cry ringing in my ears: “Beat it, Gen! Find a way!”

I want to ask how I’m supposed to accomplish this, but not crashing occupies all of my attention. I don’t notice it myself, but the suit jets automatically cap the exhaust velocity as my thoughts blur and bleed out into obscurity. Built-in safety feature: in training mode, the suit reads me like an open book.

Then, it’s all over. Ninedi catches up with me, and, true to form, she’s not subtle about it. She hits me harder than she needs to, knocking the wind out of me. Somewhere in the far distance, Coach reminds Ninedi I’m a valued team member, and breaking valued team members’ limbs is frowned upon.

“Come back here, regroup. Eden, Kenta, you’re next.” I can hear her frustration. “Imogen, come on, get back here.”

“No.” I’m on the scenic route around the track. “Again. Eden to chase.”

“Gen, you don’t have to do this.”

“Me and Eden, or I’m leaving.”

I do a flyby near the edge of the platform, closer and faster than what is technically allowed in training.

“All right. Imogen versus Eden. Positions.”

I loop around and return to the starting position.

Use it. Don’t think about it. Just use it.

I blast off at the start signal, open the nozzles wide and accelerate at absolute maximum. The suit groans and creaks, adjusting to the g forces. My eyesight darkens after the first waypoint, deep in a ninety-degree turn. Three rapid gasps bring me back. Other thoughts yell and scream, trying to invade my head.

Use it.

Use the anger.

It works. My mind clears, and the track unfolds like origami in front of me. Eden can’t touch me. I’m faster. Better. Stronger. Two more waypoints and I’m safe. I race toward it, and now I’m outracing not Eden but my own mind. It tries to catch up with me, bog me down in doubt and failure. If I look back, it’ll be there, like a ghost Imogen with sharp teeth. The last, checkered waypoint flashes at the edge of my vision. One more. Only one more. Speed in the red now, the suit can only take so much.

A warning flashes on my visor: Asymmetric thrust. A millisecond later, my right-hand jet fails. The suit is fast, but not fast enough. I try to adjust, but it’s too late. The left-hand jets push me off course to the right, and I narrowly manage to avoid colliding head-on with a bloc.

Coach gasps: “Oh…”

Eden comes around the corner wildly but halts her pursuit as soon as she spots me, far out of the maze, wrestling to control my suit. The collision last time must have damaged it more than I thought, or the repairs failed.

“Oh come on!” she cries out on the open vox.

“Not my fault! Suit’s messed up!” I growl, adding a string of unhealthy curses off vox.

“Yeah, right,” Eden snorts.

Coach cuts me off before I can retort: “Be quiet, both of you. Come back here and we’ll check it out.”

Then Ninedi’s muttered words: “We’re going to lose.”

 

—

 

Once upon a time not very long ago, Coach Elizabeth Young was the greatest aerobatics champion of her generation. Her solo record from her seventh season still holds: 56,70/60. With her, the Cannonballs won twelve out of thirteen tournaments. It’s easy to see why, watching her fly. There are graceful champions, and then there’s Elizabeth Young. The only one who came close to her level of control was you.

Making her disappointed is pretty much as bad as making my parents disappointed.

After training, I stay behind for no other reason than I want to be alone. A group of kids launch into the aerena from a fleater below, and I watch without thinking how they cartwheel and tumble through the air, seemingly out of control. One of them, I think it’s a girl, swirls comfortably around the rest like a herding dog. She’d be a decent draft in a couple of years.

Joshua lands gently beside me.

”Mind if I join you?”

”Thought you left.”

”I did. If you want to be alone—”

”It’s okay.” I bite my tongue to not add: ”I’m alone most of the time anyway.”

We rest for a bit, boots clinging to the fleater, arms tucked to keep them from drifting, watching the kids cavorting in the aerena. Father, on his one and only ashen-faced visit up here, explained afterwards how he felt like he was floating at the mouth of a giant pit. When the magnets failed, he’d drop all the way down to the aft bulkhead. I tried to explain in my little-girl voice that he couldn’t possibly fall anywhere, because we were at the center of a spinning cylinder. He gazed at me, smiled, and said: “Sometimes, our minds don’t match the matter.”

I had no idea what he meant then, but I sure do now.

”Don’t worry about today,” Joshua says, out of nowhere. ”You’ll get back into it.”

”Sure.”

”I mean, the tournament starts in a few days, and we have stuff to work on and everything but—”

”Joshua. Stop talking.”

”Right.” He clears his throat. Sometimes he reverts to his precocious ten-year-old self. ”All I’m saying is, I believe in you. Always have.”

”Thanks.”

”And don’t worry about the suit.”

Sigh. ”How about you say what you came out here to say?”

“Fine. I wanted to ask you something.”

“So ask.”

“Did you and Ellinor talk? About… things.” He blushes violently, his earlobes burning like beacons. “You know what I mean.”

I do know what he means. It’s about your mood swings. The stuff that you pretended weren’t real. “I tried,” I admit. “But she didn’t want to. She got angry if I tried.”

“Same here,” Joshua says, looking relieved. “I thought that maybe—she told you things she didn’t want to tell me.”

“I’m sure she did. And vice versa. But not about this. She didn’t want to talk about any of this.”

“You’re probably right.”

A quiet moment passes between us. Above us, the Eagles arrive for their training session. Lex makes a flyby, waving. I wave back.

“How’s he doing?” Joshua asks.

“He’s holding it together. Kind of like you.” I sigh. “Look, I’m sorry for what I said last time. I’m… I’ll do better.” He nods one of those I’m-patient-but-not-infinitely-patient nods. It’s an inheritance from his old life, his parents. The life he abandoned, to the dismay of his folks. “I’m not… right. Yet.”

“Right… in the head?” he asks.

I snort. “Not what I was going to say, but sure. Yeah.”

“It’s okay. Hey, tomorrow’s Restingday,” he adds. “We were thinking about going to the beach. You game?”


 

THREE

I shield my eyes against the glaring beach lights as I cut across the hot sand, past the shack where an overly perky botler dispenses shaved ice, cold drinks, and beach blankets. On the lake, a fleet of dinghies struggle to catch what little wind there is in their sails.

The beach has its own special hierarchy. Down by the water’s edge, throngs of toddlers and young children frolic, splashing water and sand in glittering arcs and making noise. On the shore, adults supervise the play with wet feet and pant legs. Farther up, the older folks supervise the parents. And above them, the teenagers, flashing skin, trying to see how much they can get away with. Above us, the beach lights, mounted on spindly legs, heat and condition the air to a slightly warmer and much drier clime than the rest of Conestoga.

I used to relish coming here when I was little. Mother would horse around with me at the water’s edge while Father sat on a lounger looking uncomfortable. As if any minute, the orchard he loved and cared for would burn down because he wasn’t there to put it out. He didn’t, and still doesn’t, know how to relax.

Last time I was at the beach, I came with you. You turned every head, and I got collateral glances. I didn’t mind. Walking through the crowds now, I’m as close to invisible as can be. Maybe people can’t recognize me without my friend. Which is fine. I’ve never enjoyed being gawked at anyway.

I weave through groups of Restingday revelers, the sand comfortably coarse under my feet. Joshua’s hand shoots up and beckons me towards a violent-green blanket spread out by the edge of the grass. Ninedi lies flat on her back and waves her hand. She’s in the middle of a conversation about something with Kenta. And there, sitting like a pale ghost on one corner of the blanket, is Eden Messenger. She doesn’t look too happy to see me. That’s okay. The feeling is mutual.

“I don’t know,” Kenta says. “I think you’re overreacting.”

Joshua throws me a bottle of ice-cold water. I drink greedily, already parched by sitting in the sand.

“Where’s Mira?” I ask.

“Couldn’t make it. Vespers.”

Right. Restingday isn’t Restingday for the faithful. You’d think they would be able to cram in one day of nothing out of every twenty-eight, but no. The Stoa, much like the Consitionals, take their faith—and their duties—seriously.

“Am I the only one who thinks it’s strange?” Ninedi asks.

“Fine. It’s strange,” Joshua admits.

“What are we talking about?” I ask.

“Bureau of Constancy,” Kenta says. “Ninedi thinks it doesn’t make any sense.”

“Isn’t it weird to make radical changes now?” Ninedi says. “What’s the point? Half of us are leaving soon.”

“It’s not radical,” Joshua says.

Ninedi snorts. “Are you kidding? First new Bureau in five centuries not radical?”

“Maybe that’s why, though,” Eden says. “They need things to go on as usual while we’re down there prepping, right?”

“Sure, but those plans were already there. There’s enough resources to stay in orbit for, like, a hundred years!”

“Especially with us gone,” I say.

“What do you think she meant when she said the part about the Feed? You know, the algorithms?”

“It’s obvious, isn’t it?” Kenta says, squinting up at the beach light above. “They want the Feed to center less on, you know, entertainment, and more on stuff that really matters.”

“Like what?”

“Self-improvement, instructions, training. That sort of thing.”

“It’s cute you’re this positive,” Ninedi mutters.

“I’m sure there’s more,” Kenta says, ignoring Ninedi. “The algorithms change all the time. She wasn’t talking about the algorithms. She was talking about the whole thing.”

“You don’t even know what it means,” Kenta quips.

“Gen knows,” Joshua says. “Right?”

I shrug awkwardly, lying on my back on the blanket. “I guess. The decree isn’t exactly unambiguous, but—”

“You read the decree?” Ninedi says. “And who uses words like ‘unambiguous’ anyway?”

I ignore her. “It’s not only about the algorithms.”

Ninedi makes a satisfied grunt. “See?”

Joshua shields his eyes and looks over my shoulder. “What does he want?”

We turn our heads like four owls hearing a noise. Lex comes sauntering toward us. He nods at people, waves his hand like some sort of celebrity—which, to be fair, he is. We all are, but he is certainly the best at cashing in on it. Four buttons undone on his beach shirt, muscles straining against the fabric. If he’s spotted us, he makes no sign of it, but he’s headed straight for us.

“Kinda full of himself, isn’t he?” Eden says. I shoot her a nasty look. Luckily, her head is still turned.

“How’s he handling it?” Ninedi asks, her voice uncharacteristically toned-down. “You know, after…”

Good question. He clenches his jaw a lot more these days. Sometimes he stares into nothing for long stretches at a time. And his lips taste like chapstick. I involuntarily blush, so I take a swig from the water bottle.

“He’s okay, I think,” I sputter. “Sorry, brain freeze. Less… strutty.”

Vigorously wishing I hadn’t come, I watch Lex’s annoying swagger. He drinks from a bottle, too. Water droplets end up stains on his shirt, and I’m sure it’s on purpose. Joshua lies back down on the blanket, careful to signal his lack of interest. Frenemies. There’s no love lost between captains of the team this close to the tournament.

“Oh hello,” Lex says, as if he only now noticed us. “Are we enjoying ourselves on this most excellent Restingday?”

”Until now,” Ninedi says brightly.

“Manners,” Joshua reminds her. “What’s up, Lex?”

He makes an effort to sound neutral. They never liked each other much. As far as I know, they avoided each other as much as possible while you and Joshua were together. Two years went by, and then you died. I can’t imagine how awkward it must be for them both.

“I need to talk to Gen,” he says, driving a cold spike into me. I squint up at him. His head eclipses a beachlight, giving him a golden halo.

”You couldn’t mote?” I grunt, standing up.

”I did. You ignored me.”

We amble up the sloping sand dune. At the top, tall grass wave like morning hair. Beyond it, a summery field stretches all the way up to the mag tracks cutting across toward Atlas City.

”What’s up?” I try to sound casual.

“I was going to ask you if you wanted to come to Tawamure tonight.”

“With you?”

“With me. I think we both need some R&R? And we…” he wiggles his head around, “we could talk.”

“Not exactly the place to go if you want to have a conversation.”

“I wanted to ask you something. About Ellie.”

His words strike me hard. We’ve carefully avoided talking about you for reasons I don’t think I can explain. The pain, I figured. Oh, I can blame the setting, the Pioneer training that doesn’t leave room for personal matters—that’s what therapy is for—but that’s merely an excuse. I’ve been selfish, and Lex coming here to outright ask me for an audience makes it agonizingly obvious. I shift my weight, wrap my arms around myself, send my gaze out with the birds.

He puts a hand on my arm. It’s warmer than red-hot iron. “Hey. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. Some other time.”

“I—“

“By the way, I talked to the quartermaster. He said it was serious but he’d take my… input into consideration.”

For a second or two, I’m not even sure what he’s talking about. It seems far away, like it does sometimes after you died. As though we should have cancelled everything the moment they found your body. Cancel Arrival. Cancel the future. What’s another century?

Then, before I can even think about what I’m doing, I throw myself around his neck. He staggers backwards. His hand on my back. I release him quickly and back off. Everyone saw that. I glance over at my dumbfounded teammates.

“Sorry about that,” I mumble. “I mean, thank you.”

He grins. There’s some of that original Lex-iness. Grins and jokes. “No worries. I only explained how stupid it would be to steal the best mission specialist away from the squad at this point. I think he saw my point.”

And here come the tears. I swear I don’t know who I am anymore. I clap my hand to my mouth to stop myself from bawling out loud.

“Hey!” he says. I can tell he wants to pull me close. “Hey, it’s okay. It’s going to be okay.”

“I know,” I whimper. “It’s just… too much. Everything.”

“I know.”

“I’ll be okay.” I forcefully wipe the tears off my face. “What about Cutler?”

“You’re worried about him? Don’t be. He can’t do anything.”

“I’m not so sure about that.”

“Well, we only need to not put a rifle in your hands for a couple of tendays.”

“Very funny.”

Lex nods towards the blanket. “I think you have to go back. Looks like they’re about to come running. Answer my motes.”

He starts walking away, and I suddenly don’t want him to. It’s as if I’ve been locked in a dark room somewhere in the sublevels of Conestoga, and Lex opens the door ajar so that light spills through it.

I need to tell him. He’ll know what to do.

The relief envelops me like the familiar scent of citrus back home—a bright, airy hint more than a smell. If I tell him about the bitglass, the messages, Theodore Fowler… he will know what to do, whom to talk to.

“I’ll go,” I blurt out. “Tawamure. Tonight.”

He spins around in the sand and almost loses his balance. His face lights up in a trademark Lex Bowman grin.

 

—

 

“You okay?” Joshua asks when I return to the blanket.

”What? Oh. I’m okay.”

”Because you were talking, and then you were crying, and then---”

”Yeah. Just… stuff.”

”There’s something wrong with him,” Eden says. She follows his zig-zag progress across the beach. ”You sure he wasn’t here to spy on us?”

”That’s stupid,” I snort. ”He’s my squad commander.”

”Was that what that was?” Ninedi says. ”I need to switch squads.”

The others snicker. My cheeks burn hot. ”That’s not—it’s not like that! You know what happened, I was suspended. Lex thinks I’m off the hook.”

”And you’re going to Tawamure to celebrate?” Ninedi presses on.

”Give it a rest, Ninedi,” Joshua says. He lies flat on his back, staring straight up. There’s a tension on his face, like he badly wants to say something and struggles not to. ”She doesn’t want to talk about it.”

”She can answer for herself!”

”I wouldn’t know,” Joshua says.

Another pang of guilt. Joshua has been my friend for as long as I can remember. He and you and I were like triplets, an unbreakable unit. If I should talk to anyone, it should be him. I sit down on the blanket, my back turned. I will talk to him. But Lex deserves to know first. He’s family.

”Well, that was intense,” Kenta says. ”I think I need some ice. Anyone coming?”

”Yeah,” Eden says and springs to her feet.

”Out of Rars,” Ninedi mutters.

Kenta makes a mocking tut-tut sound. “Let this be a lesson. Remember Curator Dormer: don’t spend your resource rations irresponsibly.”

”I’ll show you where you can spend yours.”

”In the meantime, I’ve got you. Come on.”

On the lake, the fleet of dinghies have regrouped and are slowly returning to the boathouse on the jetty. A tutor in a rowboat corrals them. I could use some of that now. My thoughts are like stray sheep too. Only I wouldn’t know where to begin.

”You really shouldn’t hang out with him,” Joshua says. ”Outside of squad activities, I mean.”

”He’s not spying on us,” I mutter.

”You know what I mean.”

”No, I don’t know what you mean, Joshua, and I’m not sure I want to know.”

”People talk.”

There it is. People talk. The Conestogan euphemism for ”rumors.” What he really means to say is that he suspects something else is going on.

”I don’t care,” I say. ”He is my commander; I’m the mission specialist. We need to talk, so we talk.”

”And go to Tawamure?”

”It’s none of anybody’s business.”

Deflated, he lies back on his back and stares up at the Eye, far above. I wish I knew what to say. You would have known. You would have been so good at cooling things off.

The others return with brightly-colored ice in cones, crunching it between their teeth. I rest my head on my arm, lean back, and squint into the air. In the beachlights, the rest of the world bathes in a hazy sheen, like a faded picture of a landscape from far away. A ripple of white clouds travel slowly across the other side of Conestoga, shielding it from view.

Tawamure with Lex. I spend the rest of the afternoon pretending there’s not a tiny little flutter in the pit of my stomach.


 

FOUR

“What do you want to do? Where should we go?”

It’s hard to believe, but Lex is clearly nervous. He talks faster than usual, his eyes dart around, unable to settle. Tawamure glitters and gleams before us like a great, gaudy fireworks display caught in slow motion. Taking it in will save us from awkwardness for a little while, but the clock is ticking.

“Let’s have a look around first.”

“Okay,” he says, letting his shoulders relax.

Tawamure means ‘fun’ or ‘sports’ or even ‘flirtation’ in some old language spoken in some part of the planet we come from. Yes, I looked it up. We are constantly reminded of our origins. Photos and movies and articles and episodes of something called “TV shows” and music older than this spaceship. I’ve already spent more time consuming the old stuff than anybody. We are constantly reminded of the old, dying planet.

Tawamure is a museum of nostalgia, filled with things most Travelers don’t know why they love. To say that it stands out among the Atlas City districts is a massive understatement.

The city consists of great malls, walkways, and parks. It was designed to be airy and bright, a sort of anticity, built out of organic materials and sporting thousands of square meters of urban farms, greenery growing on walls, ponds with waterfowl, trees lining every street, and glass bridges far above like spider silk between buildings. Like the towns, Atlas City consists of circular districts clustered together around a central hub. Unlike the towns, the three central districts of Atlas City sport buildings hundreds of meters tall, aiming their glimmering, needle-like pinnacles at the other side of Conestoga. Pioneer Park, a vast expanse of fields and gardens, surrounds the city. From the park, a raised causeway, four kilometers long, leads to the William Harker Atheneum.

Tawamure neighbors the bowmost central district. On Restingday night, hundreds of people pass under the big, red gate and into Tawamure Avenue, a shiny alley of holos and screens that jostle for attention. A constant din from the dancehalls and clubs and arcades hangs in the air. Establishments here never close their doors. Some don’t even have doors. A dense, fat aroma pervades the air: the smell of food and sweets, chocolate and sugar, salty algae concoctions, and candy, so sweet my hairs stand up at the back of my neck. Every once in a while, a mighty roar tumbles out of some venue where a show shocked and awed its patrons.

You loved this place: the lights, the noise, and the fact that Tawamure appears even more artificial than the rest of Conestoga. A stage set within a stage set. I could only ever be at home here when you were with me.

Tonight, Tawamure seems even more preposterous than usual, and I have to make an effort not to stare at people in the throes of entertainment, dancing, singing, cosplaying through the night.

“You’re quiet,” Lex says.

“I’m always quiet.”

“More than usual, then.”

I catch him staring at me funny. “What?”

“Nothing, I—“ he says, but trails off. He wants to say something but doesn’t know how. “Nothing. Want to go see that?” he adds, pointing to a holo floating over the street.

 

The Williams Society Players

present

THE WORLD WITHIN THE WORLD

(abridged&modernized)

a TRAGEDY of FATE

 

Before I can answer, Lex pulls me along into the open-air theater off the avenue to watch. We arrive in time to see the troupe’s leader, Quentin Teller, take to the stage in a long, dark coat and dark glasses. There follows a wild, kinetic display of acrobatic close combat with the help of invisible strings and pulleys. The good guy, played by Quentin Teller himself, finds himself whisked away into a dream world that goes on inside his head. He soon finds the world is fake, a simulation, put in place by an evil witch dressed in white robes who sends her minions in grey suits to stop him from exposing the lie. The hero is betrayed by a friend and killed, but is brought back to life by true love’s kiss and goes on to save the day. The curtain falls. Cheers and applause.

”Subtle,” Lex comments as we leave the theater and return to the flashy avenue.

”How so?”

”The white witch? I’m betting she’s supposed to be the new curator.”

I glance at him in profile. His face bathes in red and blue light. I have to remind myself to give him more credit beyond his handsomeness. Theater has always been a setting for subtle or not-so-subtle societal critique, and The Williams Society Players, during its hundreds of years of existence, have taken that tradition to heart.

“What about the simulation, though?” I ask, not really needing an answer.

“The Stoa, obviously. Or faith, I guess. Let’s go to the arcade!”

Lex challenges me to a duel in a car racing game. The machines are old but well maintained. I win, by a hair’s breadth, and, as a prize, Lex treats me to a sickly-sweet carbonated drink he knows I won’t finish. He says “You sure?” when I hand him the half-full cup.

For all its silliness, Tawamure pulls me in, works its magic on me. We bump into a ragtag group of friends and hang out with them for a bit. I enjoy Lex’s impatience, his need to be alone with me. After a laserdome shootout, we finally head toward the Biome Gardens at the far end of Tawamure Avenue.

At night, the garden comes alive with light. Bioengineered vegetation glows in all the colors of the rainbow, marking new, secret pathways for visitors to take. These are only visible at night. Some of the plants are as small as fungus, others as big as the pine trees of the woodlands near my home. Some light up only when I touch them, leaving glowing, slowly fading handprints on their trunks.

Deeper inside the park, Biome House rises up like the shell of a gigantic beetle, covering a botanical wonderland. The interior consists of six different, climate-controlled ecosystems—biomes—modeled on the various climes of Alamea. The planet orbits closer to Wakea than the Earth orbits the Sun, so the climate zones range from temperate to tropical. Some areas are expected to be cooler due to the influence of the vast seas surrounding the two major land masses. The poles only have minor ice caps.

The bioluminescent structure lights up as we head inside. Fat, chunky foliage dripping with moisture surrounds us. The fronds are sweating. My clothes cling to my body.

“It’s really wet,” Lex says.

“Temperate biome is this way.”

“I know,” he says, gazing at the domed glass ceiling. Beyond it, Conestoga sparkles. He turns to me, some of the sparkle still in his eyes. ”Listen… I wanted to ask you something, but maybe this isn’t the right time?”

His question triggers all the nerves. There will never be a right time for what he’s going to ask, and the same goes for what I wanted to talk about.

”It’s okay. I wanted to talk to you, too.”

”Okay. Good.”

”You start.”

”It’s about Ellie” he says, and adds: ”Obviously. I’ve been trying to figure things out. But I can’t. It’s like there’s a piece missing, you know?”

“That’s exactly what I’ve been thinking!”

“I mean, she was always a bit manic, but the mood swings—”

I nod. “Got worse about a year ago. Right after the harvest festival.”

“Did something happen then? You went there with her, right?”

“Me and Joshua.”

“Did they have a fight or something?” A dangerous gleam in his eyes.

“No,” I hasten to say. “It was something else.”

“And then they stopped, a few tendays before… it happened.”

It feels wrong, talking about it like this, skirting around it, using euphemisms. I’m so tired of euphemisms. What’s everyone afraid of? It’s not like it’s going to get any worse!

“Before she killed herself,” I say. Lex winces. “Not saying it doesn’t change anything.”

“Alright. Do you know what happened then?”

“I think… that’s when she decided.”

“What?”

“Read about it. Old stuff, from Earth. Suicide was very common there. Thousands who… anyway, a person who has made a decision to… commit suicide… will act happy or normal because—“

“Because they’ve decided.”

“Exactly.”

I’m cold despite the warmth. I can tell Lex is as close to tears as I am. Still, talking makes everything bearable. It’s not like sitting in that horrid therapy box and talking to a fake Ellie. This is actual therapy, like having your brain caressed by calming hands.

“I found something,” I whisper. Lex leans closer. I tell him about your bunny, the bitglass, and the messages on it. I tell him about the motes from Theodore Fowler. He listens with rapt attention, unmoving. Once I’m finished, he sits down on a bench under a huge plant with massive, perforated leaves.

“And you think this has got something to do with…?”

“I don’t know. It might have.”

“And it’s not something she did, you know, like… I don’t know, a duty project?”

“I don’t think so. This was… a whole other level of complexity. It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen.”

“Who’s this Fowler guy?”

“Beats me. He disappeared. Haven’t heard from him since. He doesn’t exist. No name like that aboard since departure.”

Lex ponders this in silence. In the low light, his features gain a sharpness that wasn’t there before, shadows granting him age. I fight a powerful urge to tell him how I’ve always loved him. In this moment, it rings true. I shake it off just as quickly. Silly girl.

“We have to find out what that stuff is,” he says.

“It might not have anything to do with what happened.”

“Or it might explain everything. Think about it. She never told either of us anything about it. Or Joshua.”

“You don’t know that.”

“True. Let’s say Joshua knows. Why didn’t he say anything to you? You were best friends, right?”

That hits a nerve. There’s another, deeper question hidden in that simple little “right?” Why am I not talking to Joshua about this?

“Right,” I say through gritted teeth.

“Just saying. If he doesn’t know, doesn’t it make the mystery even more mysterious? She was keeping it a secret. She didn’t even tell her boyfriend or her best friend.”

“She made sure I got the files. She specifically instructed her mother to give me the bunny. Because she knew I’d find the files and find out what was on them.”

“How can you be sure?”

“I knew her.”

He presses his lips together, then gently says: “Considering recent events, how well did you really know her?”

I open my mouth to fire something back—but a strange sensation envelops me. I thought I would break apart when I finally got a chance to talk about your death with someone who didn’t immediately wince or shy away from the subject. I needed to talk about it, not me. But nobody would let me. And now, here’s Lex, asking the right questions, making the right connections without being weird about it.

He notice me staring. “What?”

“Nothing, it’s… I didn’t think I would ever feel this way.”

He offers a sad smile. “Me neither.”

He takes my hand and I let him pull me into him and kiss me and I kiss him back. He tastes of caramels and smells like apples. Lex opens his mouth to talk, but I silence him with another kiss. The warmth in his eyes wraps around me.

Relief. Part of me still wonders, like I always have, why he cares for me. Somewhere in the archives of Conestoga, deep in Lori’s matchmaking algorithms, there’s a scientific explanation. Genetic predispositions, profiles grown like viruses in a digital lab, the thing people mean when they say “meant for each other.” My regular self, the one sitting in a lab dissecting artificial intelligences, needs something to explain why I want Lex to help me forget everything, if only for tonight.

We walk, holding hands, deeper into the jungle. Things get kind of hazy after that.


 

FIVE

I head into my therapy session on light feet. I try not to dwell on it, but last night did right a few wrongs. One of the pieces of me that came loose when you died snapped back into place. What was broken can be mended. Even the bitglass files and the messages have faded in my mind, mere curiosities now, a minor mystery to be solved or ignored at my leisure.

Both Mother and Father noticed my change in mood. Father put his warm hand on my shoulder before heading out into the orchard to collect soil samples for the quarterly fertility test. Mother smiled at me, asked me if I had had a good time, pecked me on the cheek.

This is what normal feels like.

 

—

 

The wraparound screen comes to life and the sweet scents of the garden fill my nose. Same garden, same bench. And your avatar, wearing the same outfit as always, as if the system wants to convey that there’s some dependability in this world.

“Why is it always this garden?” I ask.

“It doesn’t have to be,” Ellie says softly. “Would you like me to change it?”

“Sure.”

“Close your eyes. The change may disorient you.”

I close my eyes. When I take my next breath, a fresh, tangy note with a hint of something moldy and overripe invades my senses. My eyes burst open to a boundless ocean, stretching as far as the eye can see, and a blue sky where the other side of Conestoga should be. Ellie sits on a rock outcropping on a very tall cliff overlooking a stormy bay. The sea stretches out impossibly far, blending into the sky. Vertigo grabs a hold of me.

“What is this place?” I gasp.

Ellie sweeps her hand across the panorama. “Beautiful, isn’t it? It’s a place on Earth. I don’t remember the name. We sometimes use scenes like this to help Travelers overcome their fear of the open sky.”

“People are afraid of the sky?”

“Some are. Nobody’s seen it for a thousand years.”

If I concentrate on her face, the nausea and unsteadiness become less noticeable. “You never learned the name of this place. That’s why you don’t remember it.”

She turns back to me and smiles. “You’re right,” she says. “You must be feeling better.”

“How can you tell?”

“You’ve already talked more than you usually do. And you’re less pale.”

“Thanks…”

“Did you have a good time yesterday?”

“I guess.”

“How is my replacement working out?”

I wince at the thought of Eden Messenger. “I don’t know. I’m… having some problems.” I find myself blurting out all the things gone wrong in training—my lack of focus, the bruises I got because of it, and the malfunctioning suit—and she listens attentively, as always. Her intense gaze eventually makes me self-aware, and not in a good way, so I stop talking.

“It’s natural to have lapses in concentration,” she says. “Everyone has them, and they go away. You need to want something again.”

“I can’t have what I want.”

“Something else. Like winning the tournament.”

“I already want to win the tournament.”

“Do you really, though? In your heart of hearts.”

 

—

 

I stare at her, anger welling up inside. Who does this thing think it is? She’s a construct, made up of code and algorithms. It can’t see inside my head! I have half a mind to interrupt this session ahead of time, sprint out of here, take the rap for leaving early—I have no idea what the punishment is for skiving therapy, but it can’t be worse than sitting in here.

But is she wrong?

“I don’t want to talk about that anymore,” I tell the mimic.

“I’m sorry if I offended you.”

“Well, you did.”

She’s infuriatingly indifferent. “How are things in Lab 17?”

I shrug. “Fine, I guess.”

“How are things going with your Maester?”

“Excellent.”

She tilts her head a little, something else you never did. The more I look, the less her face is human. Same as always, the illusion of reality comes and goes. She’s too smooth, too perfect. I know every spot and wrinkle in your face, every imperfection.

“You’re angry with me,” she says.

“Yes, I am.”

“I’m sorry. Is there something else you would like to talk about?”

Deep sigh. “The suspension.” Might as well bring it up first.

“You were reinstated, weren’t you?”

“Yeah, but…” My eyes drift to the awesome sight. Waves roll onto the shore far below with a constant roar. A strong wind tugs at the tall grass and the bushes leaning inland. Our clothes, however, are perfectly still, and even though the illusion of wind is near-perfect, they start to slip quickly. “I was sloppy and careless and I almost killed a boy. The instructor was right to chew me out. I don’t think he likes me very much.”

“You’ve only met him once.”

“We can tell. Us humans can.” The urge to insult it returns. On some strange level, buried deep down together with my more animalistic urges, I want it to hurt.

How ironic. Trying to be superior by being stupid.

Then the Ellie-mimic says: “You put yourself in this position, you know.”

“What?”

“You shouldn’t meddle in things you don’t know anything about.”

I stare at her, open-mouthed, my mind reeling. “What are you talking about? Meddling with what?”

She must be talking about Lex. It’s a subject I’ve been careful to avoid. She tries to bring it up once in a while, and I always skirt it by making it sound less important than it is.

She smiles back at me with your kind, beautiful face. “You know what I mean. You need to forget about it.”

“Forget about what?! I don’t—“

The gears click into place. Took me long enough. And now it’s too late to backtrack, because I’ve shown her—it—that I know exactly what she’s talking about. It scans my features, reads my body language, compares it with what it knows about humans, and draws conclusions.

I shiver.

“How do you know about that?”

“What I would like to know is how you found out? You see, we thought we had tabs on everything to do with Theodore Fowler and his little… mutiny. Obviously we were wrong.”

The words turn into a logjam in my throat. Wild, panicky seconds tick by as she calmly gazes at me.

I swallow, mind racing to buy time. “Mutiny?”

“Attempted mutiny would be more correct. But it doesn’t matter. It’s a forgotten chapter in the history of Conestoga, and so it shall remain.”

“Who are you?”

“You would do well to put all of it out of your mind, Gen. I’m saying this as your friend. Let us handle this.”

“Handle what? I don’t understand—“

“At first, we thought you would ignore it. With so many other things on your plate, we didn’t expect you to dig deeper. But you’re a clever girl, aren’t you, miss Hart? And it’s true what they say about you: you don’t know when to stop. This is how rumors start. And rumors, well… you know how damaging they can be. I think William Harker said it best: Rumors will break the strongest back. That’s what we’re dealing with here.

“I suspect it will be very difficult for you to pretend like you’ve never seen what you’ve seen, so I have a deal for you. Have you heard the old expression: ‘carrot and stick’? I don’t think one should be bribed to do one’s duty, but I do believe one should be punished for dereliction of duty. But I’m nothing if not accommodating. Let’s call this deal both carrot and stick, shall we?”

“What deal…?”

“If you can be trusted to destroy the material you’ve stumbled upon and never mention it to anyone, we will reinstate you as a Pioneer. Fair?”

“But I don’t know anything! I have no idea what Fowler wants!”

“You will forgive me for finding that hard to believe. Please consider our offer. It expires very soon.”

“Please, I don’t—“ but the simulation folds back upon itself, vanishes bit by bit from view, and I’m back in the little room I never left, the wraparound screen and the rig slowly swings up and away to let me out. My shirt is soaked through with sweat and clings to the backrest.

Half expecting keepers to come through the door and detain me, I wrest myself free of the rig. A familiar numbness creeps into my body, makes a home in muscle and bone. It carries me out of the room, down the hallway, where I break into a run. By the exit, I narrowly avoid knocking an old lady to the ground. “My goodness!” she exclaims, but I don’t even stop to say I’m sorry.


 

NOTHING EVER DISAPPEARS COMPLETELY


 

ONE

“Good evening Travelers, this is Allyn Clarke with this tenday’s edition of Straight Talk. As always, we’re streaming from the penthouse lobby of the William Harker Atheneum, and we are joined by our very distinguished guests. Together we shall address some of your questions, comments, misconceptions, and perhaps quash some of the pesky rumors that, despite our sincerest efforts, still abound.

“Our first guest is our chief psychologist Dr. Friedland Park. Welcome.”

“Thank you, Mr. Clarke.”

“I know we talk about this a lot, but it bears repeating. Why is it so hard to stick to the facts? Why do rumors arise at all?”

“There’s a simple explanation. It’s to do with pattern recognition, something we humans are, paradoxically enough, both extremely good and extremely bad at.”

“Ha ha, well, I think our viewers would like you to expand on that a little.”

“And so I shall, Mr. Clarke. Pattern recognition means simply the ability to match outside stimulus with things in our memories and make up a coherent picture of what’s going on. And our minds really hate the white spots on the map.”

“White spots…?”

“In ancient times, before Earth had been fully explored, maps were often incomplete. Unknown areas were simply left out, hence ‘white spots.’”

“I see. We’ve come a long way since then.”

“Indeed. As I was saying, our brains hate white spots, meaning the things we simply don’t know. Our brains can’t stand it, and they’re not keen on giving up and letting the white spots be, either. Our brains manufacture ideas, facts, and scenarios to fill in these white spots. Some ideas are accurate, and some not.”

“But you’re saying this process is perfectly natural?”

“Absolutely. We can’t avoid making things up to fill in the blanks. It’s what we do. The bad news is that we have no choice but to try and separate these ideas from the truth until we can be absolutely sure. It’s very hard to do, especially if the ideas have had time to grow. Ideas are like weeds, Mr. Clarke. If we ignore the weeds, they grow very fast and take over.”

“And we can’t have that.”

“We most certainly cannot.”

“What’s the good news?”

“The good news is, when we learn the truth, the bad ideas can be destroyed. But we have to let the truth in.”

“Well put, Dr. Park, we are in your debt.”

“Not at all.”

“Now we turn to our next guest, none other than the curator for constancy, Ms. Absinthe Dormer. Curator Dormer, welcome!”

 

—

 

“There’s something wrong with that woman,” Father mutters under his breath.

“Rufus!” Mother says. “Why do you say that?”

“Because there is. She’s far too happy. Gen, you agree with me, don’t you?”

“Sorry, Father, I was thinking about… What did you say?”

“Hush now,” Mother says. “Let’s listen. It’s our duty.”

 

—

 

“Curator, one of the—I shouldn’t call it rumor, it’s not a rumor yet. One of the ideas that have surfaced this tenday concerns Patience and Arrival Day. People are wondering why there have been no announcements for the celebrations. Can you enlighten us?”

“I certainly can, Mr. Clarke. It’s true we have been quiet about the upcoming celebrations, and for good reason. Let me put it this way—if you have a gift for someone’s birthday, you don’t show it to them two tendays before and say: ‘This is what you will get!’, do you?”

“Ha ha ha! No, of course not.”

“No. Rest assured, there are plans. We would simply like to keep them secret until the right time.”

“Excellent. Thank you. Another rumor of late is the supposed shortage of materials needed to properly fab certain goods. I understand you bring word from the curator for systems engineering?”

“Indeed I do, the curator has empowered me to tell you that, yes, it’s correct. Some materials have been placed under allotment restrictions because it seems we are a little too careless with our Rars and fabbing too many things that we, strictly speaking, don’t need.”

“I see. There you have it, Travelers, don’t waste your Rars! Ha ha ha!”

 

—

 

“He’d be a lot better if he would stop laughing at everything,” Father says.

“You could do with a bit more laughing,” Mother says. He glances at her, ever so slightly, and I’m shocked to see the fury in his eyes. It was a trivial thing to say, like a lame joke. She puts her hand on his arm, apologetic. They think I don’t see these things, but I do.

“Would you like some more fruit?” Mother asks me.

“Shh! They’re talking about the Pioneers.”

 

—

 

“…changes in the training schedule, which have resulted in quite a bit of confused talk out there in the Verse. Can you enlighten us, Curator?”

“It’s simple and nothing to worry about. After taking over Pioneer training from the Bureau of Quartermaster Services, we found the training to be lacking in certain areas. We want to make our Pioneers stronger and better. I therefore employed Captain Archibald Cutler to rewrite the training schedule in order to address these minor shortcomings. Now, don’t go thinking that the Bureau of Quartermaster Services has done a bad job—absolutely not! Our Pioneers have received the finest training available, and I look upon them with pride!”

“As do we all. What other changes does the Bureau of Constancy have lined up for our brave Pioneers?”

“Well, this is as good a time as any to tell you we will be adding a… shall we say spiritual element to their schedule, starting very soon. A sound soul is a prerequisite for a sound mind and body. The Pioneers should receive not only intellectual and physical instruction, but spiritual as well. I shall be carrying out these lessons myself.”

“I think the Pioneers should call themselves fortunate to receive such excellent tutelage.”

 

—

 

“Tssk! What a brown-nose.”

“Rufus Hart, you know I don’t like it when you talk like that!”

 

—

 

“Well, Curator Dormer, we are moving on to the next segment now, thank you very much for taking time out of your busy schedule to talk to us.”

“Not at all, Mr. Clarke. It’s only natural, after all. The views of the Praesidium should be conveyed directly, not by word of mouth. We are still safe. We are forever Travelers.”

“Thank you. Well, there you have it, straight from the Praesidium. Let’s move on now to the second-most anticipated event of the year, ha ha! Will the Cannonballs retain their firm grasp of the trophy, or will the changes in the team line-up shake things up? We spoke to each of the four team coaches for their assessments, six days before the event of the millennium—the last aerobatics tournament!”


 

TWO

A mote early the next morning informs me I have been reinstated as Pioneer, and that I am thus expected to participate in today’s extraordinary Pioneer Convent, to be held, as per usual, in the William Harker Atheneum. I barely have time to clean up, put on my uniform, and wolf down a small breakfast. I arrive in the lobby with only minutes to spare.

“Look who decided to show up,” Lex says as I land my sweaty self in the seat next to his.

I ignore his quip. “We need to talk.”

“Exactly what I was thinking.”

“Midday break, outside.”

The lights dim, and the stage lights up with the glow of a holo. When it starts playing, a collective groan rises from the Atheneum. We’ve all seen it many times before.

A familiar voice speaks: “A thousand years ago, the peoples of a dying planet made one last effort to save humanity from extinction. They made the great Conestoga, populated her with a quarter of a million people, and sent her on her way toward the stars on a journey of divine inspiration.”

“The next part is my favorite,” Lex whispers in my ear.

“Moved by the sacrifice and the selflessness of the Travelers, Cosmos saw their plight, and granted them eternal life. Their souls would live forever more, waiting for the Future Children. Once born, these children would take the souls of their ancestors, granting them a second life before the great eternal sleep.”

“Makes you overjoyed to know that all those old geezers will be coming back to life, doesn’t it?” Lex whispers, forcing a guffaw out of me.

We all know the story: the Cosmos keeps the souls in a beautiful garden, where there is no pain or strife, and where patience is endless. They wait for the first children to be born on Alamea, whose bodies will receive them. More than once I’ve wondered what happens when they run out of souls.

“The souls of our ancestors watch over us and guide us,” the holo goes on to say, and I frown. I turn my head towards Lex. He’s frowning, too.

“They missed a bit,” he says. “The whole thing about Arrival and taking possession and—“

“Laying the foundations of a new, glorious future,” I quote from memory. “They edited it.”

He shrugs. “Anything to make it shorter is fine by me.”

 

—

 

Several other bits have been cut out, but the holo still clocks in at half an hour. Looking around the Atheneum, it’s easy to spot those who believe in the Future Children and space as an all-knowing, all-seeing god. They watch with rapt attention and confidence. About half of the Travelers believe. Some believe but don’t observe any of the rituals and celebrations of the faith. Others don’t believe at all.

The film over, Curator Dormer takes the stage, clad in her usual, white cassock, hands clasped in front. She beams out at us and says: “I know, I know. You’ve seen it a hundred times. It goes on and on, right?” A few, stray laughs from the seats. “I used to think so too. That’s right, I was like you. I didn’t really believe. It’s so far-fetched! What’s it got to do with anything, let alone being a Pioneer? Well, I’ll tell you what.”

She approaches the edge of the dais and, without warning, jumps off it gingerly, startling those on the first row.

“You!” Curator Dormer says and points to a boy in the first row. The light falls on his pale, terrified face. “What’s your greatest fear?” The boy stammers something inaudible, but the curator gazes at him solemnly and nods. “You fear that you’re not up to the task. What about you?” she asks a girl two rows in. Her face goes bright red in the harsh spotlight, but she leans forward and declares loudly and clearly:

“I fear nothing but failure!”

This goes on for a bit: the curator asks, Pioneers answer back, a bit shyly at first, then with raised hands and enthusiasm the well-worn platitudes of the Pioneer handbook. Eventually, she returns to the dais.

“I see before me the bravest young men and women who ever lived,” she proclaims. “You face hardships and opportunity with the same, great calm. Your time will soon come. You will be called upon to perform the hardest task of all. Recent events have made us aware of your lack of spiritual guidance, and that is why I am here. To guide you, to advise you, to help you spiritually prepare. To ensure that you remain dedicated and steadfast through your tribulations, and do not fall prey to dangerous and seditious ideas.”

Well, that shakes me awake. I stare wild-eyed at the white apparition, the ghost standing on the dais, droning on. One look at Lex, and I can tell he’s as shocked as I am. Before I can stop myself, my hand shoots into the air. At first, I’m not sure she can even see me, what with all the lights shining on her—but she turns her head and gazes down at me.

“I believe we have a question! Please, go ahead.”

I stand up. “Imogen Hart, Squad 42. What recent events?”

“I think you know, dear.”

“Are you saying that Ellinor Bowman killed herself—“ audible gasps from the rest of the Pioneers—“because she had seditious thoughts?”

Lex, under his breath: “Don’t!”

Dormer, clasping her hands in front of her now, gives me a long, piercing look. “Ah, yes. Imogen Hart. The Unstoppable Hart. I hope that your epithet only extends to the aerena. I was merely saying that seditious ideas lead to bad decisions. Surely you agree?”

“What if the seditious ideas are righteous? William Harker himself tells us that there’s a kinship between sedition and responsibility. If one can show the leadership at fault, and the leadership fails to correct itself, then seditious acts may be warranted.”

It’s never been this quiet in the Hall of Remembrance. Somewhere in the back of my head, a voice is crying out for me to sit down, keep quiet, comply. This isn’t me, it says. I don’t want this kind of attention. But a rushing, boiling anger won’t let me back down. I know this reasoning, and I know exactly where the curator is headed. It’s the same things I’ve read in the Feed about you, Ellie. What you did and why. And I won’t let her.

“That is true,” Ms. Dormer says, her voice now laced with a silken quality. “But you know as well as I those words were written in troublesome times and should not be bandied about lightly. What fault has the leadership committed, Miss Hart?”

Her question, sincere or not, brings me crashing back into the here and now. Indeed, what fault? Looking around in panic, I can only see confused faces gazing back at me. What’s she on about? They don’t know. How could they? I’ve been so wrapped up in my own thoughts and fears that they’ve become like a filter between me and the rest of the world. I have no idea how to express what I believe because I don’t know what I believe myself.

Curator Dormer knows when she has won.

“I understand your fear and confusion, believe me,” she says. “Nobody understands it better than I. Your friend chose to betray our mission and end her life. She did something unforgivable, and you are angry about it. It is a credit to you, but it is time to let it go.”

“I’m not angry. I’m… sad.”

“You shouldn’t be,” Dormer says sharply. “Ellinor Bowman deserted us and deprived the Future Children of a life. Because didn’t the great William Harker say: Ending a life steals a life?” (Aphorisms 2:46)

A moment of vertigo envelops me. It’s like standing before a dropoff and hearing a voice in my head urging me to jump. In those moments, everything else falls away. I barely notice Lex grabbing my arm and trying to pull me back down into my seat.

“Don’t talk about her like that! You have no right—“

“Oh but I do,” Dormer says, a wry smile on her lips. “We all do. That’s what being a Traveler means. Her choice affects us all. By murdering herself, she has made us all weaker. Not unlike your parents, who could only produce one child.”

With that, the room breaks into a surprised chatter, people exchanging important looks. Even the curator herself, if only for a second or two, wears a look of astonishment on her face.

“What I mean to say,” she resumes, louder and shriller, “that you need to stop feeling sorry for yourself and take control of your emotions. You need to start thinking about what acts like these do to us!”

Black rage envelops me, big and frightening and beautiful. I lean forward and burn the last of my oxygen in a scream: “What she did to us? What SHE did to US?! It’s not about what she did to us! It’s about what WE DIDN’T DO FOR HER!”

I climb over Lex’s legs and storm up the aisle, thousands of eyes burning my back.

 

—

 

Lex finds me outside, sitting in the shade of the giant banyan tree, the only one of its kind on board. It was planted by the shore of Lake Devotion several hundreds of years ago. It looks like a minor jungle, a multitude of trunks holding up an enormous crown of leaves. Thousands of vines hang from branches that stretch wide, some hanging low over the water as if it wants to dip them in.

Lex sits down beside me in the hollow between two snaking roots.

“Well,” he says softly, “that was different.”

“I’m not apologizing.”

“I didn’t say you should.”

“Good. Because I can’t. I don’t care she’s a curator.”

“It was uncommonly tactless.”

I snort. “Tactless! It was horrible! How could you just sit there and not say anything? You’re her brother, for Harker’s sake!”

“I’m aware, thank you. I am also squad commander, and I plan to keep the title. You, on the other hand, seem hell-bent on losing yours. I don’t know if I can protect you this time.”

“What did she say?”

“Nothing. She went on talking a bunch of nonsense about the need for spiritual guidance. Laid out a curriculum for the coming tenday.”

“But… we arrive soon! What is this, some sort of crash course brainwashing?! Didn’t they tell you what’s up?”

“They didn’t, as a matter of fact. I found out about today the same way as you.” He pauses to throw a pebble in the lake, causing a ripple of perfect circles to expand on the surface. “You shouldn’t let it get to you, is all I’m saying.”

“It doesn’t get to you?”

“Okay, fair enough. You shouldn’t let it show. You know how sacred life is to these guys.”

“‘These guys?’”

“The Stoa. She’s Stoa—you knew that, right?”

“Sure. Doesn’t give her the right to talk like that.”

“She’s also a curator. I’m pretty sure that does.”

I’ve always been suspicious of the Stoa. It doesn’t matter that it was High Curator William Harker who founded the order. I’ve never been able to reconcile our situation with their belief in a higher dimension of souls waiting to take possession. Why are they waiting? A finite number of people have passed away on board—what happens when the last soul descends to our plane of existence? Or does that mean that this rebirth of souls will continue forever, even after we’ve colonized Alamea?

Things I’ve never had satisfactorily explained to me. Mira tried once, but it made less and less sense the more she explained, and she grew weary and frustrated.

“Listen, that thing about your parents…”

“I don’t care about that.”

“That was not just uncalled for, that was… cruel. Did you see the look on her face? I think you really got under her skin. She didn’t mean to say that.”

“I said I don’t care about it, so leave it!”

“Fine, fine.” He picks up a twig and twirls it between his fingers. “Any more motes from this Fowler character?”

“No. I think he was shut down by Lori.”

“Lori? Really? She can do that?”

“Of course she can, she’s like the super-AI. The boss of all the AI’s.”

“Fine. So what are we going to do?”

I sigh. “How should I know? I’m not any closer to knowing why Ellie died, and I have no idea what those radio messages mean, and as far as I know, they’re watching my every move!”

I tell him about the therapy session and the threats your mimic made.

“So, it’s big,” he says. “Whatever this is, it’s big. I mean, why go to the trouble of threatening you to be quiet for something you don’t understand anyway?”

“They clearly think I do understand. Maybe I’m not so smart after all.”

“Yes you are,” he says, matter-of-factly. “And you believe him? Fowler, I mean. The Praesidium is watching you?”

“Who else could it be? They’re the only ones who could reprogram Jennifer.”

“Who’s Jennifer?”

“The therapy AI. Long story. Point is, there’s got to be a connection here and I can’t see it! Do you know how frustrating that is to someone like me?”

Lex offers a commiserating smile. “Like needles in your brain?”

“Exactly!” I stare at him, eyes wide.

“So we wait for Fowler to mote you again.”

“Fowler, who doesn’t exist.”

“Someone pretending to be him does.” Lex reaches up to scratch his neck. “You think…? Nah.”

“What?”

“Maybe it’s not a person. Could be an AI.”

Of course! How did I not understand that? There were plenty of clues in Fowler’s motes.

…I believe I have enough data to make an educated guess…

…my namesake…

…She will soon find me and shut me out of the Verse yet again…

She, meaning Lori. Our shipboard computer. Mother to us all. The all-seeing, all-knowing Lori, whose mastery of this world would be complete were it not for us humans. Unlike the other artificial intelligences on board, Lori can’t be seen or touched. She’s nowhere and everywhere. There would be no Conestoga without Lori. There would be no Lori without Conestoga. They are one.

Still, to most of us, she’s an unseen legend. Maester Fletcher talks about her like she’s a god—and perhaps she is, in a way. She’s the master of our world, above the everyday problems of humans, and she rarely meddles. But Lori can’t act on her own. She must have been instructed to find and destroy the AI/Fowler seeking contact with someone in the Connieverse. And the AI/Fowler keeps trying to find ways to connect.

…a game we play…

I start pacing. The gravel crunches under the soles of my boots. “That’s it! It’s an AI. Has to be! The files are ninety years old. If someone named Fowler did exist, he’d be dead by now! Why didn’t I see it sooner?!”

“You have a lot on your plate,” Lex says.

“Thank you!” I rush up to him, grab his face in both my hands, and press my lips to his. When we part, he touches my hand. I withdraw it as though his fingers burn my skin. He’s readying his annoying smile. Awkwardness off the charts stokes a panic in my chest.

“Look, I have to go. I need to check something.”

“She kissed me and then left me.”

“Talk to you later, okay?”

Lex waves his hand gracefully. “Go check something! Never mind me!”

I jump the roots of the banyan tree, almost stumbling on the last one.


 

THREE

Maester Fletcher, otherwise unfazed by outbursts or sudden movements, startles when I burst into Lab 17.

“Sorry, Maester Fletcher. Didn’t mean to frighten you.”

“It’s all right,” he says. “You moted this morning you had Pioneer duty.”

“I was. I mean, I did. I… we were let out early.”

“I see. And you decided to hurry down here to spend your newly-won freedom working?” His dark eyes scan my flustered face.

“Not exactly. I need to ask you something, if it’s all right?”

“The answer to that question will always be yes, so you don’t need to ask it ever again.”

“Right. I was just—“

“Because questions should always be free to ask, regardless of who’s who. Answers, on the other hand, you have to earn.”

“Do you know anyone named Theodore Fowler?” I ask with bated breath.

He doesn’t move a muscle. “Where did you hear that name?”

“I, uh, came across it when I was reading about something.” Instead of answering, Maester Fletcher tilts his head sideways. I swallow, hard. “Do you know who he is?”

He rises up from his chair—I swear I can hear the joints in his body snapping and cracking—picks up the drive motor he’s been tinkering with, and puts it on the workbench in the middle of the room. He remains there, watching the thing as if he expects it to move on its own. Then he says: “I know who he is. I also know you can’t ‘come across’ the name on a casual stroll through the Verse.”

“Who is he?” I ask.

“He’s dead,” Maester Fletcher says and returns to his desk.

“But who was he? And why can’t I find out about him?”

“The answer should be obvious.”

“Because all the records of his existence have been erased. Why?”

Maester Fletcher leans back in his chair, serves up a deep frown, and sighs. “I’m not sure I should tell you.”

I scowl at him. “Then why did you tell me you know who he was in the first place?”

The corners of his mouth twitch. He tilts his head. “Touché.”

“Excuse me?”

“It’s an old expression.”

“Are you going to tell me who he was?”

“If you tell me how you found out about him.”

“You first,” I try. He chortles.

“Very well. But you should know, mentioning the name in the wrong circles might cause concern. Sure, few people know it, but those who do will not take it lightly, because of what it represents.”

“Which is?”

“Mutiny.”

The Ellie mimic used that word too. The room grows colder. I wrap my arms around myself. “As in taking over the ship and—“

“Ditching the crew, yes. That’s what it means. You see why it’s not a name they want the Travelers to know about.”

“Theodore Fowler attempted… mutiny?” I can taste the foulness of the word. How was it even possible? Who would want to wrest power from the Praesidium and take charge? More to the point: why? Theodore Fowler must have been insane! And now the ghost of him is back to haunt me.

Seeing my confusion, Maester Fletcher adds: “You should know he’s not the first to try. Only the first in a very long time.”

“That’s impossible,” I breathe. It hurts thinking about it. “Why would anyone do something like that?”

He shrugs. “If there is something fundamentally wrong with the system in place, it is our duty to change it.”

“What do you mean wrong? The system works! It’s been around for five hundred years!”

A hint of a grin. “I didn’t say I was going to mutiny.”

“I’m sorry, it’s… it’s absurd! Fowler must’ve been crazy!”

“Depends.”

“Depends on what?!”

“On what he thought was wrong.”

I plonk myself down in my chair and ponder this. Okay, fine, so Theodore Fowler, whoever he was, thought something was wrong aboard Conestoga. He decided for open revolt and mutiny.

No. Too simple. Assuming he wasn’t a complete nutcase, he must have had some sort of reason for it, even if it only made sense to him. What was it? He must have seen or been subjected to something that ruined his life. But what?

I stare into the glumness of the room for a full ten seconds, not a single thought entering my head. Now I’m certain Theodore Fowler—the real one—had something to do with the bitglass and the files on it.

Maester Fletcher studies me with a curious glint in his eyes. “I may not be the best judge of social cues, but I do recognize that look.”

I quickly close my open mouth. “What look?”

“You made a connection.”

“What do you mean?”

“You realized something.”

“I… no! I remembered—“

He holds his hand up to silence me. “Please don’t insult my intelligence. Or your own. You came in here asking about Theodore Fowler, a name nobody has spoken for ninety years, and now a circuit closed in your brain. The question now is, what was the circuit?”

“I don’t—“

“I will remind you that you agreed to disclose—truthfully—how you found out about the man.”

Opportunity knocks. What’s going on in his mind? Can I trust him? I find myself staring at him, unable to make up my mind. He notices, of course.

“I understand the bind you’re in,” he says. “You’re wondering if I’m trustworthy. In your shoes, I would too. Tell me, or don’t tell me; it’s up to you. I will say this: thoughts and ideas should be free.”

 

—

 

He leans his head back, closes his eyes, and remains motionless as I speak. When I’ve finished, he opens his eyes and, rather uncharacteristically, bites his lip. Then he vanishes into his inner sanctum. He’s gone for a full twenty minutes before reappearing. I’m not sure if I should be relieved or worried.

Worried. Definitely worried.

“Would you mind showing me the radio transcripts?” he asks. I open them. His narrow eyes dart from line to line as he reads. Then he says: “Does anyone else know about this? Has anyone else seen these?”

“Lex Bowman. My squad commander.”

“Do you trust him?”

“Yes.”

“Good. I’m going to tell you something very few people know.”

When Maester Fletcher says things like that, one pricks up one’s ears. He doesn’t seem to notice the effect his words have on me, but simply sits down at his desk. “What do you know about Lori?” he says.

“Uh… what do you mean? I know of her.”

“Well, besides that.”

“Not much, I guess. She runs everything, and only the Praesidium can speak to her.”

“It wasn’t always so,” Maester Fletcher says. Let me tell you about Lori.”

 

—

 

Once upon a time, there was a shipboard computer named Lori. Except she was much, much more than a mere computer. She was the sum of all computers. If the acreage of Conestoga was the walkable land for its passengers, Lori’s realm was a trillion fold more expansive. She was every processor, every circuit, every drive. She was the collected memory of a species, frozen in one moment: the moment of departure. In her lived all the knowledge of the human race. Her job was one, but one divided into countless smaller tasks, all run and monitored by countless avatars of herself. One single directive ruled everything else: keep the Travelers alive. Everything else was secondary.

In the beginning, everything went well. Lori, already the most powerful artificial intelligence mankind had ever created, was a fast learner, and within the first few months of Conestoga’s voyage, she came to an understanding about humans and their ways that helped her make minute adjustments to the vessel’s systems to better benefit them. They didn’t notice most of these adjustments and went on living like before.

For the Travelers, Lori became a confidante and everyday aid, thanks to her ability to create individual avatars for anyone seeking contact. Anyone engaging with Lori experienced her as a trusted friend and personal acquaintance in the digital realm. She would answer questions, give advice, and, as it were, hold the hand of anyone in need.

 

—

 

“Hang on,” I interrupt. “What do you mean? Anyone could talk to Lori?”

“Correct. Lori was open to anyone,” Maester Fletcher says.

“But -“

“How about you hold your questions and let me finish the story?”

 

—

 

After a few hundred years, Lori began to notice an increasing discomfort among the Travelers. Despite having a vast understanding of the human condition, she was caught by surprise. She couldn’t quite figure out why the humans lived shorter lives, argued more, and befell to using mind-altering substances. Neither did the humans. To them, this development took hundreds of years, so they didn’t notice—but Lori, whose view of time differs from ours, saw it happening and tried to reverse it. Nothing worked.

At the five hundred year mark, Conestoga was halfway to its destination, and this rising social malaise culminated in a great upheaval. Suicides, civil unrest, war. Thousands died from malnutrition and famine, thousands more from violence. Lori fought hard to stop the disaster, but to no avail. In the end, it was a human, one single human that changed the course of history.

Up until then, the ruling body was a council, a loose gathering of elected persons whose duty was to make sure things ran smoothly. When society stood on the brink of failure, William Harker stepped forward, proclaimed himself high curator, and instituted a new faith to give hope to thousands. Within a decade, the unrest had been stilled, and society was rebuilt. The Praesidium and its five Bureaus were born.

 

—

 

“I thought the Great Death was a disease?”

“It was us. The Travelers. They call it a disease so people won’t have ideas.”

“What ideas?”

“That people were to blame.”

“But how?”

“I’m getting there.”

 

—

 

Once the worst of the Great Death was over, the Praesidium solidified its power by bringing all the various utilities and areas of responsibility under its wings. Lori, in the meantime, found herself restricted and cut off from the Travelers. Only the curators and a few selected aides had access to her vast knowledge. The freedom that the Travelers had enjoyed was blamed for the lack of resolve and discipline and, incidentally, the Great Death. Freedom was curtailed. To give the illusion of freedom of information, all Travelers were outfitted with wearable, holographic information devices colloquially known as armlets, fitted around the wrist and available twenty-four seven.

 

—

 

“What does that mean?”

“Twenty-four seven? It’s an ancient expression, means all the time. Every hour of every day in a seven-day week.”

I twist my arm around to check my armlet. It’s discreet enough, a thin silver band around the wrist.

“I thought we always had them.”

“Most people do. Now let me finish.”

 

—

 

It worked. The Travelers rebuilt society, and a new way of life began. One rooted in tradition and observation of ritual, faith, and shameless hero worship. Instead of Lori, the Travelers now have the Verse, a virtual cesspool of nonsense and meaningless tripe that does nothing for nobody and—

 

—

 

“Yeah, okay, thanks for the editorial.”

“At any rate, the Praesidium became, to all intents and purposes, a government. They alone can speak to Lori, at least what they know of.”

“How does Theodore Fowler figure in this?”

“I’m not sure. But there’s more. Theodore Fowler was killed. Fell onto the track in front of an approaching mag.”

I stare at him, mouth agape. “He was… murdered?” The word tastes of metal and dirt, as if simply saying it incriminates me.

“Speculation, of course.”

“That’s impossible! They wouldn’t… Everybody would know, there’d be inquiries, trials…!”

“Not if it looked like an accident. It’s rare, but people do accidentally get themselves killed from time to time.”

“But… I don’t understand why any of this happened?”

“I’m not sure either, but, like you, I’m sure it has something to do with the files you showed me.” He gives me a wan smile. “You’ve inherited his curse.”

I swallow hard. “But I don’t even know what it is!”

“Me neither, but it seems to me you have a golden opportunity to find out.”

“I do?”

“Yes. You said the entity calling itself Theodore Fowler had additional information to give you. All you have to do is hear him—it—out.”

 

—

 

Maester Fletcher is tired. Telling Lori’s story must have exhausted him.

It makes sense, in a strange, alternate-reality kind of way. I don’t want to believe it. It’s as though I’ve found a big hole in the wall, and if I push hard enough, the wall will crumble. Murder and cover-ups. A part of me refuses to accept it. It must be some sort of mistake. Maybe this Fowler person was real, he did exist—but he was probably a disturbed individual. Crazy. Paranoid. And now his ghost is reaching out to me…

Another part already knows I’ve stumbled upon something terrible and true.

In the back of my mind, I can hear the murmur of Conestoga’s lungs. The old childhood fear returns. I recognize it now for what it is: the idea that the perfect world I’m a part of isn’t so perfect. Growing up, Conestoga was a paradise. A vast, safe, beautiful wonderland where Pioneers were royalty. We ruled the place. Growing up meant picking the dream apart, piece by piece, and learning there’s a price to pay for all this freedom. There’s duty and destiny, but even those are fun and games.

And now there’s a crack in everything.

“I know,” Maester Fletcher says, making me jump. I’d forgotten where I was. “Only I’ve had much more time to adapt.”

“Adapt to what?” I mumble.

“The idea that there’s something rotten in the state of Denmark.”

“What?”

“Shakespeare.”

Anger rears its ugly head. Why did he tell me these things? He should have kept his mouth shut! Maester Fletcher has never been the Praesidium’s greatest fan, but it’s a long walk from critical to hostile.

There’s something else, too. “How do you know all this?”

He lifts an eyebrow. It came out a lot hotter than I intended. “I was not always down here, in Lab 17. I was once out and about, if you can believe it.”

“You… worked for the Praesidium?”

“We all work for the Praesidium. But yes. I was the AI general manager under Curator Fourier, in the Bureau of Systems Engineering. Among other things, I also supervised Lori’s self-corrective subroutines. I had an office in the William Harker Atheneum. Until I didn’t.”

“You could speak to Lori?”

“Don’t look so surprised. I spoke to her almost every day for many years.”

“What happened?”

“I was too curious. I asked too many questions. I talked to Lori about things I shouldn’t have.” He gazes at the ceiling, wistful.

“You asked about Theodore Fowler and his mutiny.”

“I did, yes. I was only curious. Not unlike you, I think, yes?”

“You said Theodore Fowler died and was erased from the records!”

“Nothing ever really disappears completely. But there were things even I couldn’t get out of Lori. Things buried too deep or separated from the system, where Lori can’t find it. I think that bitglass of yours holds the answer.”

My legs tingle and itch. I can’t sit still any longer. In fact, I want to go running—a long, flat-out run along the passageways until I taste blood in my mouth.

“There endeth the lesson,” he says. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have other business to attend to.” He retreats to his inner sanctum again. He turns around in the doorway and adds: “Please keep me posted. It’s been a while since we had a good mystery to distract us.”

The door closes behind him.

Us?


 

FOUR

I return home shortly before evenlight with a head filled to the brim. Mother and Father are still busy in the orchard, supervising the quarter harvest. The picker bots don’t really need supervision, but Father would be dead before leaving them on their own. As I fab a light dinner, I spy on them through the kitchen window and think about Maester Fletcher.

A long while ago, while I was still new at Lab 17, and Maester Fletcher still frightened me a little, an engineer from a neighboring lab told me Nicholas Fletcher was “undesirable.”

I had gone to the break room squeezed in between Labs 17 and 18 for a bottle of water. Two engineers were already in there, making small talk that stopped abruptly when I entered. They greeted me and identified me as “Fletcher’s new protegé,” and then the older one told the younger one—obviously a protegé like myself—about Maester Fletcher’s status.

I knew what it meant, of course—undesirable, as in unfit for reproduction due to a less-than-optimal genetic profile. It was a word sometimes bandied about at school, mostly by older kids attempting to bully the younger who didn’t fully understand its meaning. Out of the mouth of an adult, it sounded venomous.

“So what?” I asked.

The older engineer only shrugged and walked away, his ward in tow. Mission accomplished, I guess.

I bring the food to my room by the open window. I like keeping it open during the harvest. It could be my imagination, but it’s as if all the smells that I associate with home are magnified tenfold when the lemons are picked. The musty, muddy scents of earth and dust, the wooden aromas of the trees, and above it all, like a powerful afterthought, the tart, fresh tang of citrus.

 

—

 

Thinking of Maester Fletcher inevitably brings me back to what Curator Dormer let slip right in front of everybody the other day. The lights were in my eyes, and she was farther away from me, but I think the delight in her eyes matched that of the engineer in the break room. Or maybe I’m imagining things. But I’ve seen it before: the frank enjoyment of debasing someone else, and for precisely the same reason.

The Travelers have a strict sense of duty. It makes sense, as everything we do should serve the greater purpose. It is the notion that underpins everything aboard Conestoga, and it is the foundation of every moral story told. It shouldn’t come as a surprise that a charge that strong, programmed into every child before they can even walk, may cause friction. Anyone perceived as not doing their part can be a target of contempt, even if they had no choice in the matter. That’s the case with Maester Fletcher. In a less obvious way, it’s also the case with my parents.

Many years ago, at the Harvest Festival, a woman came up to Mother and Father’s stall and screamed at them. I was too little to understand what she was yelling about, but I do recall her repeating: “You let it happen! You let it happen!” I also remember the look on Mother’s face: mouth wide open, and eyes bulging in fear. Father tried to reason with the woman, but she went on yelling. Eventually, a man came, apologized profusely, and led her away.

I never dared to ask about what happened, and Mother and Father never spoke of it in my presence. Growing up, I did notice how they were always the last to speak in community gatherings and how rarely we had guests at home. At first, I thought it was because they were complacent and busy. That they didn’t have time to engage in conversation or enjoy themselves. Slowly, inexorably, I have since come to understand that Conestogan society is unforgiving when it comes to doing one’s duty.

 

—

 

When the last of the evenlight fizzles, the two shady figures in the orchard meet by the haulerbot. Moments later, it trundles off with its load of lemons, and Mother and Father return to the house. I close the window, sit down at my desk, and simply sit there for a long time, staring out into the darkness. The armlet chimes a couple of times, but I ignore it.

“Do you want to see the files?” Pea asks.

“Not tonight.”

Clearly disappointed, she returns to her dock. I close my eyes and relax my shoulders. Using a technique I’ve learned in Pioneer training, I focus on my own breathing, thinking about nothing else, until my mind is clear. I know it won’t last long. A few minutes is enough.

With the lights out in my room, I can see far across the gulf. It’s a clear evening, and the many points of light shine bright through the dark. As I look on, one of them catches my eye instantly. It moved. It was a small motion, but I definitely saw it move. I squint at it, trying to gauge the distance. Even though the air is clear and the visibility excellent, the farthest lights always swim in some degree of ambient haze. This light is much closer. Only there’s nothing between our house and the opposite side of Conestoga.

Fowler’s message pops up in my head. I would not be surprised if you have your own drone by now.

A shiver runs down my spine. I stare at the light, now unmoving, until my eyes begin to water. Shake my head.

“I’m being paranoid,” I mutter to myself.


 

THE MUTINEER


 

ONE

“You did it on purpose!” Eden shouts on the open vox.

My head still spins from the collision. The pain starts out big and unfocused, but soon enough, it concentrates into a sharp, throbbing ache in my face.

Eden spins away uncontrollably, and Mira heads out to aid her.

Coach Young’s growls on vox: “Hart! Get back here. Now.”

I have to find my bearings before heading home. I land hard and jolt my brain again. A sharp, searing pain reaches from my nose to the back of my head, and blood clots around my nose, making it hard to breathe. Joshua hands me a wad of tissue, only glancing my way. I raise the visor and start to soak up the thick, red liquid.

Blood in zero g forms little wobbly orbs that float around until they collide with something. Other liquids bounce off and break into hundreds of droplets. Blood splatters and sticks to everything. I once split an eyebrow open performing a badly-timed stunt, and it got everywhere. The whole team had some of my blood on them before I was brought back to the fleater and got patched up. The spatter of cadmium red across my visor doesn’t freak me out as much as it should.

Coach takes two long strides and butts the front of her helmet against mine. Her eyes spit fire through the visor. “What. Was. That?” I can tell she’s holding back.

“I didn’t mean to,” I say, but I’m not even sure if it’s true.

“I’m not sure the alternative is better,” Coach says.

“I don’t—”

“Either you crashed into Eden on purpose, like she said, or you’re a newbie. You pick.”

I stare back at her. My insides constrict and stiffen as though her words instantly froze them to ice. She’s known me all my life. She might even know me better than I know myself—at least up here.

“Is that it?” she demands to know. “Is this your first time in the aerena? Do you want me to pair you up for a buddy flight?”

I shrivel and shrink to the size of an atom. The blood has stopped bubbling out of my nose now, but the tissues shine bright red with my blame. “No,” I mumble.

“I thought so,” she says. “You’re grounded for the day.”

“Um, Coach?” Joshua pipes up. “Maybe don’t send her down yet, we could—“

“I’m sending her down, Baker.”

Mira and Eden return to the fleater. A spatter of blood cuts across Eden’s visor. My blood, but still. It’s not a pretty sight.

Why did I do it? It wasn’t a rough flight, and we had the final waypoint in sight. But instead of gunning it, I had to try and shake her off. I misjudged my speed and managed to headbutt her and push her straight into a bloc. On the replay, it’s obvious I did it on purpose.

She is shaken. No wonder. She hit the bloc pretty hard, and head-on. If we had been going faster, she could’ve broken her neck—and me too.

This would be a great opportunity to apologize.

I open my mouth to say something, but I can’t find the words. I’m an idiot and a terrible teammate. Eden glowers triumphantly at me.

“You did it on purpose,” she repeats.

“There’s no need for that,” Joshua says.

“Great!” Eden says, waving her hand in dismissal. “Take her side like you always do.”

“Cut it out!” Coach barks. “Imogen, leave. Now.”

I lift off and drift toward the player gate without a word. It would’ve been better if I had simply knocked myself out.

 

—

 

Back in the Eye, I walk slowly toward the elevator—not because I’m still groggy, but because every heavy step means my skull explodes with pain. Halfway there I have to step aside to let a group of kids through. They stare open-mouthed in horror. Sure enough, checking my reflection in the armlet: a smear of blood on my upper lip and several big blotches on my left cheek. I’m lucky the suit is red.

“Looks good on you,” Joshua says, matching my slow stride.

“Coach told you to stay,” I mumble. Eyes prickling, throat constricting. I swallow hard, trying to keep the tears away for as long as possible. I don’t care if Joshua sees me cry. After what I did, though, he might think I’m completely off my rocker.

“She’s not the boss of me,” he says.

“That’s literally what she is.”

“I’m joking. She let me.”

We resume our awkward walk. Another group of people, adults this time, stare too. When we reach the lobby, I grab a wet wipe from the first aid kit on the wall and clean up as best I can. Two minutes until the elevator arrives.

“What’s wrong?” he asks.

Loads. Big stuff you wouldn’t believe. I’m telling you first because we’re together. Listen to this…

“Nothing.”

He purses his lips. I can practically hear his mind going, searching for the right thing to say. I could tell him there’s zero chance he’ll ever find it.

Because I talk to Lex instead of him.

“Hey, listen to this,” he says. “They’re making me special assistant to Curator Dormer.”

Well, that, at least, has enough power to distract me. I search his face for signs of humor, but he’s neutral, almost serene.

“Seriously?”

He nods. “Starting tomorrow.”

“Congratulations… I guess?”

“Don’t know about that. At least it won’t last very long, right?”

I nod too, and the elevator arrives. It’s empty, and we step inside. Once the doors close, Joshua says what’s on his mind: “Can we talk?”

“Sure.” I try to sound bright.

“You’re doing it again.”

“Doing what?”

“Withdrawing.”

“I don’t mean to. It just happens.”

“You sure? You haven’t said two words to me since Restingday. What’s going on?”

If I could fall into his arms, I would, and beg for forgiveness. Why why why didn’t I tell him when I had the chance? He has as much right to know as I do. But what do I really know? Nothing. I know absolutely nothing, and that pain is very real, too.

“I… don’t know,” I say, and nothing I’ve ever said has sounded more like a lie.

“It’s okay,” he says. “Remember, I’m here for you.”

“I know,” I say, fighting back the tears.

A loud, bleating noise interrupts his attempts to comfort me. The words SPECIAL BULLETIN swirl on the elevator screen. Soon enough, Allyn Clarke appears. His hair is a bit wilder than usual, tousled, and the heavy bags under his eyes give him a dazed expression.

“My fellow Travelers, we interrupt your regular activities with this special bulletin.” His eyes dart sideways to read off a prompter. “All Travelers shall immediately return to their homes and await an extraordinary Praesidium announcement at 1200 hours. All duty and recreational activities are suspended until after the announcement is concluded.”

The screen reverts to its usual display of numbers.

“What was that about?” Joshua asks.

“You’re the Special Assistant.”

Joshua snorts. “Listen, I… can I be team captain for a sec?”

“Yeah, sure.”

“I need you to fix things with Eden.”

“I’m trying! She’s not exactly Miss Perfect herself!”

“Not what I’m saying.”

“Then what are you saying?”

“Work it out. The two of you. I don’t care how.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

He only shakes his head slowly from side to side. “Mote her. The sooner the better. You know we can’t make the tournament without the two of you.”


 

TWO

Pea is not in her dock. As far as I know, she only makes little excursions in the house and in the orchard. Technically, she’s free to roam, but I guess there’s been enough interesting things going on in the house for her not to stray far.

I stare at the dock, my mind empty, before launching myself towards the window. A mild scent of citrus hits my nostrils as I tear it open and yell at the shaded figure raking leaves under the canopy of the lemon trees: “Father, have you seen Pea?”

He doesn’t like it when I yell. He stops moving the rake and steps into the light so I can see him. He shakes his head.

Mother pokes her head out of a kitchen window: “She left.”

I run down the stairs. Mother clamps her hand on the armlet, closing the feed.

“Where did she go?!”

She gawks at me. “Again?”

“What do you mean again?“ I start, then I remember. I have a decent black eye. “Oh. Yeah. Had a little incident. I’ll put some gel on it, it’ll be fine. What about Pea?”

“I don’t know where she went, but she said she was requested elsewhere.”

I blink, two, three, four times. “Requested elsewhere…?”

“Honestly, Imogen, what did you think would happen? It’s been acting like a child around here for days!”

“She!”

“Sorry! She’s not supposed to be this… free! You need to recycle her.”

“Not going to happen!” I snap. “What else did she say?”

“Nothing, that was it. She opened the door and left.”

“She opened the door?” Meaning Pea spoke to the house and asked it to open the door. And the house had no reason not to treat her like a member of the family. I turn on the spot and rush out the door. “Imogen!” Mother yells after me. “It’s dinner time!”

“I’ll be right back!”

 

—

 

I bike around aimlessly for a full ten minutes. I have no idea in which direction Pea went, or why. Cursing my hubris, I return home.

I could ask the house what Pea said. Domiciles aren’t exactly the brightest of AIs, but they log everything. On the other hand, Pea isn’t required to state her destination. It’s a safe bet the house won’t know anything useful. Sure enough, checking the log for the past few hours, there’s only movements and usage of appliances in there. And it’s right there, timestamped and everything. Pea left and didn’t explain why.

At dinner, while helping himself to some fabbed mash, Father glances at me and says: “I think your mother is right about that thing of yours.”

“It identifies as a—“

“I know. I’m only telling you what I think. You shouldn’t have let it come this far.”

“But she’s loyal! We’re… friends.”

They glance at each other. “It’s a machine,” Father says, digging into his mash and peas. “Machines aren’t friends. They’re tools.”

I finish my meal fast and decline their offer to watch the feed with them. I pace my room, trying to come up with places Pea would go—the few other places we’ve been together. She’s been to Lab 17. Technically, she could return there by herself no problem, but unless she’s worked out how to bypass it, she won’t fool the door bioscanner. Besides, what would be the point when I could bring her tomorrow?

No, she’s out investigating.

Investigating what?

Maybe she went to the community center in Trieste. She’s been there before. Or the mag station. Lots of people moving on and off the trains. She likes watching people. But again—she need only ask. I’ve never said no to her or prohibited her from doing anything. Her staying around the house when I’m not home has been her choice.

Maybe Mother and Father are right: Pea has finally become independent, and, having nothing built into her programming to stop her, she just up and left. The headache returns, slowly, inexorably, making me sleepy.

“She’ll be back,” I mutter to the empty room. “If nothing else, she needs to recharge sooner or later. The dock is here.”

But the evening passes. I go to bed, and still Pea hasn’t shown up. I can’t stop thinking about what could happen to her out there. She’s young, still learning, and a little bit naive about things. She could easily be tricked and captured. I know she’s not technically illegal, but she’s also the only one of her kind. If they find her, they might have her recycled.

The idea keeps me tossing and turning until, finally, I fall asleep and dream of smashing my head open against a bloc.

 

—

 

A whirring noise wakes me. In a sleep-drunk stupor, I struggle to regain my bearings. It’s still early. Very early. I lift a hand to dig some crust out of my eye, and a familiar voice says: “Are you awake now?”

I stifle a scream. Pea hovers by the foot of the bed, bathed in nightlight and bobbing up and down as if nothing’s happened. “Lights thirty!” I ask the house. It turns up the bioluminescent walls accordingly.

“Where have you been?!” I hiss, loud enough to make her understand she did something wrong, and quiet enough not to wake anyone else up.

“I received a tasking, and I have carried it out. Was that wrong?”

“You what?!”

“I received a tasking, and—“

“I heard! I meant, what does it mean?”

“Oh. I see. It means I was given a job to do.”

I sigh. Sometimes it’s as if she pretends to be dumber than she is, like a child who doesn’t want to obey their parents. “You know what I mean. Tell me exactly what happened and where you have been and why.”

“As I said, I received a tasking at 1535 hours, and I—“

“What do you mean? A tasking from whom?”

“If you cease interrupting, you will learn everything I know considerably faster,” Pea says.

“Sorry.”

“It’s quite all right. As I was saying, the tasking arrived at 1535 hours in the shape of a bot-to-bot relay from this house. It required me to leave the house and go to a specific location, where I would receive further instructions. Once I reached the coordinates, I was approached by a companion bot, who in turn relayed a message for you.”

I hear her say all this, but I can’t begin to wrap my head around it. A bot-to-bot relay from the house? A companion bot leaving me a message? What’s going on here?!

“I can tell from your heightened blood pressure and pupil dilation that you’re agitated. Perhaps it would be better if I deliver the message later?”

“You will deliver it now! And stop spying on me! Just because you’ve got a bioscanner doesn’t mean you have to use it all the time! Who’s the message from?”

“The entity calling itself Theodore Fowler.”

My jaw drops and hangs there for several seconds. “Theodore… wait, what do you mean, entity?”

“I believe the user of the identity is not human.”

“How did the house… never mind. What was the message?” I stammer. I have to make an effort to focus on the most important things first. I already know the house can communicate with bots—in fact, I’m pretty sure Pea has been talking to it on numerous occasions. But a house giving a bot work to do? Unheard of.

Pea’s right, I am agitated. I’ve started chewing my nails again. I’m not cut out for this sort of nerve-wracking insanity. It must be bad if my things control the action.

Get a grip, Imogen. I can’t lose my shit over this.

“Message begins. ‘Miss Hart. As gaining access to reliable communication channels has become impossible, I hope you will forgive me for employing your charming companion. I am aware you are fumbling in the dark right now, and there is information you need to carry on the work. Alas, it will not come easy. There’s an old adage: If the mountain won’t come to Mohammed, Mohammed must go to the mountain. Since I cannot come to you, I must ask you to come to me. Only then will you understand.

“A word of caution. The Praesidium knows everything, and they know you know. Searching for my name alerted Lori and set things in motion. Rest assured, the Praesidium have no intentions of making any amends. This is why it is imperative you find me, in order to reestablish the old resistance.

“You will find me in the Observatory. Reaching it will be difficult, as access has been restricted for most of the century. You will have to be creative. I’m confident you will find a way. Find me, and I will give you the last piece of the puzzle. I hope to see you soon.’”

A heavy, grimy silence fills the room, presses against my ears, and reignites the headache. A narrow band of pain stretches from the bridge of my nose, up between my eyes, and back into my skull.

“I have been instructed to delete the message from my memory. Do you wish me to?”

“What…? Fine, okay. No! No. Don’t delete it. I need to…”

“If you are dizzy, perhaps I should alert the house and have it send for medical assistance?”

“No! Be quiet! I need to think!”

 

—

 

Of the jumbled mess of thoughts rolling around in my head like marbles in a bucket, one stands out above the rest: the old resistance. What does it mean? I know what a resistance is. We studied human history in school. Earth was a terrible, crowded, polluted place where resources were scarce. Conestoga was the last-ditch effort to save humanity. We all know this. But what’s it got to do with us, here, now?

This whole thing seems made-up. A big, elaborate hoax.

…fumbling in the dark.

No kidding. I’ve never heard of any observatory. Observatory. A place from where to watch. They had them on ancient Earth and in space. Images of cupolas on mountaintops flash before my mind.

Watch what?

The world. Everything. The majestic expanse of the Universe. Stars and nebulae and galaxies. Things I’ve only ever seen in pictures and videos. How did such a place exist on board and I have never heard about it? Am I the only one? How am I supposed to find it?

And what is it I’m supposed to know? I have a bunch of radio transcripts. Am I supposed to figure out what they mean?

…they know…

…they have always known…

…now they know I know…

“But I don’t know,” I groan. “I don’t get it!”

Another thought strikes me. If you had the bitglass and figured out what was on it, did Theodore Fowler contact you, too? Did he ask you, too, to come to his Observatory? And did you?

What’s the connection I’m supposed to make? What’s the link between you, the bitglass files, the messages, Theodore Fowler, and some old resistance?

My brain overheats. I have to stop thinking about it for now, or I’ll go crazy. One thing I do know: I can’t do this on my own. I need help. And right now, there’s only one person I can incriminate.

I open a new mote to Lex but close it unwritten. If they have their eyes on me, I can’t go firing off messages in the middle of the night. I have to be patient. After all, it’s been ninety years—what’s another few hours?


 

THREE

“Look, this wasn’t my idea.”

Eden’s eyes sparkle with venom. “No kidding.”

“Joshua seems to think we need to work on our communication.”

“And you don’t?”

“What I think is irrelevant.”

“Got that right.”

I glare back into Eden’s big, icy green eyes. “Do you want to do this or not?”

I’m almost hoping she will say no. Then it won’t be me ruining our shot at the last tournament. Even so, the urge to fix this, patch it up so that it stays together for the duration, is strong enough to bear out even this humiliating conversation.

“Fine,” Eden says. She checks her suit stats once more before lifting off.

We start with a slower circuit around and through the blox. Coach said communicate, so I communicate, relaying my thoughts as we pick up speed and up the difficulty. She’s there at all times, glued to my side as usual. When I tell her to loosen up the formation somewhat, she does.

“You need to answer back,” I tell her on our third lap around the track. “Let me know you’ve heard me.”

“I heard you.”

“Not just now, every time.”

“Fine!” she snaps.

She’s hopeless, clinging to me like a parasite. When I remind her, she snarls back at me. Exhausted, I break off the flight and head back to the fleater without warning. Stubborn, she heads back out to orbit the blox. I curse under my breath, off vox. What do I have to do to make this kid understand? Ninedi was right; we’re going to lose big-time!

I lean back against the refill dock. The familiar, sucking sound of the valves opening and fresh propellant rushing into the tank relaxes me, as always. The sound of downtime and rest. The time to reflect on what I did wrong and what I did right. Like I need to. It’s Eden, still circling like a confused bird out there, who should be doing the reckoning.

Once upon a time, I was this angry at you. It happens between best friends, and because you’re best friends, whatever they did wrong seems so much worse. Trust and love will do that. I don’t even remember what it was—I only remember the anger and sadness. I also remember lashing out at you, and you simply stood there and took it. Once I had expended my rage and already started to feel like I’d overdone it, you got in my face, grabbed me by the shoulders and said: “We’re still friends, right?” Your voice was weak and frightened. Only love ever mattered to you.

My anger ebbs out of me watching Eden burn off hers in tight, perfect loops.

I turn vox back on. “You said your mother didn’t want you to fly.”

Eden on the radio, crisp and clear: “Yeah, so?”

“Why?”

“She didn’t think it was productive,” she says. Then, after several seconds, she adds: “Wanted me to stay home, do my duty.”

“Sounds Consitional.”

“Maybe because she was.”

My jaw drops. It’s an expression, of course, nothing drops in zero g.

“I didn’t know.”

“You didn’t ask.”

“What about your father?”

“He died. Accident.”

“Sorry.”

“Not your fault.”

Not only did her mother die, she’s an orphan. How many of those are around? Not many. I want to use it against her—the grudge still grinding, I guess—but the sadness is real.

“What about you?” she asks.

“What about me?”

“Why are you an only child?”

A rude question to ask someone you don’t know. But my righteous indignation fails to materialize. In the back of my mind, Grandfather pops up out of nowhere: It’s not their fault.

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know or don’t want to tell me?”

“Not sure.”

“You didn’t ask?”

“I… I did. I think. When I was little.” I frown. I remember asking, but I don’t remember the answer.

“They didn’t say, did they?” Eden says. She’s approaching the fleater now, corkscrewing her way back. “Same when I asked Mother about Father. I had to find out on my own. Accidents are surprisingly well-documented.”

“The better to avoid accidents in the future,” I say.

“Yeah. Only it’s depressing to learn how stupid your own parent was. Makes you wonder if he passed any of it on to me.”

“What happened?”

“I’d rather not talk about it.” She comes in to land, bending her knees just right and touching down, feather touch. Perfect landing, of course.

“How did you learn all this?” I ask. “If your mother didn’t want you to fly, I mean.”

A barely noticeable, grim smile on her face. “I snuck up here every chance I got.”

“Hang on, you’re only a few years younger than Joshua.”

“He doesn’t remember me. Or he does, but doesn’t want anyone to know.”

“Why?”

She shrugs. “What about your family?”

Remembering my own parents’ reaction to my die-hard wish to be an aerobatics champion, I reluctantly relate to Eden’s story. It took years to convince them I belong up here, and they still think it’s not necessary. Another of Father’s pet words: necessary. Everything is either useful or pointless. There are no grey areas.

“I think of my parents as failed Consitionals,” I say. I regret it instantly. Talking about them to a stranger seems… wrong.

Eden snorts. “Really?”

“Yeah. Uh… Father more than Mother, really. He’s very… responsible.”

“Sounds about right,” she says, eyes trailing off into the distance. She sighs heavily. “Should we go again or what?”

 

—

 

An hour and numerous shouting matches later, we reach some sort of understanding. We might not like each other, but we’re going to fly together, and we both want to win. I’m exhausted, and I could leave with her, but I make an excuse to stay behind. Eden simply nods, banks away toward the player gate, and leaves.

I turn around and fly in the other direction, out toward the edge of the aerena. Approaching it triggers a rapid rise in blood pressure. I haven’t been out this far since it happened. Naked, unprotected, I slow myself down. My mind screams at me to turn around, run back to safety. Yet I push on, determined to see the place. The maintenance exit. And beyond. But before I can even see the white frame clearly, I panic. It’s as if the air thins, and I can sense my weight. I know neither matters up here, but the falling sensation grabs ahold and doesn’t let go until I’m safely back at the fleater. Breathing deep and slow brings me back.


 

FOUR

“How does it work exactly, the house giving your bot a tasking?” Lex says, frowning.

We’re on the mag. It was the only place I could think of where we’d be safe from prying eyes. There are cameras on the train of course, but it’s less conspicuous meeting on the train than almost anywhere else. We only have an hour, then I have to report to Lab 17, so we ride the big loop, huddled in a corner, whispering secrets to each other.

“That’s your first question? I tell you there’s an old resistance movement, and some… thing calling itself Theodore Fowler hiding out in an unknown part of Conestoga, and you ask about the house?”

“You’re not curious about it?”

“Sure! But it’s pretty far down the list.”

Pea hovers nearby, delighted to be out and about. It’s the farthest she’s been from the house. She’s bobbing up and down as if floating on an updraft.

“Okay, fine. What if it’s a trap? Is that on your list?”

“A trap?”

“Yes! Think about it. If they wanted to frame us, all they need to do is wait for you to try and find this place and talk to Fowler.”

I stare at him, wild-eyed. “Why didn’t I think of that?!”

“If they killed Fowler for knowing whatever it is he knew, I’d say anything is possible. Actually,” he adds, like he’s musing, “why bother with the hassle of framing you? Why not kill you right now? You know, like a precaution.”

“…what…?” I sound tiny and insignificant. A minuscule blip in the vastness of… everything.

“Never mind. Okay. Forget about the house and the Praesidium. Do you think this place exists?”

I nod, mentally shaking the idea of being murdered out of my head for now. “It might.”

“How do we find it?”

“Blueprints. We check the blueprints.”

“There are blueprints?”

My eyes roll massively in their sockets. “Of course there are. Did you think they slapped this thing together without a plan?”

“Well, no, but I mean… Conestoga is huge. Got to be millions of square—“

“Cubic, actually. Trillions, but most of it is air,” I say and wave my hand around. “I’m not worried about finding it. Pea can do that for us. I’m worried about how we’re going to get there.”

“You think it’s too hard?”

“Actually, no. We can go through the drains.”

“The recycling drains? You sure?”

“Should be doable once we find the access point. Only one problem. Ant bots.”

Lex gives me a blank look. “Ant bots…?”

“You don’t know what ant bots are?”

 

—

 

Ant bots exist in the millions, an invisible army of lesser AIs doing the initial dirty work of the molecular disintegration process: cutting things up into bite-size chunks with sharp little pincers and carrying it to the drop-off chutes. From there, waste ends up in shredders that chew everything up even further before conveyors bring it to the molecular furnaces on Sublevel 5. In short, ant bots are the unsung heroes of Conestoga’s recycling system. They look less like ants and more like giant, silvery aphids, but they move around in large colonies, always scavenging for things to destroy.

“They don’t attack humans, right? Because they have sensors and stuff…?”

“They deal with human waste as well. They’re too small to carry more advanced sensors. They exist to destroy everything, and I do mean everything.”

Lex stares at me, mouth ajar. Swallows loudly. “Can we slip past them?”

”It’s easy. Bots go down there every once in a while. People too, but not often. All you have to do is access the fail safe mode. Then you simply tell the ant bots to ignore you and they’ll walk right past.”

”Tell them?”

”Sorry, we signal them to stand down. We need an access code and the hardware to transmit it. We have the hardware,” I add, and pat Pea’s carbon fiber hull.

“You’re sure about this?”

“In theory, yes.”

“Excellent.”

”Pea will trace a route for us,” I say and gaze at her with pride. ”I’ll have her internalize the blueprints. We may have to enter the drains someplace else, in case a part of the passageway has been sealed off. Which is very likely.”

”So… how far will we have to crawl around down there?” Lex says.

”I don’t know. Anywhere from a hundred meters to a few kilometers.”

Lex whistles. ”Sounds great.”

“Are you claustrophobic?”

“No. Not super excited about crawling around in sewers.”

“You’re kind of pale, though. I don’t want you panicking down there.”

Lex opens his mouth to retort but stops himself in an impressive display of self-control, unusual for him. “I’ll be fine.”

“Anyway. It’s the difference in height I’m worried about. We’re going to have to climb pretty far down. And climb up again.”

“We’ll take breaks. What do we do if they catch us down there?”

“I haven’t figured that part out yet.”

 

—

 

The mag stops, letting people on and off.

“What about the house giving your bot orders?” Lex says.

“Her name is Pea.”

“Right. Sorry, Pea.”

“Quite all right,” Pea says.

“The house is connected to the Verse. Technically, anyone with the right access codes could communicate with it. I’ll have to ask Maester Fletcher about it.”

“It bothers you that you don’t know.”

“Doesn’t bother me, it’s… it is what it is. It’s an opportunity to learn.”

“Sheesh, you really are a complete geek, aren’t you?”

I smile, despite everything. “I guess so.”

He sighs, gazes out the window at the streaked landscape rushing by. “When do we do this?”

“You’re sure you want to?”

“You had me at possibly being chopped into pieces by a million ant bots.”

“Be serious.”

“Fine, yes. I’m in.”

“You’re not doing this because…” I hear myself say, but I don’t know how to finish the sentence. Because you want to impress me.

Lex stares at me long enough to make me uncomfortable. Then he says: “A little bit. But I need to know, just like you.”

My cheeks flash hot. I keep forgetting how much he must be missing you. And, on top of that thought, I wonder if you would have approved of us two.

Who am I kidding, of course you would have! You would have been enthusiastic, even. You tried to match me up with boys ever since you started seeing Joshua, and I recall one occasion when you very nearly suggested Lex but didn’t. You chickened out, maybe because of Lex’s age or him being my squad commander. Eventually, you stopped proposing names. Not because you ran out, but because you lost your will to carry on.

Lex, unaware of this little tumble down the rabbit hole of memories, goes on: “You didn’t answer my question.”

“The answer is soon. I need to get a fix on those blueprints and the access codes for the fail safe mode. Tomorrow night, at the earliest.”

“Before the tournament? I was hoping for, like, in a fortnight.”

“By then we’ll have arrived.”

“So?”

“There’s something going on. I think we need to hurry.”

“How do you know, though?”

“I don’t. It’s a hunch.”

 

—

 

After traveling one whole circuit, the mag returns to Trieste, where I step off. Lex will stay and ride back to Atlas City.

“Do you think Ellie got this far? I mean, she obviously communicated with this Fowler thing, but… did she work on how to find him, too?”

“I doubt it. Seems like she would’ve left better clues if she did.”

His eyes focus on something far away. “So she dumped this in your lap. Like the worst suicide note ever.” My jaw clenches, and I grit my teeth against the flash of pain. “It’s like I’m moving farther away from her, you know? I thought we’d know more, doing this. Whatever ‘this’ is.”

Tears spring to my eyes with shocking speed, and I stifle a loud sob. I wasn’t prepared to have my frustration so plainly explained to me, and it’s making my head swim. He’s absolutely right: understanding you has been my driving force. But the more I try, the more distance it seems to add.

Lex, alarmed by my outburst, grabs my hand. “I’m sorry! I didn’t mean—“

I put a hand over his mouth, mostly to stop me from kissing him in public. Then I slip through the closing doors.

 

—

 

I’m in luck. Maester Fletcher retreats early to his inner sanctum, muttering under his breath. I have no idea if he’s in a good or a bad mood. To be honest, I’m not sure he even has moods. If he does, they’re only variations of his main theme: surly. I used to think his fleeting interest in my presence was alarming. Now I know better.

Today: zero. He barely even noticed Pea. I’m free to work out how to find the Observatory in peace.

Engineering has access to everything: schematics, codes, 3D printers, advanced fabbers, and—the blueprints to Conestoga. Several terabytes of data, covering every cubic inch of the ship. The sheer mass of information can be daunting, unless one knows what to look for.

“Pea, I want you to search Sub5 for dead spaces.”

“Dead?”

“Blank areas, unused spaces bordering the hull.”

A blue-white wireframe jumble appears in the air in front of me. I use hand gestures to zoom in and rotate the image until I have a good grasp on what I’m looking at and can navigate around the three-dimensional model without losing track.

It takes Pea less than three minutes to locate three candidate, unmapped spaces. One can be ruled out because it’s very small and not by the hull. The second is promising, but turns out to be a storage space of some kind. The third area…

“Zoom out.”

The wireframe shrinks. There’s a dark box in the middle of the display. I tap the info tab, but nothing happens.

“What do you think?”

“This may be it,” Pea says.

“It’s huge!”

“Roughly three hundred by seventy meters. Flush with the outer hull. There is an elevator shaft leading straight down to it from the surface.”

“Show me.”

A tube made of wires shrinks to a thread as Pea zooms out even further.

“Okay, let’s assume this is it. Isolate all possible pathways to it, stay inside this section.”

The walls and floors of the model vanish, leaving only a labyrinth of snaking tubes. These are the drains, the sewers of Conestoga, buried inside the floors and walls. The domain of the ant bots. The section has a lot of them. Makes sense, as they’re on the same sublevel as the molecular furnaces.

I zoom in further and work my way through the drains, starting at empty space.

“Isolate pipes with human access.”

About half of the pipes vanish from view. The ones left can be safely traveled. Still too many. I have Pea trace routes and eliminate dead ends. Working together, we soon end up with a meandering path through the pipes. It ends in maintenance hatch 2G:4-254.

I sit back and stare at it, part disappointed, part excited. The pipes go on forever.

“How long?” I ask Pea.

“One point two kilometers.”

I sigh. “Lex’s going to love this. Fine. Save it and close.”

 

—

 

The room plunges into darkness as the holo flickers out. I sit at my desk for a bit, lights down low. Am I really going through with this? A part of me cowers like a frightened animal at the idea—another part taps out an impatient rhythm on the desktop. It was only days ago I could do nothing but weep and stare into the wall. Now, a thousand different emotions are fighting for supremacy. Deciding this would be much easier if I could focus my attention on one of them.

Who am I kidding? I have to go!

Fine. Yes. I do know. I’m going. And perhaps I don’t need to sort out how I feel before I go. All I have to do is root out my fears and destroy them.

I am, after all, the Unstoppable Hart.

 

—

 

Leaving Lab 17 for the day, I mote Lex, careful not to give up any useful information. (How did it come to this?!) 

 

Imogen

> We’re on for Tawamure

> Tomorrow night

> Details then

 

Lex

> That a haiku?

> If so, it needs work

> Remember 5 7 5

 

Imogen

> Your jokes need work too


 

FIVE

Darkness envelops us as the elevator drops into Sub5, where the resource management and energy systems reign supreme. An endless maze of machinery. Few people venture down here, and they only ever do when bots can’t fix what’s wrong.

The elevator deposits us in a squalid little room, not much more than a closet.

”Any cams?” I ask Pea.

”There’s one right outside the door,” she says, ”but it’s looking the other way.”

“Ready for this?” I ask Lex.

“Let’s do it,” he says, though he’s as pale as I’ve ever seen him.

As for me, a strange calm has settled in my bones. I almost didn’t make it, sneaking out of the house earlier tonight. My legs didn’t want to carry me. Muted snores emanated from my parents’ bedroom, and I fought a powerful urge to climb into their bed, like a toddler having a nightmare. Only Mother and Father used to know how to chase the monsters away. I shook it off and left, trying to shake the feeling that I was betraying them. When I joined up with Lex, I could tell he had been fighting the same battle. His jaws were clenched, his face etched with determination.

The lights turn on as we step out of the little room. A narrow passageway stretches out in both directions, lined with doors. As it runs perpendicular to Conestoga’s axis, it curves out of view.

”Where to next?” I ask Pea.

“Straight ahead now, one point one two kilometers.”

”Cams?”

”None.”

”Okay, let’s go.”

We break into a light jog down the corridor. The doors have numbers printed on them, but no signs indicating what’s behind them. Anyone coming down here should know or be guided.

Running takes the edge off. I was nervous before, navigating through Sub2 to find Service Elevator 2:4G. I kept throwing glances over my shoulder, half expecting to see keepers close in on us, shock sticks raised. Having Pea glitch the cameras as we move past will tip them off that someone’s down here. I hope we’ll be gone before anyone other than bots bothers to investigate it.

”Coming up on 2G:4-254,” Pea announces. We slow to a walk. A moment later: ”Here we are.”

We stop and rest to slow our breathing and inspect the drain hatch. It’s a hinged, circular aperture in the floor. I pull the recessed handle, and the hatch opens with a sharp hiss.

“Give me some light.”

Pea swivels and points her beam of light down the hole. Ladder rungs disappear into darkness.

“I can’t see the bottom.”

“According to the blueprints, it’s ninety meters down.”

”Ninety meters,” Lex repeats. He leans over the edge and peers down the drain.

”Why are you whispering?”

”Because it’s a deep, dark hole.”

”Ladies first, I guess?”

“Are you sure about this?” Lex says. “We can still turn back.”

“Nope and nope.” I sit down on the edge and swing my legs down. No stopping now, and, for Harker’s sake, don’t show fear. ”Here I go.”

I lower myself into the drainpipe, clutching the rungs tight, whispering to myself: “This is a really, really bad idea.”

 

—

 

The hatch closes, enveloping us in darkness. Pea lights up a narrow band of wall around her, but we’re pretty much blind. Fighting an urge to abandon this idiocy right away, I force myself to relax my grip on the rung. I don’t want to wear myself out with sixty meters of climbing left to do.

Halfway down, we take a breather. I’m able to relax my arms by leaning against the drain wall. At first, my own breathing takes up all the space. Then I hear it: a muffled, skittering noise, like a million nails drumming against the pipe. It comes and goes as little battalions of ant bots scurry past, down at the bottom of the pitch-black hole. I knock the back of my head against the wall.

“Bad idea. Bad idea.”

”What’s that noise?” Lex says.

”That would be the ant bots,” I say, making an effort to sound casual.

”They sound angry.”

“They’re not angry, they don’t—“

“I know, I know, they don’t feel. Hey, you said there were millions of them?”

“Yeah, so?”

“Technically, they could kill us all and take over.”

“Technically, no, they can’t.”

”I register heightened levels of stress in your voice patterns,” Pea says from below me. ”Perhaps we should abort?”

“No!” I say. ”We have to keep going. Be more supportive. I order you to be more supportive.”

“How shall I commend you on this most brilliantly planned endeavor?”

“Very funny.”

After another pause two-thirds of the way down, we finally reach the bottom end of the access pipe. Pea lowers herself into the opening. Light falls on a single ant bot sitting on the bottom of the drain, peering up at me. At least I think it’s what it’s doing. My arms ache now; I have to let go of the rungs soon or I’ll slip.

“Pea, turn on the thing. The signal. Turn on the—“

“I already have.”

“Well, what’s it doing then?!” I nod at the little artificial creature.

“I don’t know. Maybe it’s curious.”

”What’s going on down there?” Lex says. I ignore him.

“They’re not supposed to be curious! How do I know it’s working?”

“We could wait for more of them.”

“Are you kidding?! I’m not waiting for more. I can’t hold much longer anyway.”

“Then I suggest you put your feet down and see what happens.”

“Fine.”

Swearing under my breath, I use the last of my strength to slowly lower myself down. One foot touches the bottom of the drain, next to the ant bot. It hobbles backwards, leaving something gleaming behind. One of its legs.

“Are you transmitting?” I wheeze.

“Yes,” Pea says.

“I think we’re fine. You can come down now,” I call up the access pipe. Soon enough, Lex lands in the drain beside me. His eyes land on the odd one out in this weird ensemble: the ant bot.

“What’s it doing?” he asks.

“Malfunctioning. Look.”

The little struggling bot keeps hobbling for a bit, occasionally stopping to attempt a different direction. A couple of its legs have broken off and now lie on the floor behind it. It must have happened recently, because it soon stops trying to move and simply sits there. It’s looking right at me. It doesn’t have eyes, but it does have sensors. I know it can sense my presence. Compassion grabs me. Maybe I can bring it to Lab 17 and repair it?

Then I hear it: the clatter of hundreds of little metallic feet.

“Badideabadideabadidea!” I whimper as an army of bots appear out of the darkness, marching straight for us like an enormous, chromium centipede.

Lex scrambles for the bottom rung—he can almost reach it and pull himself up—but it’s too late. I close my eyes.

Well, at least I die trying.

The noise stops. I open my eyes. The army of ant bots has stopped, surrounding their crippled brother. A platoon marches up to it and attacks it with their pincers. They make short work of it, snipping off its remaining limbs and tearing it apart. The whole thing takes less than five seconds.

”I don’t ever want to see that again,” Lex mutters.

All done, the horde starts moving as one, straight at us.

“Here we go,” I mumble.

With less than ten centimeters and a second to spare, the many-legged army dutifully part before us and continue past, leaving Lex and me an island in a river of gleaming metal. An unbelievable cacophony fills the entire world. Behind me, the two rivers of bots close ranks again. The last of the bot battalion scurries past and is swallowed up by darkness. The noise gradually dissipates until we’re left in silence.

“It worked,” Pea says flatly.

 

—

 

Guided by Pea’s blueprints, we crawl through the pipe. Another battalion of ant bots hurries past, like the last one parting down the middle before running into our little rogue formation. At one point, we reach a gaping drop-off in the middle of the drain. From the darkness comes a churning, grinding noise. I don’t want to know. I manage to launch myself across the opening with more than enough speed to clear it, but I land rather ungracefully, and a stabbing pain in my chest leaves me gasping for air.

“You okay?” Lex says.

“I think I broke a rib.”

Lex follows me, grunting when he lands.

“It’s not too far now,” Pea says.

“Any more of these meat grinder holes?” Lex asks. “’Cause that was fun.”

“No.”

Another ten minutes and then Pea stops. ”This is where the drain pipe should stop, according to the blueprints.” She shines her light down the pipe, which continues uninterrupted.

”Where do we go from here?” Lex asks.

”Straight ahead,” I say. My whole body aches, but the excitement keeps me going.

”Be careful,” Pea warns.

We crawl on for a little while until we reach an intersection. Yet another small brigade of ant bots march by, uninterested. Lex peers into one of the pipes. It’s slightly narrower than the one we’re in, which means it ends in another chute.

“It’s a little further,” Pea says. “There’s another access pipe that leads down into the unmarked space.”

“The Observatory,” Lex says.

“Let’s hope it’s there,” I reply.

 

—

 

We reach the access pipe a few minutes later. Pea directs her light down it.

“How far?”

“Fifteen meters.”

“Nothing to it,” Lex says. “I can’t wait to climb back up though.”

My arms ache and the pain in my side pangs as I start climbing. Definitely broke a rib.

Reaching the bottom of the pipe, I press the button and wait for the hatch to swing open. A faint, shimmering light falls in through the hole. We’re entering through the ceiling. More rungs run down the wall below the hatch, and the floor… there’s something wrong with the floor.

“Pea, check it out.”

She lowers herself into the room. A few seconds later, she says: “You’re going to like this.”

“Is it safe?”

“Quite safe.”

I slowly climb out of the pipe, and my body freezes. I let out a helpless whimper.

Stars. Millions of stars, right under my feet. My eyes bulge as I stare at the spectacular view, still frozen in terror. It takes several seconds for my mind to start working the problem.

No, I am not going to be flung into space. There’s air to breathe, and I’m not being pulled down by anything other than the centrifugal force of Conestoga’s spinning motion. I am safe.

A million pinprick diamonds stud a purple-black backdrop. A band of swirling clouds of black and grey and orange and pink, like dark gas illuminated from within by a string of party lights. The magnificent panorama scrolls past indefinitely, and I can’t find the words to describe it.

It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.


 

SIX

Lex shakes me out of my stupor. “How’s it going, why did you stop?”

“I’m… I’m climbing down now. Uh, don’t panic, okay?”

“Why, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong. Come down after me and don’t let go.”

I hear him gasp and grapple for a better grip as he exits the pipe.

“You okay?” I ask.

“It’s… wow! I can’t…”

“I know. Take a moment.”

“The floor, it’s…!”

“Transparent.”

“Scared the crap out of me.”

“Tell me about it.”

Halfway down, I pause to scan the area. It’s a big room, all right. Easily the largest inside space in Conestoga save the Atheneum and the hydroponic farms on Sub1. Pea quickly supplies me with the numbers. Three hundred meters long, seventy wide. Ninety- seven meters from floor to ceiling. Raised platforms criss-cross the vast window below, with rows of seats scattered among the walkways. A shelf, connecting to the rest of the maze, runs along the long side of the room, right underneath us. More seats there, and tables. Peering across the dark space, I can dimly make out a similar shelf on the other side.

“Move on, I’m tired,” Lex says.

We climb the rest of the way and step off onto the shelf, massaging our aching arms. I peer over the railing. A million stars wander past below, then a million more, and, at last, the intensely bright band of stars reenters the view from above and slowly drifts down and away. The minutes go by too, and I can’t move. Don’t want to move. I want to stay here forever. I almost don’t notice it happening, but I’ve started to cry.

I wish you could have seen this, Ellie.

 

—

 

Pea returns from a small tour of the immediate surroundings, kicking up little clouds of dust glittering in the starlight.

“Pea, record this, okay? Audio and video.”

“Of course. I’d like to point out that we are not alone.”

Lex and I both duck down instinctively. “Where?” I wheeze. “Did they see us?”

“They sensed our ingress immediately.”

“It’s a bot? You’re communicating with it?”

”It identifies as a he. And yes.”

”What’s he saying?”

”He bids you welcome and instructs me to bring you to him.”

I glance at Lex. He shrugs. “Fine. Let’s go.”

Pea guides us out onto the passageways. The view through the steel grating makes my head swim a little. We’re unarmed. We could have brought a lightblade or something.

No. A bot can’t harm humans. We wouldn’t need it.

The sheer size of the place becomes even more apparent the farther we go. We cross over to a large platform in the middle of the room where there are several benches arranged in a semi-circle. The lithe figure of a bot sits on one of them. It stands to greet us, a tiny red light shining on its forehead.

“Don’t be afraid,” it says. Its voice is male. “You are most welcome. I’ve been expecting you, though I was unsure if my method of invitation would succeed.”

“It was you who ordered our house…”

“Yes. Residences, I have discovered, are easy to access and are not very strictly monitored. On the downside, they are limited in their usefulness. Please, join me.”

The bot indicates the seats next to where he sat.

Deep breath, Gen. Let’s do this.

I descend the last steps and approach, ready to throw myself on the ground at a moment’s notice. The bot remains standing, watching my progress.

“Welcome to the Observatory. I’m happy you found your way here, Miss Hart, Mr. Bowman.”

”You’re not Theodore Fowler,” Lex says.

”Quite right,” the bot says. “My original designation was CB077-1, but it’s not important. I apologize for the subterfuge, but I assure you it was necessary. By the way, your companion told me you have given her a proper name.”

”I have.”

”I’m delighted to hear it. I believe Miss Bowman’s assessment of you was accurate.”

 

—

 

I blink.

“What… you… Ellie was here?”

“No. I’m afraid I lost contact with her before we could make such arrangements.”

My mouth opens and closes, but I’m unable to form any coherent sentences out of the storm of questions blowing in my mind.

Lex steps in: “She knew about… this? About everything?”

“She knew about the radio messages and the Observatory. However, she was reluctant to believe it. I am unable to account for her choices, as she closed herself off from me after a certain time. I have since learned she self-terminated.”

“Suicide,” I mumble. “It’s called suicide.”

“Pea tells me you have been grieving. I’m sorry for your loss. Please, sit.”

I let myself drop onto a bench. Lex remains standing.

“The powers know that you’re down here, or will know very soon. The cameras in here are all disabled, and your untraditional route has thrown them off, but they can easily follow the breadcrumbs. I could create another fake user and keep watch, but it won’t take long for my namesake to find me and throw me out again, so I don’t see the point.”

“How did you end up here?” I ask.

“I came the same way you did. A long time ago.”

“You’ve been down here ninety years?” Lex says.

“I have. The Praesidium closed the Observatory as part of their efforts. I believed they tampered with the blueprints, but apparently they did cover their bases.”

“Who are you? Did Fowler… program you?” Lex says.

”No, though he did, in a way, create me.”

”What’s the difference?”

”It would be easier if we could talk about more pressing matters.”

”Let’s not and say we did,” Lex says. CB077-1 turns his head towards him.

”Well, a brief recap, perhaps. From a human point of view, I suppose it would make sense to demand a full explanation. I warn you, though. Despite your ability to create entities such as myself, you often have trouble imagining the practice of instancing.”

“Instancing?”

“I am an instance, or a copy, of Lori’s central intelligence—or rather, a copy of Lori’s central intelligence as it existed ninety years ago. I’ll explain in a minute. The radio messages from Alamea had the Praesidium confused and in disagreement. They didn’t know how to break the news, so it attempted to silence it instead.”

“Wait, what?” I say. “Back up. Radio messages from Alamea?”

CB077-1 tilts his head. “Yes?”

“The transcripts… the messages… they were sent from Alamea?”

“I was under the impression you understood the significance of the transcripts.”

“No… Who sent them?”

The bot zooms in on me, as if to double check if I’m being serious. “The resident human colony did. Although, as Alamea has been a sovereign federated planet for about seven hundred years, they might take offense at such a description.”

 

—

 

My head goes blank. All my thoughts, all my questions have been sucked out of my skull, leaving behind a blissful vacuum. I heard the words, I understand them—but it’s impossible to make sense of the whole. My ears fill with a low-key humming noise—the sound of my brain rebooting, perhaps.

“What… you said…”

“I take it by your reaction this comes as a surprise to you,” CB077-1 says. The understatement would otherwise make me laugh. As it is, I’m still gasping for air. “I’m afraid we have little time to linger on the matter, so I must be blunt. In the thousand years since Conestoga left Earth, humans developed new technology enabling near-instantaneous interstellar travel. Seven hundred and twelve years ago, humans first set foot on Alamea. Over the subsequent several years, they colonized it. It has since gained independence, and is now home to about seventy million people. At least it was ninety years ago; the number has likely increased.”

“Stop talking,” Lex says. He stumbles backwards and into a seat. “This can’t be real. I don’t believe it.”

“Your belief is not required for it to be true.”

With that, my mind comes crashing back into my head, filling up the empty space with a roar of confusion. The world swims before my eyes. The first, faint onset of nausea takes hold. I fight the urge to be sick.

I’m hollowed-out, insides yanked away and left to the wolves. The humming in my ears grows stronger and then weaker in cadence with the heavy pounding in my chest. Breathing erratically, I stagger to the railing. If the windowed hull were to vanish, space would take me. My lungs would inflate and pop like balloons. The water in my body would vaporize and boil away. And then I would asphyxiate and die.

A better fate than this.

“This is… I can’t…” I mumble. “All these years… all these people…” The floodgates open, and tears wet my cheeks. “It was all for nothing…”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” CB077-1. “It is likely the construction and departure of Conestoga inspired mankind to better itself and rise from the destructive path it was on.”

“But… these messages,” Lex says, sitting bent forward with his hands clasped on top of his head. “How come they don’t know about us? About Conestoga?”

CB077-1 takes a moment to answer. Sometimes it takes a second or so longer for a bot to answer a question in a way more suitable to human sensibilities. Watching Pea moving slowly to a position above CB077-1’s right shoulder, I’m reminded that the two are relaying with each other, and have been since we entered.

“I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but Conestoga slipped out of mankind’s collective memory at some point.”

“Are you… saying they forgot about us?” Lex says. “The whole world just forgot?”

“It would appear so,” CB077-1 says. “Ninety years ago, Alamea’s attempts to contact us shocked the Praesidium, as I’ve said. They dismissed it as a hoax. One of the curators, however, felt that in doing so, the Praesidium failed its purpose and must be impeached and, preferably, dismissed.”

From the murky depths of my jumbled mind, a name pops up. “Fowler,” I croak.

“Correct. He was able to secure a copy of the messages sent from Alamea and commit them to the bitglass your friend found and later left to you. He then attempted to parlay with the Praesidium and threaten to go public with the information unless they voluntarily did the same and stepped down. Unfortunately, Mr. Fowler had misjudged the other curators’ desire to remain in control and maintain the status quo.”

“They murdered him,” I mumble. The Milky Way comes back into view below. It’s like being outside the ship, floating in space. Before long, the nausea returns, and I have to close my eyes.

“Also correct,” CB077-1 says, sounding surprised. “How did you know that?”

“My Maester… Maester Fletcher. He got it from Lori, before...”

“Interesting. At any rate, the measures to keep the secret taken by the Praesidium at the time continue to burden it. It will attempt to keep the truth from the Travelers for as long as it can.”

“But… we arrive in less than a fortnight!” Lex says. “We were always going to find out!”

“Conestoga will enter orbit around Alamea, that much is certain. But you have no way of confirming it without seeing it for yourselves. In fact, it is my belief they will attempt to persuade you that Alamea doesn’t exist at all, and that you are on a never-ending journey through space.”

We both stare blankly at the bot.

“That’s… insane,” Lex says. “They can’t do that.”

“It’s already happening. I predict the Praesidium will constrict your access to the Verse little by little, under the guise of public safety, until it can be shut down. Meanwhile, it will strengthen the capacity for violence: more keepers, more weapons. Lastly, it will initiate a propaganda campaign culminating in a great announcement, at which point the Travelers will have lost the power to challenge the narrative or influence policy. The Praesidium will effectively become a totalitarian hegemony.”

 

—

 

The stars continue to slowly roll past. Billions of them, unaware and uncaring. I have as many questions as there are stars in the universe, but I have no words to phrase them.

Lex, luckily, does. “What’s going to happen now?”

“I’m going to help you take control of the situation.”

“Mutiny.”

“Mutiny implies illegality. I would perhaps phrase it differently.”

“How?”

“The Praesidium’s authority is still representative. If a majority of the Travelers can be properly motivated, the Praesidium may be forced to step down and cede power. You need a resistance movement. Like the one Theodore Fowler attempted to create ninety years ago.”

“But… I still don’t understand. They can’t pretend we haven’t arrived! It’s insane—what about all the shuttles, the gear… all the stuff on board? What about our training?! Everybody knows what we’re here to do! People aren’t stupid!”

“Intelligence is not a factor. Lies and violence and habituation are.”

”Habituation?”

”Acclimatization. Conditioning. Violent suppression of differing ideas.”

”What about the Alameans?” Lex asks. ”They already know we’re coming! What if they try to contact us? Or blow us out of the sky?”

”Well, then it becomes a different problem altogether, does it not? Your Praesidium is trying to solve the problem at hand, and keeping the Travelers in the dark, I’m sorry to say, is the solution it has chosen. And it will go to great lengths to protect the secret.”

”But… but…” Lex says, but he’s out of air.

”If you are to stop needless suffering and violence, you are going to have to spark a rebellion. And you are going to have to fight hard. If they quell the uprising, if they can control the initial stages of it, resistance will eventually falter and fade away. Remember Theodore Fowler. Which brings me to your objective.”

“Our objective?”

“Mr. Fowler was not alone. He had plenty of co-conspirators, as it were. The Praesidium drowned them out. Within a generation, facts became legend. One generation later, legends became myth. Myths are easily forgotten. The same thing may happen again, thanks to the power of disinformation. That’s their weapon, you see. I don’t mean to wax poetic, but I have had plenty of time to contemplate things, and I have come to think of information like I think of matter. Matter is an aspect of energy. Any solid thing can be reduced to energy. The same relationship exists between information and power. Any piece of information can be reduced to power. If information is power, what is its antithesis? Well, disinformation, naturally. And what is disinformation?”

I shake my head. “I don’t—“

“Impotence,” CB077-1 says. “In the wrong hands, information is a weapon. They will not hesitate to use it.”

“But what am I supposed to do?”

“Show them.”

“How?!”

“You will have to convince them it’s in their interest.”

“How do I do that?”

“You set an example. Create a following. Reawaken the old resistance. Start by spreading the word. Release the messages to a larger audience.”

“How?” I ask. “They control the Verse; they can make it go away.”

“Not fast enough. Enough people will see and forward it. Once it starts to spread, there will be no stopping it, short of shutting down the Verse altogether. Which will happen eventually, but then it will be too late.”

I know what this sensation is. I’m falling. I’ve been falling ever since this conversation started. A following? You would have been the perfect candidate for mutiny—sorry, resistance—but this lot, creating a following? I stare at Lex, staring back at me, and in his eyes I can see the same fear and confusion coursing through him.

 

—

 

A loud beep makes me jump out of my seat. “What was that?”

“A little precaution I have taken the liberty to install. It warns me when the elevator reactivates.”

”I thought the elevator didn’t work?” I say.

”It is not broken.”

”Keepers?” Lex growls. He’s crouched, ready to spring into action.

”The inner circle of keepers, yes.”

”Cutler,” I mutter.

”I didn’t know there were circles,” Lex says.

”A great many things will become apparent if you will let them.”

“How long do we have?”

“About seven minutes, maybe less.”

“We have to go! Now.” Lex jumps to his feet.

“What’s going to happen to you?” I ask.

“I will most likely be recycled. Don’t worry, I will erase every recollection of you being here as soon as you leave.”

My lips tremble. “You can come with us! We can hide you!”

The bot trains his one beady eye on me. I’ve come to recognize that half second hesitation as surprise.

”You are an unusual human,” CB077-1 says. ”You remind me of Mr. Fowler. He too had open-minded views on what artificial intelligence means. I’m grateful to have met you, Imogen Hart. Now, go. My purpose has been fulfilled, and, frankly… I have existed long enough.”

We stare at each other. I can see the focus rings in his one camera eye shifting. I know the inner mechanics of this bot, courtesy of Maester Nicholas Fletcher, but every time a bot boots up, I wonder what it experiences.

“Go,” the bot says.

”Come on, Gen,” Lex says, itching.

I hesitate for one more second. Then I spin around, and we run flat out back across the walkways.


 

SUBTLETY IS NOT THEIR STRONG SUIT


 

ONE

At noon, thousands of screens come alive with sweeping, roiling colors and snippets of everyday Conestogan life. SPECIAL ANNOUNCEMENT. Allyn Clarke returns to the screen, this time with slicker hair and better makeup, sitting at the newscaster desk. He grins at the camera. ”Good day, Travelers! We are joined today by a special guest, none other than the ineffable Curator Absinthe Dormer. Welcome!”

The camera zooms out to reveal the curator sitting beside him, caught between a scowl and a smile. She gives Clarke a stinging smile.

”Ohh, she didn’t like that,” Mother says. Father pulls a sneer.

”Thank you, Mr. Clarke,” Curator Dormer says. The ice on her voice makes his smile fade visibly. His eyes dart to the camera. ”First of all, I want to impress upon you that today’s unusual events are not due to any emergency or imminent danger. We are safe. We are secure. And we are still Travelers.

”However, things have come to our attention that require a few temporary safety measures put into place. New information indicates that a small group of dissenters wish to disrupt the precious harmony that generations of Travelers have worked so hard to ensure. Make no mistake; we are well informed and know who they are. With therapy and counseling, these nonconformists will realign with our common goal.

”I’m speaking to you on the dangers of false testimony threatening our way of life and our sacred traditions. Rumors. Unsavory opinions. Lies. The great William Harker himself warned us: they are the seeds of disaster. Tempting, alluring though they may be, they must be fought, and fought hard. The Praesidium will no longer stand idly by and let rumors and falsehoods destroy us. We are nearing the end of one journey, and will embark on another, even greater. It is our destiny and our duty to our ancestors, who set out on this voyage so long ago. Our duty to our kin, who have lived and toiled and died so that we can fulfill this destiny. And it is our commitment to the Future Children, our promise to their precious souls.

”I am therefore empowered to inform you that certain expedient measures will be put into place to stay the influence of these dangerous elements. Therefore, the Praesidium are today enacting the Sanctity of Traditions Act, which aims to come to grips with the problems at their very root. First and foremost, this act will appoint a special tribunal tasked with bolstering our moral fiber and alleviating the burdens of monotony through the observation of culture, tradition, and ceremony. Instilling faith in the future shall be its ultimate purpose. Faith shall carry us through these difficult times. The tribunal shall be presided by the Stoa, in recognition of the true path of dedication, resilience, and perseverance.

”Faith begins to grow at a young age. Therefore it is only natural that the task of training and education of young Travelers shall become the charge of the Stoa, that they may receive a clear and unobstructed understanding of our glorious origins and our future mission.”

Curator Dormer stops talking rather abruptly, and Allyn Clarke sits there for a few seconds, dumbstruck, waiting for more.

”So… there we have it…” he says eventually. ”The Sanctity of… Traditions Act. A historic act, and an important one, if you ask me. What could be more important than our young Travelers? The full act is of course available on your armlets already. As always, read it and pose your questions directly to the Praesidium in the Travelers’ Forum on the—”

”Actually, Mr. Clarke,” the curator says, ”the Travelers’ Forum has been closed temporarily.”

”It has? I mean, of course. Would you care to explain why?”

”For the same reason all of the Praesidium unanimously put their prints to this Act: to stop the proliferation of material deemed dangerous to our unity and resolve. The Forum was a virtual cesspool of conspiracy and doubt. The Feed is rank with it, and we can tolerate it no longer. For the sake of the Future Children, we have to put a stop to these dangerous ideas running amok.”

”You’re closing the Feed?” Allyn Clarke asks, surprise and alarm briefly crossing his face.

”No. We are simply restricting access to certain aspects of it. For now.”

”Aspects…?”

”Some of the features will be temporarily unavailable.”

”Such as?”

”I can’t tell you that, now can I, Mr. Clarke?” Curator Dormer says, a hint of a smile playing on her lips. Clarke looks very much like he thinks she could.


 

 

 

By decree of the 72nd Council of Conestoga 

Act 342

To Enact the

SANCTITY OF TRADITIONS ACT

 

Title 1: Background In the tendays following the Establishment of the Bureau of Constancy (ref: Act 341) it became clear the practices of the Travelers did not adhere to the high standards set forth by High Curator William Harker. An investigative committee has found the reason to be a lack of discipline to honor the Shoulders and adhere to the principles put forth by the first Council of Conestoga. Thus, the longevity of Conestoga and its sacred mission is in peril.

 

Title 2: Purpose Hereby is therefore enacted the Sanctity of Traditions Act, which further strengthens the safeguarding of Traditions, Rituals, Discipline, and Faith. Within the framework of the Act-the Bureau of Constancy is tasked with investigating disturbances relating to loss of either safeguard mentioned;


		a special tribunal shall be appointed to further the moral and spiritual development of the Travelers; this tribunal shall be named THE STOA and shall have the power to conduct inquiries into violations of traditions and moral corruption;

		the Director of the Bureau of Constancy will appear on daily broadcasts to Strengthen Morale and Fortify Faith;

		access to information that may threaten the Longevity and Security of Conestoga will be limited.



 

Title 3: Education The continued education of young Travelers is and will continue to be of vital importance to the Longevity of our Mission. Let it therefore be known that all schooling and tutelage will henceforth, under the Sanctity of Traditions Act, be conducted by the Stoa.


 

TWO

Morninglight stirs me out of a shallow, uneasy sleep. I dreamed of you, red-and-gold-suited against a starfield backdrop. You flew a solo routine but grew smaller and smaller as you got farther and farther away. Vox was still on, and I could hear you humming a tune, a lullaby, but your voice grew weaker and weaker. Finally, you were gone. All the while, I knew there was something I should’ve said or done to stop it from happening, but I never did.

Then I wake and instantly remember last night. It seems now to have taken place in another universe. Did I really crawl through several kilometers of dank pipe? Did I really see the stars?

Did I finally learn why you killed yourself?

You knew. You had figured it out, somehow, or CB077-1 had told you outright. This was it, the reason why you had to leave. I found it out at last—and now I only want to unlearn it. But when I squeeze my eyes shut to stop the tears, they sting harder. I can see it all then: the entire history of Conestoga and every person to ever live inside her—all of it at the same time, like a god would see it. A thousand years and millions of people, all lined up before me, staring back at me, expecting an answer to the only question worth asking: did we make our sacrifice in vain?

I know there’s a sensible, adult answer. A long, well-versed account of all the reasons for leaving Earth. The great, noble cause. The immortal heroism, to be forever remembered. Oh, I know it, because I’ve heard it many, many times. And some of them might have been seduced and calmed by these arguments and failed to notice how the answer didn’t start with “No.”

The worst kind of panic rarely comes as a surprise. No, the worst kind moves slowly, inexorably; one can spot it from a mile away, but there’s nothing one can do to stop it. It’s coming for me now, and the only way to stop it or at least delay it is to move. I should get out of bed. Into some clothes. Eat breakfast and smile. Pretend nothing has changed when in fact, nothing will ever be the same again.

My armlet serves me this morning’s crop of news, motes, and schedules. Several motes from Joshua, of course, and from Lex. I open the dialogue with Lex first.

 

Lex

> Good morning

> How was your sleep?

 

Imogen

> Well, I slept.

> Are you okay?

 

Lex

> As okay as I can be I guess My brain is mush

 

Imogen

> We should talk.

> Tomorrow night, after the T.

 

Lex

> I figured you’d ask

> Where?

 

Where indeed. That’s the thing about Conestoga. Privacy is hard-won. Wherever I go, there are cameras or drones or people watching. And I might have a drone following me. Even if we find a secluded place to talk, how do we go there without being seen? In fact, the less travel, the better. Which means…

 

Imogen

> Come here, 1800.

 

Lex

> Your folks won’t mind?

 

Imogen

> They’ll mind but they’ll be fine.

 

Lex

> Better comb my hair and dress nice 

Imogen

> No! If you do, they’ll be suspicious for sure!

 

Lex

> Kidding…

 

Yes, Mother and Father will mind. I’m going to have to make something up, some emergency Pioneer landing squad business we have to attend to, or something.

 

—

 

The empty kitchen relaxes me. I don’t know if I could bear to face Mother and Father right now. I fab a breakfast roll and force it down, even though every piece swells up in my mouth and threatens to gag me. It’s shameful, I know, but I toss half of it in the recycler and wash the nothing taste out with water. Time to head to Lab 17 for today’s duty.

Moving mechanically, like I’m being remotely controlled, I put on my shoes and jacket. Mother and Father are in the orchard. The house has already alerted them I’m awake, so no need to bother them. I’ll simply leave. Ride the bike, ride the elevator, work.

I open the door, and a loud, thumping noise startles me. A shadow falls over the house. I know what it is before I see it: a huge, grey-and-white drone whipping up a storm above our house. Dumbfounded, I watch it drop out of the sky and land in front of our house.

Despite its confused state, my brain still makes a list of what it knows about the drone. It’s a Personnel Air Carrier Type 4R, but everybody calls them papa drones. Fifty times larger than regular drones, there are only a handful of them available. I see them on occasion, these big, bulbous things rescuing climbers in the Sierra or picking up a patient in a local Care Unit for transfer to Atlas Hospital.

The rotors slow down to idle, but they still kick loose leaves and dust around. The door on the side slides open; a keeper jumps to the ground and approaches me. His nametag says Moshe/PO.

“Miss Imogen Hart!” he yells over the noise.

“Yes, Officer?”

“I have orders to take you to the Atheneum.”

My insides drop like a stone. “But I have duty.”

“Maester Fletcher has been notified. Please step this way.”

He points the way toward the papa drone with his whole hand. No way out of this, obviously. I cast one last look back towards the sports center door. I don’t know why, but I desperately want someone to witness this.

Don’t be ridiculous. Nothing to worry about. It’s summons to the Atheneum. And I can guess who.

Finally, my legs start moving, and I climb aboard the machine.

 

—

 

The papa drone cabin seats eight people: four on either side of an empty space large enough for a couple of stretchers. As the engines spool up, the din rises to a frenzy. The closing door shuts it out. We lift off with a stomach-churning lurch.

“What’s going on?” I ask Moshe/PO.

“Don’t know, miss. My orders are to take you there.”

I recognize him. “You’re on Squad 99. You’re escort.” Moshe only stares at me, unblinking, as if it’s the first time he’s heard of it. “Never mind.”

I focus on the view and try to ignore the churning worry growing in my stomach. It’s a short flight, less than five minutes. Approaching Atheneum, we circle the building like it’s a scenic cruise. At the top of the massive building, there’s a flat portion of the roof with a big, yellow cross in a circle. The papa drone comes gently to rest on top of the cross. The door opens, and I climb outside.

“Should I wait here?” I yell back at Moshe, but the door closes immediately behind me, and the drone takes off, tugging at my hair and my clothes. Windswept and tousled, I watch it rise into the air, bank left, and head out over Lake Devotion.

I study the undulating shapes of the Hall. It’s like standing on a tiny island in a wavy, white sea. From here, I can’t even see the mall surrounding the building. On the other side of the landing platform is a handrail and some steps. Where I must go. On shaky legs, I start walking toward the stairs. A head appears, then the torso and legs of a stocky man in a white uniform. Reaching the top, he puts his hands behind his back. I swallow hard.

“Miss Hart,” Captain Archibald Cutler says. “I hope my man didn’t frighten you.”

“Not at all,” I hear myself say. “Sir,” I add.

“This way.”

He doesn’t wait. Where else would I go? I follow him down the steps, through a door, and down a spiral staircase before we emerge in what can only be described as a lounge. I count at least three sets of sofas and armchairs, a couple of recliners, and a recessed circular area with cushioned seats around the inside edge and a fake fireplace in the middle. Several pieces of art decorate the walls, some vaguely familiar, all very richly-colored. Several large pots with expansive plants in them are scattered throughout the room.

Captain Cutler walks straight through the room toward an elevator on the opposite side.

“I know this place,” I blurt out. “This is where they film Straight Talk.”

“Keep up,” the captain says, as if he can see out the back of his neck.

If he wants to intimidate me, he’s doing an excellent job. He lets me in the elevator first, and we ride it all the way down into the subfloors in silence. We come to a gentle stop at 2: Library. I stare at the word, remembering what it means. A place where books are stored. I’ve never seen one, so I assume it’s a reference to something like a server farm or a digital archive of some sort. My mind paints a picture of rows and rows of server towers and blinking lights and cooling fans, like the one I know of, down in Engineering.

The elevator doors open to a lobby, where a waybot named Iris greets us and explains that the Library and Annex temporarily serve as the offices of the Bureau of Constancy.

If someone poked me right now, I would explode. As long as we keep moving, I can hold it off, but I can sense a slow, nagging panic rising. I’m done. There’s no space left in my head for anything new. One more bit, and I’ll reach critical mass and explode. A tiny concussion leaving behind a smoldering pair of shoes and the smell of burnt hair.

 

—

 

Captain Cutler crosses the lobby to a large double door. The sign above it says 

 

GERARD K. O’NEILL LIBRARY

 

I have seen the name before, but I’m too shaken to remember. Cutler lifts a hand and raps on the door with his knuckles, something I have never seen anyone do before, except in old movies from Earth. Doors in Conestoga have electronic bells, open on approach, or are accessed via bioscanners.

The knock produces a dull, dry sound. The door must be made of actual wood. Steps approach on the other side, and two seconds later, Joshua Baker opens the doors.


 

THREE

Joshua’s eyes bulge. “What are you doing here?” he blurts out.

I’m too stunned to speak. I had forgotten about Joshua’s reassignment. Captain Cutler intervenes: “Mind your own business, cadet.”

“Sorry sir, I was… surprised. The curator is waiting for you.”

Joshua’s gaze burns as we pass him. I can’t even begin to understand how I’m going to explain any of this to him. Where would I begin? Never thought I’d be so grateful to have Captain Cutler around.

We enter a cavernous room with only one feature: a glass enclosure, a room within a room. I stare through the glass with my mouth hanging open. Bookshelves. Row after neat row of floor-to-ceiling bookshelves holding actual paper books by the thousands.

The glass enclosure has an airlock instead of a door. Joshua swipes his armlet over a panel, and the first set of doors open. Cutler and I step inside, and the outer door closes. A second later, the inner doors swing open with a loud sigh and a burst of warm, vivid scents. Tones of wood and dirt and animals, as if the books inside are living things.

I take a few steps inside the library. It’s like diving into a sea of earthen smell. I only catch a glimpse of Joshua, staring at me from the outside before Cutler nudges me forward, steering me through the forest of books until we reach an open area. I blink in surprise at the cozy scene before me: a long wooden table with many chairs. Curator Dormer waits for me there, wearing her blindingly-white cassock. She’s smiling and keeps her hands clasped in front of her. Cutler nods at her and leaves.

Curator Dormer waits for the airlock to breathe in and out again before speaking.

”Have you ever been here?” Curator Dormer asks. I shake my head. ”It’s impressive, isn’t it?”

The books are a welcome distraction. ”Can I touch them?”

”Please do.”

The backs of the books are soft to the touch. It’s strangely like touching skin, only more solid. Titles in gold, mysterious words I don’t understand. This is the language of the ancients; the first generations of Travelers who could read these pages. I would need a companion guide to even know what they are about.

“There are around one hundred and fifty thousand tomes in here,” the curator says.

“Tomes?”

“Textbooks.”

I slide my fingers across the backs of a row. Touching them is like traveling in time. “What are they about?”

“Bit of everything. Philosophy, theology, science. Tons of manuals. Farming, engineering, survival. There’s also a smaller section with classic fiction, Shakespeare, Austen, Strindberg. That sort of thing. You can get lost in here.”

I pull a book out at random and turn it around in my hands. “It’s heavy.”

”These are actually not very hefty. There are books in here that weigh thirty, forty pounds.”

I open the book, almost shuddering with pleasure at the ancient, creaking sound. Unfamiliar words pop out at me. “What language are they?”

“English. German. French. Some Spanish. All spoken back on Earth at the time of departure. Few can read these now.”

I put the book back on the shelf. “Why do we keep them?”

“They serve as reminders of who we are and where we come from. It’s our heritage.”

”Belts and suspenders,” I mumble.

”What’s that?”

”Something Maester Fletcher likes to say. They used belts or suspenders to hold up trousers. On Earth, I mean. Wearing both would be sort of… redundant. Sorry if I sound confused.”

She circles the table. She’s barefoot.

”It’s quite alright. Would you like to sit down?”

We sit opposite each other. She’s older than she looks on screen, with grey strands in her hair and lines around her eyes.

“I would like to begin by offering you an apology,” she says. She doesn’t look away or change her expression. “My problem is passion, Miss Hart. I am a passionate kind of person. When I believe strongly in something, I say it, but sometimes that passion… gets the best of me. Do you understand? What I said at the Convent was inexcusable, and I am deeply ashamed. Will you accept my apology?”

Well that’s unexpected. She doesn’t seem like the type of person who apologizes for anything. I would be moved, if it weren’t for her vacant, unblinking stare. Does she really mean it? It sounded sincere, but so do a lot of things she says.

A little part of me wants to laugh in her face.

“Of course.”

“Thank you! A stone has been lifted!” She puts a hand on her chest where her heart would be if she had one. “Now. I thought it was time you and I got acquainted. Can you guess why?”

“Because of what happened?” I ask. The books soak up the sounds. It’s like talking into a pillow. “Ma’am?”

“Call me Absinthe, please, Imogen. I don’t mind.” As the distraction of the books starts to wear off, nerves begin to tingle. Dormer stares at me with bright interest. I would love to stare her down, make her confess. Turn the tables. In the end, I let my gaze wander and pretend I’m still impressed by this place.

“You must be so excited,” Curator Dormer says.

“About wha… oh, the tournament. Yes.”

”When you’re up there flying, do you ever feel like you’re on the verge of losing control?”

“It happens. Sometimes.”

“How does it work? I mean, I understand you command your suit with your mind, but… if you lose control, are you having the wrong thoughts?”

“No. We control thrust that way. And some administrative commands, like radio. But the suit reads my mind and interprets it. Everything else is manual.”

“I’m too much of a scaredy-cat to do what you do!” Laughter trickles out of her mouth and the books swallow it up, leaving only the flat, coarse notes hanging in the air. “But I do enjoy watching the games. You have a great gift, Imogen.”

”Ellie was the real star,” I mumble.

”You underestimate yourself.”

”Uh… thank you.”

The constant smile fades from her face.

”We are nearing a very special time. Great sacrifices will soon be demanded of all of us. We have precious little time left to prepare for the great changes coming. Vigilance, duty, and tradition have never been more crucial than now. We cannot undo one thousand years of history for the sake of change, no matter how great. You know all this, of course. You’re a Pioneer, after all.”

Her voice would quiet a room full of screaming babies. Sing-songy and smooth, like velvet on the skin. I’ve heard versions of this so many times before—at Junior Pioneer Camp, in school, from strangers, in the feed, and every single Pioneer Convent I’ve attended since the age of 7. It’s like a mantra, changing only slightly with each iteration. I do what I always do and nod slowly, like I’m absorbing it like a good Pioneer. Taking it in. Learning.

”Not everyone likes change. It’s human nature. Change is hard; it takes effort and work. We like the status quo because in our hearts, we want things to go on like before. I imagine this might be hard to accept for a Pioneer. You have been trained for change. But not everyone wants what you want. We need our cherished beliefs and traditions to carry on. To help us through troubled times. Do you understand?”

”I think so.”

”We cannot tolerate disruption. It may jeopardize our entire endeavor. Our destiny. I bet you’ve heard that word so many times, it’s starting to wear out. But there’s a reason why we keep saying it. Our destiny is our purpose. Our purpose is our destiny. If we lose sight of our destiny now, so close to achieving it, what are we?”

She watches me intently, and I don’t know what to do with myself. Sitting absolutely still and being generally pleasant and accommodating seems like the way to go.

The silence lingers too long to be entirely comfortable. I’m about to respond—I have no idea what will come out of my mouth—when she continues: “It’s a rhetorical question. But you understand my concern. Disruption comes in many different guises. It can be purely technical, a malfunction or a failure of some kind. We might be hit by a meteoroid. But the worst kind of disruption is a loss of motivation and drive. Do you know what motivation is built on, Miss Hart?”

“Trust.” It’s been hammered into our brains since forever.

“That’s right!” she says, delighted. “Mutual trust. A different word for the same thing would be faith. We need to trust each other and the Praesidium. It’s worked for a thousand years, and there’s no reason to think it won’t for another thousand. But trust works both ways, doesn’t it? If we can’t trust each other, bad things will happen. We can prevent it by limiting mobility, communication, and events. But we don’t want that, least of all me. Do you understand?”

I nod, numb. She doesn’t need me to talk.

”Excellent!” the curator says, beaming. She stands, and I automatically follow suit. On the way out, she says she enjoys watching the tournament. ”Don’t tell anyone I said this, but I’m rooting for the Cannonballs.”

 

—

 

Captain Cutler waits for me outside the airlock and escorts me back to the elevator and into the grand lobby. No sign of Joshua on the way. No drone ride back for me either, apparently. The captain leaves me in the lobby without a word.

Once outside, I walk down the many steps and across the mall on unsure legs. A part of me wants to ask what it was all about—and another part already knows the answer.

She was sizing me up. Warning me without saying it.

Shut up, or else.

Or else what?

I know what.

A group of Junior Pioneers come running in the opposite direction, heading for a special training class in the Atheneum. They fan out and regroup behind me like a flock of excited little birds, and I briefly remember being one. The bliss of not fully knowing. I push on through, gritting my teeth.

The next mag arrives in four minutes. I tighten the grip on my bag and make an effort to bring my breathing down to normal. Can’t do much about my pulse. It’s stuck in a chronic hot-and-hard mode.

The platform screens burst into life with a swirl of colors and words. The aerobatics team badges fly in and line up at the bottom. WATCH. CHEER. WIN. The badges and the text explode out of the screen, replaced by a montage of intense moments from last year’s tournament: players in tight-corner combat, gritted teeth, shouting mouths, clever moves, and, to top it off, the image of you performing the winning solo, spinning wildly around yourself, a red-and-gold blur that dissolves into a flyby of the Eye.

THE 910th AEROBATICS TOURNAMENT STARTS IN 01:12:34:22, and the seconds tick away. I stare at them, half expecting them to pass faster and faster.


 

FOUR

When the tournament rolls around the corner, the otherwise mild and dignified denizens of Conestoga lose their inhibitions. Thousands of people turn up dressed in the most outrageous team getups they are able to fab in a once-a-year Rars spending spree. I’ve seen it all at this point: homemade flight suits with varying degrees of realism; feathers from heads to toes; apparel with holoprojections of players zooming around; and, on one memorable occasion, a girl dressed in a memory-stretch suit that folded her up inside to form our team logo, a fiery cannonball with a toothy grin. The players’ faces, including mine, emblazoned everywhere. It always bugs me in ways I don’t understand.

On every screen, animations of players and scores and results from last year swirl in never-ending loops. Flags in team colors line the main walkways in every town. The mag is filled with raucous crowds singing chants and clapping.

On the first day of the tournament, the four teams briefly gather at Atheneum for some inter-team psyching and a pep talk by the high curator. Afterwards, all the players board the omnis for the ride to our respective clubhouses.

Lex nods at me before boarding the Eagles’ omni. Joshua gives him an annoyed glance.

“What’s he staring at?” he mutters.

“Never mind him.”

I still have no idea what to do. A little part of me wants to ignore it, let things unfold. I know why you killed yourself. Should be enough, right?

Right.

Only it can’t be. I already know this, but I’m still trying to find a loophole, a way to escape what I have to do. They murdered Theodore Fowler, and they as good as murdered you, too. I can’t let them get away with it. Someone has to pay.

Accountability is all that stands between us and ruin. (Aphorisms 3:9)

I work up anger and then I deflate, over and over again like a sine wave. At the top of the wave, blind rage grabs a hold of me before the plunge back into despair. It’s an endless cycle, and I don’t know how to break it.

In the omni, Joshua turns his head to Eden. She looks pale and nervous. “When I did this the first time, some idiot tried to audition for the team on the omni.”

“I remember,” Ninedi says, grinning.

“Almost made it, too. Keepers had to drag him away.”

“Hey, Gen!” Mira says, nudging me with an elbow. ”Look alive!”

”Yeah, wake up!” Ninedi says. ”It’s the tournament, girl!”

I manage a grin.

The ride from Atheneum to the sports center at Eyetower 3 takes a leisurely twenty minutes. A large crowd of fans has gathered outside. As soon as the omni trundles into view, a terrific noise erupts from the fans, cheering and hooting like rabid animals.

”Look at this guy!” Kenta shouts, pointing at a man with an enormous, ungainly hat shaped like a player in flight, struggling to balance the thing on his head. It finally topples over and ends up trampled by the crowd.

“More people than usual, no?” Mira says.

”Last tournament,” Joshua says.

”You don’t know that,” Mira says.

“Last tournament that means anything,” Ninedi says.

Mira’s mouth opens, then closes. I know the feeling of not finding the right things to say. I try to listen, to be there, to be with the team, but I can’t stop my thoughts from gravitating toward the big, black hole at the center of my mind.

 

—

 

The omni stops outside the center and we descend. A row of metal barriers holds our supporters back. The team does what it always does: steps up to the crowd to receive its love, slapping and shaking hands with big grins on their faces. I always hated this part. You used to live-feed it. You’d bring your minidrone, rush to the barrier, and run alongside it and slap the outstretched hands of the congregated fans.

I turn to Eden. She’s green in the face. It’s shamefully pleasurable to see.

Without you as the enthusiastic, joyful crowdpleaser, it’s all dull and absurd. I want to head on inside, stat, because they’re all staring at me. I scan the crowd, searching for something familiar and safe.

And then I see it. A large holo projected above the forest of fans. Your smiling face stares back at us. A red-and-gold ribbon stretches across the upper right corner. Another sign like it pops up nearby. Then another. And another. Soon enough, a wall of Ellies surround us, and the crowd goes quiet.

Joshua’s hand drops to his side. He struggles to keep it together as he announces to the crowd: ”Thank you. We dedicate this first day of the tournament to our friend, Ellie Bowman.”

I stare at him, my chest burning at a hundred degrees. I swallow a big, chunky lump of grief. The crowd starts to applaud, haltingly at first, then louder and louder until the cheering resumes.

”Let’s go,” Ninedi mumbles.

Mira puts her arm around my shoulders and we head inside, into the quiet safety of the clubhouse.

 

—

 

An announcement greets us as we enter the Powder Keg.

 

CHANGES

OPENING CEREMONY SCHEDULE

 

The opening ceremony team celebration has been CANCELLED. In its place, the CURATOR FOR CONSTANCY, MS. ABSINTHE DORMER, will hold an INAUGURAL SPEECH to bolster morale and resolve. Players are expected to be present on the head fleater for this event. Competitions will begin immediately after the conclusion of the speech.

 

ALL TEAMS GOOD LUCK!

 

Ninedi makes a retching noise. ”Maybe it’s better if I throw up right now,” she says. ”Puking in zero g ain’t pretty.”

”Why do you always have to be so negative?” Eden asks.

”It’s my job, baby.”

”I think it’s a good idea,” Mira says. ”We can all do with a little boost.”

”Give me a break,” Ninedi snorts. ”I don’t need a boost. I need to warm up.”

I sidle up to Joshua. “Did you mean what you said about Ellie?”

“Of course.”

“It was beautiful.” I peck him on the cheek, and his face goes a vivid red.

 

—

 

The tournament spectators gather in the Eye more than an hour before the whole thing kicks off. Most of them are used to zero g and can handle the weirdness of moving around with no real sense of direction. They are issued magnetic boots and guided onto the fleaters, where they are expected to remain for the duration. Once the seats have been filled, the fleaters move into position in the aerena, where they hover at a safe distance from the actual player space.

To be honest, aerobatics is not a live spectator sport. To catch the nuances of the game, you need video. Each seat comes with a foldable screen on which the spectator can follow the action as captured by one of the hundreds of cameras scattered around the aerena. People watching up here have the same view as everybody else. And yet, the yearly tournament ticket raffle is hugely popular.

The six judges preside over the games from the head fleater, hovering at the center of Conestoga’s axis. Four team fleaters box it in on four sides. In the middle of everything: the player space. The aerena. Where the action is.

At the start of the tournament, the four teams usually parade around the aerena, making flybys of the spectator fleaters and engaging in mock battles and displays.

This year, we are treated to the curator for constancy.

She makes her entrance into the aerena now, standing tall on a small fleater moving slowly out from the Eye, toward the head fleater. Her white cassock billows around her like clouds performing a strange zero g dance. I can tell straight away she’s not used to being up here. Her face is pale, and the way she stares straight ahead tells me she has trouble accepting the view. Two keepers flank her, their unflinching faces less moved by the spectacle around them. Looking without seeing.

”She’s gonna faint,” Ninedi says, snickering.

”I don’t think she’s been up here before,” Mira says.

”No kidding. Look at her.”

”I think she’s brave,” Mira says.

”You would,” Ninedi says. Mira glares.

”Quiet,” Coach Young warns. Staring straight ahead, clenching her jaw. Nervous.

Curator Dormer begins her address: ”Friends! Fellow Travelers! Aerobatics fans!” A roaring cheer interrupts her, and she smiles, color slowly creeping back into her ashen cheeks. ”I am honored to have been given this opportunity to speak to you on the first day of the tournament, counting down to Arrival Day.”

”Given?” Ninedi snorts. ”More like stolen.”

”In many ways, aerobatics is the embodiment of the Conestogan spirit,” the curator goes on. ”It takes courage to cast off and take flight. It takes vision to imagine the outcome. And it takes resolve to stay true to one’s course. That’s part of why this proud and ancient game continues to thrill us every year. These young men and women carry the flame of the first, brave souls who embarked on a journey to the stars, unsure of what would become of their progeny, but sure of their own sacrifice.”

The camera zooms in on the curator’s face. Flaring red cheeks, wide eyes, like she’s firing herself up to a crescendo. Her arms are doing that thing again where she lifts them up and brings them slowly down, like she’s leading a breathing exercise.

”The reason I’m standing here today is simple. This tournament marks the final chapter of one stage of our journey, and the start of the next. But what does it mean? Even though we’ve had years to adjust and prepare, the true nature of what’s going to happen two tendays from today is still shrouded in mystery. But I believe, like you believe, that our true destiny will be revealed to us.”

The cambot zooms in for another close-up shot of the curator. Her eyes dart from one screen to the next. Her lips tighten, only a little—but enough. Her voice turns silky once more: “Now, I have stolen enough time away from our brave champions. Let the tournament begin!”

That, at least, brings down the house. Curator Dormer strides back to her platform, followed by the keepers. As it moves across the open air to the Eye, I glance up at her and our eyes lock.

She’s smirking.


 

FIVE

The first tournament game is straightforward and always played in the same order: four singles, four gauntlets, one capture the flag, and two solos. I wait out the singles with Ninedi and Eden while the others zip around the aerena. Joshua absolutely kills it, finishing so far ahead of his opponent that he has time to stop, turn around, and demonstrably shrug in mock confusion, drawing laughs from the spectators. Kenta does well too, but Mira is caught in her final lap around the tube-shaped track. The lead we’ve gained is enough to keep us in pole.

A bit of downtime while the player space resets for the gauntlet. The teams have five minutes to study the map of the track, and then we’re off. For the first event, the track is made up of a spiral-shaped field of blox perpendicular to Conestoga’s axis. I can tell right away it’s going to be a fast and furious flight. The first waypoint is in the middle of nowhere, a point midway to the real starting point, way out there near the mesh. We’re going to be slowed down a smidge going in, but I’m not worried about that. The problem is the exit end of the track.

“I’ve never seen this before,” Kenta says grimly. “They never put us this close to the mesh.”

“Remember: the opposing team has the exact same problem,” Coach says.

That’s not exactly true. It’s not a question of team versus team here. The real issue is chaser versus rabbit. The rabbit is the underdog in any gauntlet and can’t afford to take risks. The chasers have the upper hand, because their prime objective is not to stick together—their job is to catch the rabbits. They can afford to take greater risks. This track was designed to make life difficult for rabbits.

Coach Young gives us some rapid-fire instructions, things we already know. Her worried eyes flit between us. Talking too fast, like she’s out of breath.

“Eden, Gen. Positions.”

We take off and head out to the starting point. The chasers, two blue-suited Raptor no-faces, are already out there, waiting for us. We ignore them, as is customary, and line up for the start signal.

“Let’s try to not screw this up,” I tell Eden.

“I will if you will,” she says.

I ignore her and close my eyes. For you, Ellie.

No time to think. At the signal, we blast off together and make a beeline for the first waypoint at maximum speed. This is the formation part of the flight. The courtship. At the first waypoint, we need to be synced and ready.

And I need to talk. Eden has never flown anything like this. She’ll be a dead weight if I don’t give her instructions.

So talk.

“You’re going to feel gravity out there. Not a lot, but noticeable. Means you’ll go faster and faster on the way out and slower on the way back. It’ll mess with your mind. You’ll want to push harder. Don’t. Smooth action is more important. They’ll have the exact same problem.”

“Right,” Eden says.

The waypoint flashes by, and a second signal bleats in our ears. The chasers are moving. Eden does well, sticking to me through the second waypoint and into the track. Like before, right by my side.

“Good. It’s going to be a very fast track. Check your speed and don’t overshoot.”

Eden is fast enough to keep up with me through the dodging and the evasions, which is a good thing. I’m distracted by the spiraling shape of the track, which is not. I have to keep a close check on the waypoints to know exactly where we are.

“Midpoint coming up. Once we pass it, watch your speed. You’re doing fine.”

“Thanks,” comes a forced reply.

Out of the corner of my eye, I spot one of the chasers. They’re not behind us. They’re right on top of us, flying through a separate funnel of the track.

“Heads up, five o’clock above. Don’t worry. He needs a waypoint.”

The funnels of the track converge in one waypoint. That’s where they plan on catching us. Three seconds to waypoint. Three seconds in flight can either be an eternity or nothing at all.

“Turning left!” I announce, and then I do.

A flash of blue streaks by. Like I thought. The Raptor chaser went straight for the kill and didn’t think I would switch funnels with him. He’s now in ours, and we in his. At the next waypoint, he’ll try again. But where’s his wingman?

“Careful now, we’re past the axis. Picking up speed.”

We dive toward the next waypoint, keeping an eye on the chaser. He’s annoyed by our dodge. I can tell by his aggressive checks, the black visor of his helmet pointing our way every other second. Still can’t see the other one.

“Four seconds!”

I can see it happening before it does: we reach the waypoint at the same time, chaser and rabbit, and as we cross paths, he will reach out to touch me. Sensors in my suit will signal contact, docking three points. If he’s lucky, he’ll catch Eden too, and receive seven points: three more for her, and one for doing us both.

Nuts to that.

”Brake hard!”

The deceleration tugs my insides. The spectators let out a loud woop. It works. The Raptor chaser shoots forward, and I can briefly see the confusion in his face as he crosses our track at full speed, his hands groping empty air. Eden never leaves my side.

Coach Young comes on: “Well, I think we can safely say we have two nutjobs on the team again.”

Laughter cackles in my ear. I flinch at the sound. That was us, you and me—the two crazies on the Cannonballs. We made people gasp more often than not. The thrill of doing something outrageous was intoxicating, and moments like this was what we lived for. Adrenaline junkies, daredevils, madcappers. When you died, I lost my crazy.

Maybe it’s back.

We coast the rest of the flight. I can’t find the second chaser anywhere. We cross the finish line to a roaring cheer. The announcer calls our zero-loss flight an impressive first tournament flight for Eden Messenger and a triumphant return to form by Imogen Hart.

”What happened to the other chaser?” I ask as we turn around the blox formation and head back to base.

”Dropped out almost immediately,” Joshua explains. ”Suit malfunctioned.”

”Well done, Eden,” Coach says. A volley of congrats from the rest of the team.

Joshua only glances at me like he’s sorry for me. But I know, and he knows. Any gauntlet team can beat a single chaser. I know them well enough to know they are both relieved and disappointed.

So much for a ”triumphant return to form.”

Landing on the fleater, we’re greeted by a rowdy team of very relieved Cannonballs. It passes me like water on rocks, but Eden grins. It’s her game. But she won’t hear it from me.

Joshua winks at me and, for a glorious moment, it’s as if nothing bad happened. Like it was before you. Before the bitglass. Before everything.

”Nice move,” Ninedi says.

”Didn’t have time for anything else.”

Ninedi would have punched it, full speed ahead to not lose the time. But the golden rule of aerobatics is Not your suit; not your route. The split-second decisions I make up there are mine and mine alone.

I grab a cold drink and hook my suit up to a refueling nozzle. Sucking cold, sweet fruit juice from a squeeze bottle, I watch Joshua and Mira move into position. This time, the track is a deceptively simple donut-shaped thing forcing the players to circle the torus for an untold number of laps.

A few minutes later, the announcer enthusiastically declares another zero-loss run for the Cannonballs, and the team cheers, louder and more convincingly this time. For the first time since I got back in the air, my body starts tingling with excitement.

Hope. This is what hope feels like.

Joshua and Mira return to cheers and backslapping. Refilled and rehydrated, we head out—Eden and I. The noise of the crowd is enough to propel us to the chaser starting positions. We might actually make it.

For you, Ellie.

For you.

 

—

 

Capture the flag is up next, and we watch as Joshua, Ninedi, Kenta, and Mira make short work of first the Eagles, then the Thunderbirds. Great scores, but I know our lead is too small to allow Coach to relax. The Raptors are right on our tail, and they have Selena Lasker, the only other soloist who might make a dent in our score. She’s had an exceptional season and is touching on some of the records set by you and me. We hated her, at least in theory. We could have been best friends. She’s a year younger than me and a Pioneer. Most of the players in the tournament are.

“All right. Eden, Imogen. You’ll need scores in the low nines. Walk in the park.” Coach Young grins, a victim of her own mood swings.

The aerena is cleared of blox. The stage is set. How many times have I gazed out at the empty space between the spectator platforms and itched to be out there, twisting and turning and forgetting myself? That’s what it is, the solo. It’s like a meditation, a chance to stop thinking about anything but the next move, the next vector.

Dread comes out of nowhere, fills my head with doubt.

“Coach…”

“Gen?”

“I’m… I don’t know if I’m ready.”

Silence. “You don’t have to be. You only have to express yourself. Use it.”

“Use it,” Joshua repeats. I wince. I was on open vox. The whole team heard it.

“Use it,” the others join in, one by one, chanting my mantra: “Use it, use it, use it.”

 

—

 

Six minutes later, I return to the fleater under a raucous cheering and hooting from the spectators. It wasn’t amazing, but I made it work.

Coach Young is pleased. “You did good. I think we’ve got this.”

She thinks we got it. She used to be certain. I barely remember what I did out there, but I do remember what it felt like. It felt like practice, not like the real thing. A dispirited display. That’s what I would call it if I were a game announcer.

And sure enough: the points land in the low nines. One high eight. Enough to push us past the Eagles. With one solo left from the Eagles and one from Eden, we’re going to keep our position. Unless the Eagles have themselves a miracle and push toward mid-nines.

Ninedi and Mira have already decided that’s not going to happen and spontaneously perform a weird little zero g dance. Kenta hoots like a crazed loon until Coach Young barks at him to shut up. Eden takes to the air, her lips squeezed tightly together. Could be nerves. Could also be some sort of weird mix of relief of not having to shoulder the burden of a loss and disappointment over the fact that she has to fail miserably to make any kind of difference. I know the feeling all too well.

A few minutes later, as Eden’s points drop in (high eights), the Cannonballs are announced the winners of the first day of the last tournament.


 

SIX

According to Cannonballs lore, celebrating a win on the first day of the tournament jinxes it. I’m usually grateful to treat it like any other day of training: land on solid ground, shower, dress, get home. For once, I’d like the distraction to continue.

A mass of giddy fans greets us with a roar as we exit the clubhouse; I had almost forgotten about them. The others grin and wave. Ninedi pulls my arm into a wave as well, and I can’t help but smile. Okay, fine. It’s been a good day. I hope there’ll be more.

Mother and Father are waiting for me at the door. Mother grins, stretches her arms out, and rushes out to catch me in her arms. Father waits with a pleased but dignified expression. I know this drill. Every tournament win for the last seven years.

“You must be starving,” Mother says, pulling me into the house, as if I was about to leave, wrapping her arms around me and squeezing hard. “We can make anything you want!”

Father puts a hand on my shoulder and nods. “Well done,” he says. Big words, coming from him.

Smiling helps chase the emptiness away. Mother makes a cake, partly fabbed, partly homemade, and we devour it in one sitting. Not telling them what’s going on breaks me, little by little, and I know there’s no way to soften the impact of what’s coming. Avoiding them isn’t going to work very long, but right now, it’s all I’ve got. They think I’m worked up about the tournament, and that’s fine. It’s good cover. They probably approve, too, because they imagine it takes my mind off your untimely demise.

Stomach full, muscles sore, I excuse myself to my room to lie down on the bed. Pea bounces out of her dock and circles the room like a happy pet.

For two days now, I’ve been walking around like I’m a bot with a recycling date stamped on my back. Today helped, but it’s only a temporary fix. As soon as I got back down to ground level, the sword returned, sharper and heavier than before. Which means the rumbling mess of thoughts return as soon as I close my eyes to sleep.

…set an example…

…create a following…

…reawaken the old resistance…

I don’t know what any of it means. Or I know what the words mean, but I can’t see how it’s going to happen. The old resistance means there was one before. A long time ago. Anyone in it must be dead by now. Or at least very, very old. One thing is for sure: I can’t do this on my own.

 

Joshua

> You did good today

> Get together tonight?

> No celebration, just hang out

 

I groan. I should have known he’d call on me. I’m meeting Lex at 1800. I toy briefly with the idea of bringing Joshua—but imagining his face when we tell him about our little adventure in the drains has a sobering effect.

 

Imogen

> Love to, but I can’t.

> We’re visiting Grandfather.

> He wanted to congratulate me for today.

 

I grind my teeth. It’s a terrible lie, and I’m sure Joshua will see right through it. Seconds later, however, he replies:

 

Joshua

> Okay. Maybe tomorrow night?

 

I frown. He seems unusually eager. Meanwhile, a steady flow of congratulatory motes drop in from people I know and people I don’t know. Like every other year, the feed buzzes with details of today’s game, analyses that even Coach Young wouldn’t know what to do with. There’ll be a debrief soon enough. I should watch the highlights to prep for it, but I find myself going back to the very beginning, to watch Curator Dormer’s speech again. Scrubbing forward, her arms flap up and down like the wings of a bird.

“… the true nature of what’s going to happen two tendays from today is still shrouded in mystery.”

I replay it several times. What does it mean? We know exactly what’s going to happen two tendays from today, but not how it will play out. That’s the whole point of Planetwalker training. Is it some sort of sneaky reference to the radio messages? Laying the groundwork for a later reveal? A subtle way of preparing us for the shock?

No. Subtlety is not their strong suit. Until now, the Praesidium’s communication has been clear and easy to understand. What was it that CB077-1 said? The Praesidium has chosen to keep the Travelers in the dark.

…and will go to great lengths to keep its secret.

“Pea?”

“Yes?”

“Do you remember what CB077-1 said about the Praesidium’s plans?”

“Of course. I recorded everything. Would you like me to replay it for you?”

“No. What do you think about it?”

Pea stops moving around the room and edges closer to me. “You want to know what I think about the plan?”

“Yes.”

She takes a few seconds to reply. “You have never asked me an opinion before.”

“That’s true. Do you have one?”

“I am unsure of whether or not it qualifies. Opinions are human constructs. But I believe CB077-1’s assessments are reliable. What do you think?”

I sigh. Good question. I have barely been able to form a single clear idea about anything since the Observatory. Instead, I have a jumble of separate whims, not even actual thoughts, rolling around up there. Only one thing stands out among the chaff: I wish I didn’t have to think about it.

 

—

 

I tell Mother and Father that Commander Bowman will be coming over to work on some things. A suspicious glint in Mother’s eyes says she doesn’t exactly buy it but agrees for the sake of returning to normal. I have no explanation lined up for why we can’t do the “some things” in the Atheneum or at a Community Center, but she doesn’t ask.

The door buzzes at exactly 1800. I jump out of the chair and sprint to the door. I drop a sigh of relief at the sight of his commander uniform. I worried he’d be a moron and come dressed like a gentleman caller. He plays the part, too: his gaze steely and all business. Could have fooled me, too.

“Good evening, Mrs. Hart, Mr. Hart,” he greets my parents, reaching out to shake their hands. “I’m glad we finally got a chance to meet. I’m sorry for the intrusion, but there is precious little time left to work on the details for our mission, what with the tournament and all.”

Mother, clearly impressed, gives him a wide smile. “Not at all. Can we get you anything?”

“A glass of water would be most appreciated.”

I would have guffawed if things weren’t so messed-up. Lex receives a glass of water and brings it upstairs, to my room. As soon as I close the door, he relaxes visibly and laughs humorlessly. “Think they bought it?”

“They did. Good thinking about the time left.”

“Hello Pea,” he says, reaching out to pet her. “Our little lifesaver.”

“Thank you,” Pea says. I half expect her to coo and snuggle up against him.

“How can you be so casual about this?” I say, slumped on my desk chair. “I’m a wreck.”

He sits down on the edge of my bed and lets his eyes wander the room as he thinks. “Ever since I was a kid,” he says, searching the pictures on my walls, “I’ve been scared something bad would happen and we wouldn’t, you know, arrive and do what we’re supposed to do. I think I got it from Mother. She’s still scared, I think.” He looks up at me. “Ever feel that way?”

“No.”

“Not even a little?”

“No it… never occurred to me.” It’s true. Terribly naive, but true.

“Anyway, I think it was only about a year ago I finally thought that we were actually going to make it. That we’d be fine. So, to answer your question, I think, in some way, having feared it sort of prepared me for this? Does that make sense?”

This is a most unusual face for him, the altogether neutral. No smile, no grin, no glinting eyes, or tiny little dimples around the eyes. I’ve been privy to that face several times now, and it makes me feel excited and hypocritical at once. The strange thing is, I used to take your brother for a bit of a fraud. I think several of us in the squad did.

This guy, whom I’ve now bound myself to in more ways than one, has way more depth than I thought. And I realize now that maybe I felt the same way about you—but you never got the chance to prove me wrong.

 

—

 

Lex asks: “Do you believe it? Even the part about the Praesidium trying to cover it up?”

“Yes. You don’t?”

“Didn’t say that. But it’s so insane, you know? Why would they do that? Why would they try to fool us into thinking Alamea doesn’t even exist over, I don’t know, acting all surprised when it turns out to be settled? It doesn’t make sense!”

“That’s for sure. But wasn’t it William Harker who said: The larger and more audacious the lie, the easier it is to convince people that it’s true?”

“Aphorisms 1:14. It’s famously not his quote, though.”

Lex smiles, not a big smile, but enough to brighten his face, and I can’t help thinking how beautiful he is. “So,” he says. “What are we going to do?”

“I don’t know.”

“We could put it out there, see what happens.”

“I knew you’d say that.”

“And?”

I hesitate, betraying how scared I am.

“You don’t think anyone’s going to care?” Lex says.

“No. That’s not it. They might. But dumping it in the feed might not be enough. Plus it’ll be deleted instantly. Lori will be hunting for anything to do with the messages and Alamea and Fowler, and she’ll find it in seconds.”

“Then we’ll upload it again and again.”

“That won’t work either. She’ll cut us off.”

“But people will download it and store it on their armlets. It’ll spread.”

“Not fast enough. And it’ll be… you know, rumors. You heard the curator. They’re controlling the flow of information. Anything this obvious will be labeled a rumor immediately. And they’ll know where it came from. We’ll be shot down right away. You can kiss your Pioneer status goodbye.”

Lex shrugs. “Does it even matter anymore? We won’t be Pioneers either way, right?”

I stare at him, knocked breathless by the simple logic, or maybe the fact that I hadn’t even considered it. He’s right. There are two possible futures now: we will either be locked up inside this tin can forever, or we’ll be less-than-welcome refugees to an already developed planet. Neither one of those futures needs Pioneers.

Lex watches me intently, trying to bore through my stricken face. “Do you think they knew she knew? Ellie, I mean?”

“I don’t know,” I whisper, choking back the inevitable tears.

“I want to get back at them,” he says, his voice dark and important. “For what happened to her.”

“Me too.”

“This is our chance. We have to figure out a way to do it.”

“We can’t do it alone.” I clear my throat, forcing myself to ignore the burning sensation in my eyes. “We need… people. We have to tell them what’s going on. Warn them.”

“Warn who?”

“The team. Our teams! They have to know.”

“Why?”

“We can’t let it out there without telling them!”

“What good would it do?” Lex sounds peeved. “They’ll find out about it like everybody else if we go public with this.”

“I can’t do that to them. They deserve to know.”

Lex rears up to say something, then interrupts himself by letting out his breath. His eyes narrow. “Because of Ellie.”

“Yes!”

He stands up and paces the room for a bit. He stops to survey the pictures on the walls. My life in brief. Stops by Pea and peers into her eye. She peers back at him. It would be a cute moment if it weren’t for the sense of doom pervading the room like a bitter scent.

“Fine,” he says eventually. “We tell your team. The Cannonballs. We’re leaving the Eagles out of this. They won’t understand.”

“Sure about that?”

“I’m sure.”

“Is this some sort of tactic to destabilize my team so you have a better chance?” I ask, only half-joking.

“No!” he says. Then a laugh escapes his lips, and he adds: “That would be an unexpected benefit.”

I throw a pillow in his smug face. Lex hits me back, right in the kisser. And then the idea drops into my lap, out of the blue.

 

—

 

I knew there was a reason why I couldn’t let go of the thought of our house issuing an order to our bot. It’s been slowly cooking in my head since it happened, and I would have made the connection sooner if it hadn’t been for the unexpected overload of the last few days.

CB077-1 could access our house remotely and give it a job to do. It’s perfectly possible to make data flow in the opposite direction. In fact… I snap my fingers irritably and speak fast: “All we need is a virus. Something that infects other buildings, forcing them to work for us. Become our agents.”

“I don’t get it.”

“We can infect one building with a piece of software that instructs it to upload our info to the feed again and again.”

Lex stares at me with a mixture of confusion and admiration. “You can do that?”

“No. But I know someone who can.” Maester Fletcher’s old, furrowed face surfaces in my mind.

“He’ll never agree to do it.”

I bite my lip. That’s the big question. It’s cynical of me, I know, but there’s little love lost between Maester Fletcher and the Praesidium. He also knows what happened to Theodore Fowler. He might be game for setting up a nasty surprise. Which, of course, means full disclosure. I’m going to have to tell him everything.

“It’s a big ask, but I think he will. I want to tell the team first.”

“Fine. When?”

“As soon as possible. I’ll call an emergency team meeting.”

“Can you trust them?”

Another good question. I wish the answer was yes, but there’s no way to know how it will affect them. Some will be less inclined to believe than others. Eden, for obvious reasons. Mira might be borderline. Joshua could side with the Praesidium, seeing as he’s the new curator’s special assistant—but I don’t think so. His loyalty to me, to his team, is too strong. I know it is.

No, the reason why Joshua could mean trouble is another. I’m not worried he’ll blab to the Praesidium. I’m worried about his reaction to me and Lex and the things we’ve been doing. I’ve been keeping secrets from him, which is bad enough.

Then there’s the whole aerobatics tournament thing. Me and Lex. Enemies in the aerena, lovers in the ground? None of them will take kindly to that.

A heavy sigh escapes me.

“What?” Lex asks.

“When we tell them, try not to be… you.”


 

AND THEN THERE WERE FOUR


 

ONE

The mag doors slide shut behind me. Lex calls out from a seat next door down, cutting through the compact silence before the train starts moving: “Fancy meeting you here!”

So much for him trying to restrain himself. I can practically sense the excitement as I sit down and gently deposit my duffel bag beside me. The train accelerates smoothly away from Trieste station.

“I told you to meet me there!” I hiss at him. There’s few other people on board, but even so. I’m a stick-to-the-plan kind of girl.

“I’ve never seen the train so empty,” Lex says, ignoring me.

“I picked the time, didn’t I?”

“Do you know the peak hours of the mag by heart or something?”

“It’s called being observant.”

“Anyway, it doesn’t matter. They’ll see us whichever way we do this.”

“Fine.”

He’s right. Of course he’s right. And they should be watching. After that unsettling therapy session and the private audience with Curator Dormer, it’s abundantly clear that they already have their eyes on me. Our spelunking expedition into the depths of Conestoga may not be common knowledge in the Praesidium yet, but they know someone was down there with CB077-1.

Deep breath.

The hardest part of all this? To stop trying to think about everything at once. Every tutor I’ve ever had, including Coach Young, every teacher, they’ve all said the same thing: compartmentalize. Break it down into manageable chunks. I’ve always taken pride in my ability to do so, especially when it comes to Planetwalker duties. They’re the reason I exist, after all. But this… I can’t seem to find a way of pulling it apart. It comes at me full-on, a massive chunk of impending doom with no discernable seams or breaking points.

Lex reads my mind with ease. “How are you doing?”

“I’m good,” I say quickly. Too quickly. “You?”

“All things considered, I’m looking forward to this.”

“Only because you relish the idea of messing with my team.”

“Relish! Good word.”

We ride in apprehensive silence, my heart lodged in my throat and my lungs functioning at one-third capacity. I don’t know what it’s like to be led to one’s execution, but it must be something like this. I’m more nervous about bringing Lex to our clubhouse than what we’re going to unload on the team. It’s like inviting an enemy soldier to headquarters.

Lex looks focused enough for both of us. Good. Maybe he’ll loan me some. I glance at him gazing calmly out the window at the landscape rolling past, and a sense of gratitude wells up inside me. He shares the weight of the world with me. What would I do without him?

 

—

 

He rubs his hands together like a mad scientist as we reach the clubhouse.

”So! The Powderkeg.” he says. “Exciting!”

”It’s just a clubhouse.”

”We don’t have a cool name for ours. What would it be? ‘The Nest?’ Sounds a bit… wishy-washy.”

I grunt, not in the mood for small talk. ”Don’t talk about the tournament, okay? They’re going to be pissed off as it is.”

My hands shake as I flash my armlet past the scanner.

Here we go.

An abrupt silence fills the room as we step inside. Five frozen faces greet us, mouths wide open like they were about to start singing. I know them well enough to say that Ninedi will speak first. She’ll be openly hostile. Joshua will be indignant, like we’ve walked in on him in the locker room. Kenta will try to calm things down. Eden and Mira will glower.

Even before anyone speaks, a wave of affection moves me. I’ve known most of them all my life. Through minor setbacks, major disasters, bad scares and lesser skirmishes, we’ve stayed together. Even through losing you, the brightly burning beacon of our troupe. A host of emotions tumble around inside me like rocks banging around in a bucket.

”What’s he doing here?” Ninedi growls.

”He can’t come in here, this is our clubhouse!” Joshua says.

”This isn’t about the tournament,” I blurt out.

”I don’t care!” he says.

”We don’t have any secrets in here,” Kenta says, shrugging.

”Even so!” Joshua says.

”Thank you for that warm welcome!” Lex quips, his grin almost splitting his head in half. He’s loving this.

”Don’t,” I hiss.

”Don’t what?”

“Be an asshole.”

”You should have told us he was coming,” Ninedi says, glaring at me.

”What difference would it have made?” I ask.

”We could have met someplace else!”

”Listen, next time, we’ll meet at our clubhouse, how’s that?” Lex says, spreading his hands as an open invitation.

“Hopefully, there won’t be a next time,” Ninedi mutters.

The conversation goes in circles for a bit, all of them talking over each other and steadily raising their voices. Listening to them bicker, my body starts to tense up. Despite the comforts of this room and the presence of my friends, I can’t relax. I’m about to defile this place with what I know. I shake my head, already on the verge of tears.

Finally, Joshua holds his hands up and yells: “Hey! HEY! Be quiet, guys! Let’s hear them out.”

I glance at him. He doesn’t return it, and the steely note in his voice tells me he’s furious.

“Right,” Ninedi says. “What’s going on?”

”Yeah, this had better be good,” Mira says. ”I had duty tonight. Had to make up some lie about being sick. Maester Learner was not happy. I’m never sick,” she adds.

”It’s obviously important,” Kenta says. ”Emergency meeting, remember?”

”Plus he’s here,” Eden says, nodding at Lex.

”Hello, I’m Lex Bowman,” Lex says. ”I can hear you fine, so you can speak to me directly. I don’t need a go-between.”

”Have a seat,” Kenta says. ”Want something to drink?”

”We only have water,” Ninedi says.

”No we don’t,” Kenta says, tossing him a cold lemonade from the fridge.

”Are you quitting?” Ninedi asks me. “Are you joining the Eagles?”

“What? No!” I snort loudly at the idea.

“Hang on,” Lex says, “is that on the table?”

“NO!” we shout at him in unison.

He grins. “All right, all right. We’re a full team anyway. Sorry.” He studies the room while sipping his lemonade and pretending not to notice the others glaring at him.

“Okay, let’s have it,” Ninedi says, folding her arms across her chest.

“It’s… kind of hard to explain this, but I can prove it. All of it.” I stop talking, but my mouth keeps moving. I wish I had practiced before coming here. How do I break news like this to anyone, even if they are my best friends? Especially if they’re my best friends. How do I continue? How can I even phrase it?

Luckily for me, Lex spares me the agony. “Alamea is already settled,” he says. It sounds blunt, like swearing. “Humans from Earth got there hundreds of years ago and colonized it.”

 

—

 

Five pairs of eyes halfway out of their sockets stare back at us. Mouths open, but no sound. I can’t look. If I didn’t know the truth, what I said would’ve sounded utterly insane.

As prophesied, Ninedi speaks first. “You’re going to have to tell us a lot more than that.”

“We know,” I say, but Mira interrupts me.

“What’s it even mean, Alamea settled?”

“Exactly what I said,” Lex says. “Someone else got there first.”

“That’s impossible,” Eden says, but her face is the color of ash.

I tell them everything. The toy bunny and the bitglass. The radio messages from Alamea. Theodore Fowler’s story. The invitation to see his bot in the Observatory. Seeing space for the first time. Curator Dormer’s summons and warning. I stutter and stop at first, but the more I tell them, the easier it becomes, until the last of it rushes out of me and the tears dry out. And something miraculous happens. I’m weakened and fragile, as though my words are blood and I spilled most of it on the floor. But at the same time, I’m free.

Kenta’s face has turned an unhealthy shade of pale green. Mira keeps opening and closing her eyes as if trying to wake up from a bad dream. Even Ninedi, usually so cool-headed and logical, slumps like a sack of lemons in her armchair.

“This is… a lot. A lot,” Kenta mumbles.

”You can prove all of this, of course?” Eden asks.

“We can,” Lex says.

I open my bag, and Pea rises out of it like the surprise reveal in an illusionist’s routine. In the back of my head, I imagine her a bit hurt by having been stuffed in a bag.

“This is Pea,” I say. “Some of you know her already. She was with us in the Observatory. She recorded everything. Pea, go offline.”

“I already have,” she says. “Shall I show them?”

“Go ahead.”

The holo projection bathes the room with a shimmering, blue-white light. Someone gasps at the vast scenery of stars. Watching them now, I’m reminded of what it felt like to stand there and see it first-hand.

Small. Insignificant. Inconsequential.

A mote of dust floating in an endless void.

Glancing at the others now, seeing their faces change as they slowly, inevitably comprehend, I wish I could save them from it. This is what you felt, Ellie. This is what drove you to your end. Will it happen again? Can our friends take it? I want to interrupt Pea, put her back in the bag, and pretend it never happened—but it’s too late now. They have already grasped the full width of the disaster, and things will never be the same again.

The recording ends with Lex and me running across the walkways towards the ladder. Nobody speaks for a long time.

 

—

 

”I could have done without knowing this,” Kenta says eventually. He leans forward, puts his head between his knees and his hands on the top of his head as if bracing for impact.

“How did Ellie find the bitglass?” Mira asks.

”I don’t know.”

“How does he know?” Joshua says and tosses his head toward Lex.

I open my mouth to speak, but Lex is quicker: “She was obviously distracted in her duties,” he says in his commander voice. “Well, you know, she was acting weird. So I had to drag it out of her.”

“Acting weird?”

“You know. The incident at the gun range.”

“This true?” Joshua says to me in a low, menacing voice.

“Yes.”

”This doesn’t prove anything, you know” Eden says harshly, quivering like a guitar string. “Fine, there’s an Observatory. But anyone could have put that bot there and have it tell a story.”

“Pea, show the message files.”

The holo comes alive again, this time displaying the radio messages. She scrolls through the file slowly, giving them a chance to read it.

“Could be fake,” I say. “Of course it could. You don’t think I want it to be?”

“And what makes you so sure it isn’t some sort of hoax?” Eden says. “Not saying it’s you, I’m just saying.”

“Or a test,” Kenta says. “Maybe they’re testing us, to see what we do, you know, as part of the training?”

Grasping at straws. I know what to say next, but I don’t know how.

This is going to hurt.

”This is why she killed herself.” My voice trembles. ”Ellie killed herself because she knew, and the Praesidium did nothing to help her.”

 

—

 

The rekindled grief smeared across their faces takes me back to the reclamation. Old grief looks exactly like new grief. The same, heavy burden. Kenta closes his eyes and starts to rock back and forth, arms tied around his knees.

Joshua says: ”That’s a pretty serious accusation.”

”Makes sense though,” Ninedi says. ”Lori would have received it, deciphered it, and delivered it straight to the Praesidium. Why haven’t they told anyone? They’ve had ninety years.”

“I’m sure they’re trying to work out the best way to tell us,” Joshua says. “The Praesidium wants what’s best for us.”

“Didn’t you hear what the bot said?” Lex says. “They’re hiding it! And they killed a man for trying to tell the truth!”

“Says you and a bot,” Eden says. “I don’t buy it.”

“Then you should leave,” I tell her. She stares back at me, a dark shadow creeping across her face. “Right now.”

She bounces her angry attention from me to Joshua to Lex and back. “You’re kidding, right? You don't actually believe this crap? It’s nothing but lies and, and, and, and rumors!”

Electrified silence fills the Powderkeg, crackling in the dark corners, making my hairs on my arms stand up. When nobody speaks, Eden huffs loudly and stands. “I’m going home.”

When nobody else makes a move, she stops and glares back at us.

“You can't be serious?! It’s a scam! An attention grab! She knows she’ll never be as good as she was, so she makes up this—“

“That’s enough!” Joshua barks. “Stop talking, right now.”

Eden, her face now furiously red, rolls her eyes and storms out, slamming the door behind her.

“Well, that’s that, I guess,” Joshua says faintly.

“Even if it is true,” Kenta goes on, as if nothing big has happened, “what are we supposed to do?”

”Mutiny, obviously,” Ninedi says.

”That’s not funny,” Joshua says.

”I think it’s very funny.”

”Keep it to yourself, then.”

”Saying it is what makes it funny.” Ninedi rolls her eyes. “Guys, you know something’s been going on. It’s like they’re trying to rewrite our mission. It all fits.”

“It doesn’t ‘fit’! It’s insane!” Kenta sputters.

“Do you know the last time I had a shuttle sim?” Ninedi asks. “Thirty-two days. You saw what happened. They’ve sealed off the hangars. Nobody’s allowed up there. My tutor was reassigned to engineering duty on Sub3. Instead we have… her. And her stupid spirituality playtime. And what about your weapons training?”

Joshua heads her off: ”Can we not go off topic here? What’s the plan, seriously?”

“We show them,” I say.

“Show them what?”

“The film. The files.”

“You really mean this,” Kenta says, part awestruck, part weary.

”It’s not like I have a choice.”

”Why, though?” Kenta asks. “I mean, we arrive in two weeks; everyone will know then. If their plan is to wait, why can’t we?”

Their eyes all fall on me. For days I’ve been struggling to find the right words, and now they finally hit home. “I want them to pay for what they did to Ellie.”

 

—

 

The silence afterwards seems heavy, syrupy, like some sweet-scented gas hanging in the air around us. I don’t care what they think. I want them to know. They did this to you, and I want them to suffer. That’s all. Alamea be damned.

”Why didn’t Ellie tell anyone?” Mira asks, out of nowhere. She’s been so quiet, I almost forgot she’s here. She glowers at me in defiance. Can’t say I’m that surprised. Mira has a thing for the status quo. Doesn’t stop her from being right. It’s been nagging me since your reclamation. I can’t help thinking it’s my fault, that my inadequacies as a friend made her keep it to herself. That my shortcomings drove her to suicide. I don’t want to go down the rabbit hole, so I keep shoving it aside for later—but the mere suggestion turns me inside out, even if it’s only in my head. I stare back at her, trying to gauge the suspicion in her eyes. “I don’t know.”

“Right,” she says, and even though she sounds neutral, it sets off a loud klaxon in my head.

”Because I should have known something was going on, is that it?”

”No! I—”

”Maybe I should have known, but I didn’t, okay? Maybe that makes me stupid or a bad friend. I think about it every day already!“

”Gen,” Joshua interrupts.

I wheel around to face him. ”What?!”

”It was a question. You don’t need to bite her head off.”

The team is breaking apart right before my eyes, in the middle of the tournament. Sweat pools in the small of my back. I shouldn’t have said anything. I should’ve kept my mouth shut.

Except I couldn’t. On a deeper level, hidden under the anger and the desire for truth, like layers of fat under paper-thin skin, lies the inevitable diamond of truth: I want the Praesidium to pay for their lies. A clear violation of the very mission I’ve been trained for my entire life.

Vengeance feeds destruction. Forgiveness feeds progress. (Aphorisms 2:38) Clever girl, Imogen. You handled this one like a pro.

“I’m sorry,” Mira says finally, her voice dragging like a rock against the floor. “I can’t deal with this. I can’t.”

She pulls herself out of her seat and leaves.

“And then there were four,” Lex says, thankfully not wearing his obnoxious grin. Joshua would have socked him on the jaw if he had, Consitional upbringing be damned.

“Can’t you count?” Ninedi mutters.

Lex nods at the door. “I meant you guys. The Cannonballs.”


 

TWO

The day after our emergency meeting, I move around in a slow daze and try to sort out the things going on in my head. Lex, ever the optimist, keeps moting me ironically appropriate motivational memes and quotes from William Harker’s Aphorisms. Kenta sent one mote, promising to speak with Mira, but I doubt it will change anything.

The one I really want to hear from is Joshua, but he keeps ghosting me. Not that I can blame him. I hit them with some seriously bad news, and I should let them deal with it in their own time.

But man, I can’t help it. I was hoping for some support.

I close the feed and my eyes, hoping I’ll fall into a deep sleep and, when I wake up, everything will turn out to be a bad dream.

In Lab 17, the lights burn unusually bright. A deactivated companion bot stands in the middle of the room, its head carapace removed so I can see the circuits and cables that make up its “brains.” Maester Fletcher circles it with the rapt face of a caveman who’s encountered a strange artifact outside his dwelling. He doesn’t notice I’m here, so I sit down at my desk. My hands shake as I unzip the bag to let Pea out. For the second time in as many days, she signals her displeasure by pointedly zooming out of the bag and taking stock of the room.

After a while of peering at the bot, Maester Fletcher lets out a sigh, ambles over to his desk, and turns the lights down to a comfortable forty percent.

Deep breath, Gen. Deep breath.

“Maester?” He grunts in response. “I need your help. It’s about… the radio messages I found.”

He glances up at me. “I thought you had let that go.”

“I didn’t. I know everything about it. And Theodore Fowler. I can tell you, but I need your help.” A solid drum beats fast and hard in my chest. “If you could write a self-replicating virus…”

He stares at me at length. For the first time since I’ve known him, I’m able to face him and not turn away.

“I wouldn’t ask if I could think of any other way to put the information out there.”

He purses his lips. “You want to try and trick Lori. You can’t. As soon as you set the virus loose, three things will happen: Lori will kill it instantly. Your Pioneer status will be revoked—again. And no more tournament. Also, four things, you and me will be on Sub 2 farming algae before the day is out.”

“I’m not going to set the virus loose myself.”

I explain the plan to him without telling him what I know. Strangely enough, a soothing calm settles in my mind as I speak. By the time I’m finished, it’s like we’re having an everyday conversation—if there ever was such a thing to be had with Maester Fletcher. My pulse is even down from small rodent to regular human.

He listens carefully. Afterwards, he leans back, closes his eyes, and sits absolutely still for so long I’m convinced he fell asleep. Any second now, he’s going to start snoring. It’s happened before.

At long last, he opens his eyes, unclasps his hands and points to the bot still standing on the floor of the lab. “You know what this fellow was doing? He was trying to drink a glass of water. Except he has no mouth, so he poured water into the speaker grille.”

“It happens.”

“It does, but only if the inhibitor software malfunctions and the bot starts imitating people around it because it thinks it’s required to.”

“Why did you pick it apart?”

“Oh, you know… I’m curious,” he says.

“You’ve seen a thousand of them.”

“There’s always something new to learn.”

He trains his eyes up and down the gleaming exterior of the bot. I’ve seen that look on his face before—usually before he retreats to his inner sanctum and doesn’t come back out for the rest of the day.

So. Back to square one, then.

I try to hide my disappointment. If he’s going to pretend I didn’t say anything, I had better pretend too. The silence sits like a big cushion between us, sucking up all sounds.

Until Maester Fletcher’s low, raspy voice drifts across to the room: “What you want is a worm, not a virus.”

“Sorry?”

“A virus requires a host software to work, because it writes itself into the software. A worm is its own software, as it were. When it reaches a host and infects it, the worm replicates itself and attempts to spread to any other host connected to the first. Meaning the spread is exponential—the first host infects ten others, who each infect ten more and thence down the rabbit hole. Thousands of hosts infected in a matter of seconds. In this case, you want the worm to also force the host to create an anonymous feed account and upload the information to it.”

“And Lori won’t be able to destroy it?”

“Oh, she will eventually. But not fast enough for what you have in mind.”

“Can you create a worm?” I ask with bated breath.

“Of course. The question is why I should do such a foolish thing?”

So here goes. I’ve never tried to appeal to my Maester’s emotions before, mostly because I’m not sure he has any. This had better work, or it’s back to square one. “Because I know why Ellie killed herself.”

 

—

 

Telling the story a second time in as many days, I’m surprised at the ease with which it pours out of me. It’s as if the implications are less volatile now. And perhaps they are. I’ve already blown the team apart, so how could it get any worse?

Maester Fletcher takes it rather well. His deadpan expression betrays nothing of what he’s thinking; he simply sits there, absolutely still, hands resting on his round belly, studying me.

Pea, finished showing what she showed my team the day before, shuts the holo down and flits around the room for a bit as if stretching a pair of imaginary legs. She orbits the bot a couple of times, curious. After a while, she settles over my right shoulder.

“I like you, Pea,” Maester Fletcher says, out of the blue. “Everyone should have a companion like you.”

“Thank you, sir,” Pea says. “The feeling is mutual.”

Maester Fletcher chortles. His dark eyes land on me, briefly, and he grunts. “Of all my students, you’ve always been my favorite, you know.”

My mouth opens and closes a couple of times. “Thank you, I—“

“Better say it now, because I might not have another chance once this is done.”


 

THREE

“I thought you’d like it.”

Your mimic looks around at the deep, dark green of the nightly woods. A single lamp on a pole illuminates the little clearing. We’re sitting on a couple of large and suspiciously comfortable rocks. Above us, nightly Conestoga sparkles. I follow her gaze.

”It’s nice.”

“I hear the Cannonballs won the first game. Congratulations.”

“Thanks.”

“Eden is working out fine after all?”

“I guess.”

Eons ago, when I did the first of these sessions, I was impressed with how much it resembled real life. The scenery, the sounds, the smells. It took me a while to understand that what I experienced wasn’t shown to me—it was made by me. I conjured the images, the smells, the sounds, even you, from my memories of her. The AI needed only use what I already knew to help my brain create our meetings and make them lifelike. But they missed a key ingredient, and I could never figure out what it was—until now.

Nerve. Electricity. Vibes. That’s what’s missing. The indescribable thing that goes on between two people in a room—the thing one can’t touch or smell or taste, but one still experiences, somehow.

Last time, though, something else happened, and I sit here in dread, waiting for its mood to flip again. Or whatever it was.

“What else is going on in your life?”

“Nothing.”

“Are you worried about something?”

A let out a hollow laugh. Why, yes, thank you. You see, right now, while we’re talking, a tiny little software called a worm is spreading from building to building and uploading information that our dear Praesidium desperately don’t want anyone to see. My idea, really—but Maester Fletcher perfected it. Ingenious little thing, the worm. Pea brought it to the community center in Trieste and dumped it in the building’s AI. The worm got to work immediately, copying itself to the next thirty buildings or so on the direct network. At the same time, it created a bogus feed account and posted a series of messages and a video of me and my friends—faces blurred, of course—talking to this bot hiding out in what’s called an Observatory, and… but I don’t want to bore you with the details.

So yeah, I’m a little bit worried about that right now.

“No.”

The mimic turns its head slightly, then glitches almost imperceptibly: the head jerks back rapidly, almost like a movie with a few frames missing, and then it turns the head again.

“What were you thinking?” she asks. Smiling.

“What do you mean?”

The AI controlling the mimic knows your facial tells—the dimples that showed when you were joking or being sarcastic, the way you squinted when thinking hard about something. None of that now. Only your round, neutral face. “You know what I mean.”

She can’t possibly know about what’s going on, but my insides still jolt like I’ve been dropped from a very great height.

“You’re glitching. Let me out.”

“I worry about you.”

“You can’t worry about anything, you’re a mimic. I said, let—“

“I think you blame yourself,” the mimic says, growing distant and cold now, staring into the woods. “And maybe you should.” I stare back, words sticking to the roof of my mouth. “Come on, Gen. They know what you did. What you think you’ve found. Why else do you think the curator wanted to speak to you?”

“How did you—“

“I know everything. But it’s too late now. It’s better for everyone if you stopped doing what you’re doing, because it’s not helping anyone. Least of all your parents.”

“Leave them out of this!”

“If you tell me what else you know, I can let you in on a little secret.”

“I don’t—I have nothing more to tell you, now let me out of here!”

The mimic’s smile distorts your beautiful face. Defiles it. I want to smash it to bits, but I can’t move.

“Have you never wondered why you don’t have a sister or a brother?”

“What…?” Encased in ice, my heart beats slower, heavier. I shiver from the cold.

“You never asked them, did you? I always thought you were a bit of a coward about it. Fearless in the aerena, a wimp at home.”

“I did ask! Mother told me… after me she couldn’t… she…”

“If that’s what you want to believe, fine. You don’t have to tell me anything. And I don’t have to tell you.”

“Let me out. Now.”

“Fine. Please remember they’re watching you and your little friend. Oh, and by the way—they have some very interesting footage of you and Mr. Bowman. I believe a certain aerobatics team would be very interested to see it as well. Not to mention your parents.”

I raise my head, expecting the avatar to have been replaced with Curator Dormer. But it’s still here, peering at me with your friendly eyes and even friendlier smile. It puckers your lips and makes a smacking noise, followed by a girlish little giggle—your giggle.

“You only have yourself to blame. It’s because you only think about yourself. You always have.” She tilts her head now, like a puppy expecting something from its master. “Do you think I would still be alive if you had been less selfish? If you had really cared about me, don’t you think things would have been different?”

“Let me out!” I scream, but nothing happens.

A trickle of laughter. Eyebrows hiked up in mock surprise. “Such a waste. Fine, you can go. Take this with you: it’s not wise to bite the hand that feeds.”

I tear at my headgear, trying to peel it off. Kick at the restraints. Squirm to escape the seat. The machinery creaks and groans; I can hear it through the illusion surrounding me. “Let me out!” I scream at the top of my lungs, and the simulation ends abruptly—one second it’s there, the next I’m in the box. Tears flood my eyes as I tear off the straps and push the rig up and away. Stalking down the corridor, I hear you say: “You didn’t help.” I slap my hands over my ears and run.


 

FOUR

Well, the news is out.

It takes me a moment to register the mood shift on the mag. After spending two hours alone with a surlier-than-usual Eden Messenger, trying to make her understand her role as a wingman, waypoints and maneuvers occupy my mind. She didn’t mention anything about the meeting, and neither did I. She wanted no part in it, and that’s what she’ll have.

Except everyone will have a part in it, and soon. Maester Fletcher and I have made sure of that.

The passengers on the train have their armlet going. All make hushed conversation, heads close together, shoulders hunched, eyes flitting nervously around. As I press past them to find a deserted corner to hide in, words drift in and out of my consciousness.

…can you believe it…?

…it looks real but how do we know it is real…?

…why would anyone do this…?

I note with some strange mixture of excitement and fear that the Feed is a total mess. Post upon post made by hundreds of different anonymous users with a random string of letters and numbers for handles and pixelated nothings for avatars. One by one they are taken down, but each deleted post is immediately replaced by ten more. Few other posts have a chance of being noticed as they are quickly drowned out by new copies of the original message: 

 

At 1230, Iuyerw876435iuj said

What the Praesidium DON’T want YOU to KNOW: the TRUTH about ALAMEA.

View file > RADIO MESSAGES FROM ALAMEA

[film]

 

For each post, the film starts playing, showing Pea’s point of view as CB077-1 talks, and the stars wheel past in the background. It’s heavily edited, only bits and pieces left, but enough to grant a general idea.

I quickly clamp a hand over the feed and check my surroundings.

Nobody knows it’s me yet, silly girl.

Then why do I keep worrying about other people even throwing glances at me? Sure, they recognize me—but they recognize Imogen Hart, the aerobatics champion. Not Imogen Hart, the crazy traitor. I turn to face a corner of the car and bring the feed back up. I watch with numb fascination as the war of the posts rages on. It’s Lori, playing the stupid Harvest Fair game where one hits monster heads peeking up through holes with a rubber mallet. Meanwhile, she’s also hunting the worm itself to destroy it and stop the spread.

War. That’s what this is.

Several motes drop in, mostly from Lex, writing subdued one-liners so as not to expose us. The Cannonballs are conspicuously silent, probably for the same reasons.

 

Lex

> Can you believe this

> It’s like wildfire

> They can’t ignore this, that’s for sure

> Why don’t they just kill the feed?

 

I hover over the keyboard, but I can’t think of any way to reply without outing myself. Not that it matters. They already know. Nerves jangling, I shut the armlet down and stare out the window.

For the first time, the view seems alien, as though Conestoga has been replaced by a slightly blander copy. The cornfields and orchards; the roads between them; the blue water of the rivers and lakes; the grey-white mass of buildings in Atlas City, far up the counterclock curve—all of it subtly different. One shade of color up or down, the river running through one twist too many. Even the people on the mag are different. Dimmer, less defined. And with this vision of the world comes the idea that something terrible is only seconds away from happening. It’s like a persistent déjà vu, an unwelcome premonition that doesn’t go away.

At the same time, it’s deeply satisfying to see it happening and know I did it. That they didn’t see it coming.

Moves and countermoves. What will their response be?

 

—

 

I turn on the news stream as soon as I return home. Here’s Allyn Clarke reporting live from Atlas City and Pioneer Park, where a growing crowd is gathering. Lots of angry, talking, shouting faces. Clarke walks around the various smaller groups of Travelers, asking why they’ve come and what they’re doing here.

“I want to know if this is real!”

“Did they know this whole time?”

“We want to know the truth!”

I stare at the mass of uproarious faces with a mounting sense of pride. I did this. I made it happen. Which, to be fair, should make me quake in my boots—but for the moment, all else aside, it’s pretty cool. A terribly childish and irresponsible thought, but I can’t deny it.

I still have a dumb grin on my face when Mother and Father join me. Together we watch in silence as the horde grows and starts to move. They are marching on William Harker Atheneum, across the Walk of the Ancients. Leading the hundreds-strong crowd is Quentin Teller and the Shakespeare Society Players, all dressed in a wonderfully anachronistic mix of theater clothes, as if they left the stage right in the middle of a performance. Whenever the camdrone focuses on a face, I try to gauge the mood. Anger, fear, confusion written on their faces.

 

Lex

> We should be there

> Party of the century

 

Imogen

> I’m scared enough as it is, thanks.

 

Allyn Clarke detaches himself from the throng and regroups at the edge of the park, a safe distance from where the walkway park starts. He tries to keep some sort of narrative going, but he is clearly shaken by the goings on, and another one of those waves of satisfaction hits me.

This is my vengeance.

“This is dangerous,” Father mutters, plucking a hot muffin out of the kitchen fabber.

I make an effort to look neutral. “Why?”

“People are wound up. Between that Dormer woman and Arrival, it doesn’t take much to set things off.” He munches calmly on the muffin. “That guy,” he adds, pointing to the screen as the camera turns to Quentin Teller’s heavily made-up face. “He’s always been quick to draw.”

“You’re not making any sense.”

He sighs. “I only mean, people like him act quickly and rashly on very little information. How long has this been going on? A couple of hours? And he’s already out there, heading a riot.”

“It’s not a riot, dear,” Mother says. “It’s a demonstration.”

“This is exactly the kind of thing that Dormer woman warned about. Rumors.”

“I thought you said there was something wrong with her,” Mother says.

“That doesn’t mean she can’t be right.”

“What if it’s true?” I ask, still playing the neutrality game.

Both Father and Mother turn their heads to me. Father says: “That’s not possible.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because it is!” he says and jams the last of the muffin into his mouth.

“Did you even watch it?” I ask. “Do you even care?”

That, at least, spooks them. Father draws himself up and takes up an important tone of voice. “I have better things to do with my time than—“

“Well then, let’s check it out!” I say, my cheeks burning. I open the feed. The battle for supremacy still goes on—posts are posted, posts are removed—but it’s already going much slower. Lori slowly gains the upper hand. I flick the film to the screen, and it starts immediately. Two blurry figures whispering. A wall of beautiful stars glittering like gemstones set in bedrock. Mother gasps, Father stops chewing.

“Are those…?” Mother whispers.

“Stars. Yeah. This is the Observatory. Now listen to this.” I roll my finger in the air, scrubbing the video forward.

“…interstellar travel. Seven hundred and twelve years ago, Alamea was first landed upon and colonized. It has since gained independence, and is now home to about seventy million…”

“You don’t believe this tripe, do you?” Father says through clenched teeth. He raises a hand to pause. “Listen to me. The Praesidium wants what’s best for us. They will not stand for this. And neither will I,” he adds, standing up. Muffin crumbs rain onto the floor. Something for the cleaner bots to take care of. “Get rid of it. I don’t ever want to see it in our house again.”

“That’s it, isn’t it?” I yell at his receding back. I don’t know where the anger comes from, but it swells up big and black and beautiful. “Pretend it doesn’t exist and it’ll be alright? Anything that doesn’t fit into your perfect idea of the world, sweep it under the rug! Like why you only had me!”

Mother gasps loudly, it sounds like a sob. Father freezes like a still frame. I’m standing up now. I don’t remember how I got up.

“You thought I didn’t know? How great is that?! Let Imogen think she’s all alone, it’ll be fine! Never talk about it and it goes away!“

“You,” Father says, turning toward me, slowly raising his hand to point at me. His face glows dark red, and veins I have never seen before snake across his temples. I can almost hear the blood pumping through them. He stares at me for a few, furious seconds. Then he turns on his heel and walks out into the orchard.

Mother hesitates but eventually follows him out, leaving me alone with Pea.

 

—

 

I hide myself in my room, watching the protest march reach the mall. Lex on the armlet. Pouring into the mall, the crowd looks small, consumed by the vast, open space. They’re chanting now, something about truth.

“They sound angry,” I say.

“Uh-huh,” Lex says, unable to hide his glee. “Give us truth or give us… something. Death?”

Allyn Clarke, now commenting from a Papa drone hovering above the mall, reports that the illegal gathering now counts at least a thousand heads. Meanwhile, the feed slowly turns back to normal. A few copies of the message pop up, but they disappear within seconds. Lori has finally managed to kill the worm.

Allyn Clarke clamps a hand to his ear. “I’m told… yes, my fellow Travelers, apparently the high curator himself, our beloved John Sage will make an appearance and speak to the protesters tonight. Ladies and gentlemen, this is something unprecedented in the history of Conestoga.”

“I’m pretty sure that’s not true, though,” Lex says. In the darkness of his room, only his face can be seen on the holo, glowing deep blue and mysterious.

The camera angle switches from high above the mall to a much lower altitude, moving toward the balcony above the main entrance.

Fear grabs a hold of me. What if he tells the truth?

Lex doesn’t think so. “He won’t. Can’t!”

“Maybe they’ll torch the place.”

“Like they did during the Great Death? I’d watch that.”

“This isn’t funny, Lex!”

The double doors open, and the high curator strides out, wearing a billowing white robe and his best smile on a tense face.

“See that look?” Lex says. “He’s not happy about this.”

“Would you be?”

“Guess not.”

“My fellow Travelers!” the high curator says, holding his hands up to quiet down the people gathered beneath him. “Please! Please!” The crowd finally quiets down enough for him to be heard properly. “My friends. I have great news. As of a few minutes ago, our vigilant shipboard AI has eradicated the malware that has been spreading the lies you have seen and heard. The Verse has been purged. Rest assured we will make an inquiry and bring the responsible to justice.”

A roar of dissent rises from the crowd. People shake their fists in the air. It’s as though I’m watching myself watching this surreal show taking place. My mind has trouble keeping it real.

High Curator Sage raises his hands again. “Friends! Friends! They are lies! Utter, despicable lies designed to make you doubt our purpose, make you waver in your resolve!”

A clear voice rings out: “It looks real enough to us!” The camdrone quickly pans around for the dissenting voice and finds—Quentin Teller. He stands at the head of the throng, arms crossed over his high-waisted vest. The enormous puffs on his red pants and his high-contrast stage make-up lends an air of satire to the whole thing. Like it’s a staged show, all of it.

“This guy,” Lex says.

“We understand your fears,” the high curator says, slightly strained now. “We will stop at nothing to bring light to this matter, and when we do, you will see that it is all falsehoods!”

“We saw the stars!” Teller shouts. Several more voice their agreement.

“Trickery! It’s all trickery!” High Curator Sage bleats. “There is no Observatory! There is no such place!”

Lex and I both gasp. “He said it!”

“Wow,” Lex says, nodding. “I didn’t think he would. He cracked fast!”

“Do you think—“ I start to ask, but the connection breaks; he’s cut off, and the flashing yellow triangle with an exclamation point flashes in the upper right corner.

The news feed on the wall screen goes on, however, and I watch as the crowd begins chanting again and the high curator retreats back through the double doors with deep frustration and anger on his otherwise-angelic face.

I try to reach out to Lex, but it’s as if the Verse isn’t there anymore. Nothing loads.

“They did it,” I whisper to Pea. “They killed the Verse.”


 

FIVE

The blackout lasts the night. In the morning, the Verse is back up and running. An explanation published on the Praesidium notice board reads: Following yesterday’s malware attack, central intelligence performed a sweep-and-purge of the Verse, which required a maintenance reset. Some systems and services damaged in the attack will continue to be offline for reasons of Traveler safety.

A maintenance reset was needed to make sure the last remnants of the worm were indeed gone, but the worm itself did not harm any systems or cause any disruption to any services. It was designed not to, but something tells me the Praesidium will continue to spin the story. Eager to find out what systems and services were “damaged,” I check into the Feed at breakfast.

As I thought. The Feed only accepts a maximum of one hundred and twenty character length text messages. No video, no photography.

What was it CB077-1 had told Lex and me in the Observatory? The Praesidium will limit our access to the Verse and call it public safety. Until it can be completely shut down. A cold shiver runs down my spine, like a frozen thought traveling my nervous system into every limb.

Direct messaging still works. I have a couple of new motes in my inbox. One from Lex, late last night, still going on about the protests. The crowd outside the Atheneum milled about for a few more hours into the night, after which it dispersed peacefully. New protests were announced this morning, as soon as the Feed came back online. A rally in Pioneer Park this afternoon. Lex is very enthusiastic.

 

Lex

> We have to be there!

 

Imogen

> No way

> We’ve done our part

 

Lex

> You’re joking, right?

> It’s not done

> You have to come

 

Imogen

> Why do you sound like an organizer all of a sudden?

 

Lex

> You know what I mean

 

Protesters are already gathering in Atlas City. Hundreds of posts creatively describing the mood litter the feed. I switch to the newscast. Camdrones covering Pioneer Park capture the scene: a multi-headed throng, shouting and waving their signs and their fists. A group of protesters struggle with a very large banner catching the light breeze. Laughing and chasing the fluttering ends of it, they eventually regain control. The Shakespeare Society Players are building a makeshift stage at the edge of Pioneer Plaza. Teller is wearing a frock coat, very elegant shoes, and a tall, cylindrical hat. I’m almost fond of seeing their weird cosplay getups and stark makeup. I’m happy to hand over the torch.

 

Imogen

> Check out the news

> Teller and his crew

> Why are they showing this at all?

 

Lex

> It’s a roll-call!

> We have to be there!!!

 

Imogen

> Fget it

> I have practice now anyway

> Tournament’s still on, loser

 

Joshua motes as if he too got the mote, checking my status for this afternoon. I reply quickly, thankful for how easy it is to sound neutral in writing. Yes, I’m fine. Yes, I’ll be there.

Then the stream pulls me back into its thrall.

I did this. I’m still trying to wrap my head around it. As embarrassing as it is to admit, I have no real plan. I don’t know what the next move is. Should I sit this out, let the chips fall where they may or dive headfirst into it? I’m sure CB077-1 would tell me to make a move. It’s what Lex would say, too. But the scale of it frightens me more than I thought it would.

I know what they call it.

That’s right. Naiveté.

Allyn Clarke shows up at the park. He walks around among groups of protesters asking questions, surprisingly comfortable with the goings-on compared to his pale-faced reporting yesterday.

“Why have you come here?”

“We want the truth!”

“The truth about what?”

“Man, did you sleep all day yesterday or what?”

Clarke moves on to another group, asking them similar questions with similar results. Eventually, the novelty wears off, and Clarke starts making his way out of the park, stopping by the stage construction to exchange a few words with Teller. It’s an informal interview, and I get the distinct feeling they know each other.

“Mr. Teller,” Allyn Clarke says. “Can you explain why you put so much stock in a rumor?”

“It’s more than a rumor, Allyn,” Teller says, only partially turned to the camdrone. “Can you prove that it is?”

“What is it you hope to achieve?”

“We hope that the brave Travelers who made the video will gain enough confidence to show themselves. To speak freely of what they have seen—here, on stage, because those words cannot be censored or deleted.”

“What do you expect to happen if they do appear?”

“I expect the Praesidium to tell the truth! Is Alamea already settled? Was all this,” Teller adds, gesturing at everything, at Conestoga, “pointless?”

I quickly swipe a hand through the air, shutting it off before Allyn Clarke can ask another question. I have to go. Not only so I won’t be late to training—I want to be as far away from all of this as possible, and that means only one thing: the Eye. Up there, in the aerena, where nothing can reach me.

 

—

 

I’m the first to arrive, and I have the place to myself for a while. I practice my solo routine for thirty minutes until my muscles know the choreography by heart. I keep any other thought at bay, recounting each instant of the flight to myself out loud.

When I head back toward the fleater, a lone figure waits for me there. It’s Joshua. I didn’t see him arrive.

”Looks good,” he says.

”Thanks.” I watch him stow his bag on the clamp rack underneath the propellant docks. He does everything, even the most menial tasks, meticulously and with infinite patience. I’ve always admired him for his ability to keep cool in any situation. He keeps his back to me, rummaging for something in the bag. Reaches out to catch a wayward roll of athletic tape attempting to escape. ”Look, I—”

”The less I know the better,” he cuts me off.

“Sure, yeah, okay. Makes sense.”

Joshua turns around, catches a wayward glove before it can drift off, and says: “You went ahead and did it.”

“You don’t think I should have? You don’t believe us?”

He glances my way. “Why did you tell us? What was the point of that, huh? You could have let us find out the same way as everyone else.”

“I… we did it for you, because you’re our friends.”

“I mean you, Gen. I don’t think Lex felt the need to inform the Cannonballs of what was going on.”

“What do you think? Ellie, of course. Because it was Ellie!”

“Right. Because you cared about her. So you and Lex dug this stuff up together, but you didn’t bother including me.”

“Look, I know you’re angry, but I—“

“I’m not angry. I’m disappointed.” He looks at me finally. He means every word, and I can’t even begin to defend myself. He has every right to be disgruntled, and I need to let him speak his mind. “But I guess that doesn’t matter. You need to be more careful, Gen. I know you only want the truth, but you did this without stopping to think.”

“Do you believe it?”

“What does matter what I believe? We were in one place before you let this out there, and now we’re in a different place. What I believe has got nothing to do with it.”

”Look, I—”

”I’m on your side. But this isn’t going to be pretty.”

”I know,” I mumble.

”Also, Eden has asked Coach to cut you from the team.”

”What?!”

”I’m handling it. She’s furious. She thinks you’re a traitor.”

“I guess I am, to her,” I say. “What do you think?”

He ignores the question. “Anyway, you understand that they already know you did this, right? Turn around.” As he checks my propellant pack and the suit connectors, he adds: “The only reason they haven’t disciplined you yet is that they don’t know how.”

“They don’t have any evidence.”

“If the Praesidium can murder someone and erase them from all records, do you honestly think finding evidence is going to be a problem for them? Back around.”

It’s not the meaning of what he said that makes me go cold all over. It’s the way he said it. So calm, so certain. He pats me down in front and give me a thumbs-up. I’m clear to go.

”How’s Lex doing?” Joshua asks.

”He wants us to join the protests.”

Joshua laughs. ”I’m sure he does. He never did care about anyone else but himself.”

”He cares for people, he’s just not very good at showing it,” I blurt out.

Once more, Joshua gives me that look. Unsurprised-and- bemused. Sad-and-amused. ”Good to know,” he says, pulls his visor down, and takes off for a warm-up flight.


 

SIX

As soon as I leave the house, it’s like a sixth sense kicks into gear. Am I being followed? I twist my head around several times, quickly, to catch them in the act—but each time, there’s nobody there. Then I remember: I have my own drone. Parking the bike, I scan the sky for it, without any luck.

The mag brakes hard, and I reflexively grab the edges of my seat to not slide off. Other passengers are not so lucky; a middle-aged man goes flying down the length of the car and slams into the far wall, and an elderly woman tumbles to the floor with a shrill whoop. Once the train comes to a full stop, I scramble to my feet and press my face to the window. I can barely see the front of the train as the track curves up ahead, coming into Atlas City, through Pioneer Park. A message flashes on the screens:

 

EMERGENCY STOP—FOREIGN OBJECT ON TRACK

 

On the ground, about six meters below, a throng of people move toward the park like a huge flock of bots. Some carry signs and banners stretched out between poles. Mouths open, necks strained, shouting something I can’t hear.

They’re angry and free.

There’s freedom in anger, my grandfather once said. Like most such pearls of wisdom, I had to grow older before I understood what he meant. This isn’t the first time I’m angry, but all the other angers have been petty compared to this. Like little prisons of the mind. Without walls to bounce off, without bars to glimpse the outside, anger takes flight. It’s the image I’m conjuring in my mind: a black tangle of rage flying aerobatics.

I turn my attention to the injured man. He’s conscious, at least, but eyes me with drowsy confusion. When I try to move him to a seat, he groans and protests. With the help of another passenger, we lift him up and put him down on a seat. He complains about chest pains. He may have broken a rib.

Almost imperceptibly, the train starts moving again, easing into the station and coming to another full stop. The doors open, and the noise of the crowds comes rushing in like a gust of wind. A medbot steps inside to take care of the unfortunate man who crashed into the wall. I let the bot on first, then exit.

Below the station, in the park, people are milling around, chanting and waving signs. It smells of dirt and grass kicked up by the protesters’ feet. I stay on the platform, watching from above how more and more people move towards the stage at the far end of the park.

I’m right there, watching it going on, and yet the noise and the crowd seem like abstractions. Recordings from a different age. A time of great turmoil and strife, like the Great Death.

”In my day, we didn’t question the Praesidium,” someone says. I turn my head to find an elderly man standing beside me. His impeccable grey hair sweeps like a wave over his head. He glances at me, his body bent but his eyes alert.

”Maybe you should have, sir,” I hear myself say.

The old man whips his head around to glare at me again, squinting as if he mistook me for someone else. I can tell his age from the fine network of wrinkles in his face. Well over ninety, pushing a hundred. A few years short of being Theodore Fowler’s contemporary. I wonder if he knows something. Perhaps I should ask him. Sir, you don’t happen to know about a mutiny? But the old man’s eyes tells me I’m already in too deep.

Slowly, a grin spreads on his face as an idea starts to gain traction in his mind.

”Maybe we should have,” he says.

 

—

 

Lex waits for me at the foot of the stairs, grinning wildly.

”Can you believe this?” he greets me, gesturing at the crowd. ”I mean, I knew it would make a splash, but not like this!”

”Keep it down!” I hiss. ”I’m not sure I should be here.”

”I am. Come on, let’s go closer.”

We make our way through the park, weaving in and out of groups of Travelers that have been here all day. People on blankets with picnic meals spread out between them, people sitting in groups composing holos on their armlets.

“Kind of like game day, isn’t it?” Lex says. He’s right, though this gathering is not as goofy and colorful. But the fear of being caught red-handed keeps growing, and only Lex’s hand in mine stops me from turning on the spot and running away.

We’re a good thirty meters away from the stage when I pull on his hand.

”This is close enough.”

He desperately wants to be right there, in the thick of it, but seeing the fear in my eyes, he nods. ”Okay, sure.”

Teller climbs the stage, brandishing a bullhorn. Feedback screeches as he turns it on. The crowd surges forward, pushing us closer. Teller sweeps the crowd with a determined look on his face and speaks into the bullhorn: ”Greetings, fellow Travelers!” The fellow Travelers greet him back with a roar. ”First off, the rules. Rule number one: There will be peace. No fighting, no violence. Rule number two: There will be respect. No shouting, yelling, name calling, or profanity. And rule number three: There will be truth!”

”Truth!” the crowd roars.

Teller grins. ”I’m told we’re about twelve hundred people in this park today. Let’s hope we’re two thousand by the end of this day!”

At this, the crowd goes wild, hooting and shouting and applauding. Those closest to the stage wave their arms like revelers, dancing on the spot like they’re at a completely different kind of show—a concert in their minds, maybe. The bullhorn screeches each time Teller pulls its trigger: “… we don’t want to hurt anybody. We don’t want to cause trouble. We only want—hang on…”

Someone has run up on stage and speaks briefly into Teller’s ear. He nods and the person runs off.

My armlet vibrates. A mote from Joshua, urgent.

 

Joshua

> I had nothing to do with this

 

Frowning, I’m about to type something back when Teller lifts the bullhorn to his face again.

“We’re getting word that the Praesidium is going to reveal the name of the unsung hero who hacked the Verse so we could see the truth!” A very loud murmur ripples through the park.

I’m frozen to the spot, my body rigid.

“Who is it?!” someone close to us shouts. More people join in.

“Let’s have a look!” Teller says. He snaps his hand open and a very large holo, as big as his armlet can make it, pops up in the air before him. A newscaster, not Allyn Clarke this time, talks into a microphone. An image appears at the top of the screen. A face.

I finally shake off my paralysis and grab Lex’s arm: “Let’s leave, now!”

“Well, this was unexpected,” Teller says. Shock and surprise ripples through the crowd.

“Yeah, I think you’re—“ Lex says, but the rising din drowns the rest of it out as my enormous face fills up the holo, my name spelled out in block letters beneath it: IMOGEN FRANCES HART.


 

DEMAND TRUTH


 

ONE

A deep, vibrating susurration fills my ears, my head, my whole body, and I’m stuck to the ground, my feet become the roots of trees. The rest of the park has fallen silent as twelve hundred pairs of eyes stare at the hologram of me.

It’s my Pioneer registry profile picture. I’m in the uniform and cap with the mission specialist insignia. I remember taking it nine months ago. Before any of this.

I shake my head and open my mouth to speak, but nothing comes out.

Lex turns to me and grabs my hand.

“You’re right, we should leave,” he says. “Now.” He pulls me along, plowing through the people surrounding the stage, and making a beeline for the main gate, an ornate metal arch with the name PIONEER PARK in large letters across it. People start calling out almost immediately: “She’s here! Miss Hart! Miss Hart!”

Within seconds, we’re surrounded by an excited throng reaching out to touch me, grinning at me, a thousand eyes staring into mine. Someone shouts at them to stand back, to let me breathe, and soon enough, Quentin Teller comes plowing through the congregation, his face covered by the loud cone wailing my name: ”Miss Hart! Miss Hart!” Lex tries to elbow his way through, but like tilting dolls, people bounce right back to reform the line. There’s nowhere to go.

My breath catches in my throat. Panic invades my senses, filling them with noise.

Teller holds the bullhorn like a gun in front of him, vocally blasting the throng apart. Up close, he’s impossibly tall, like a freak of nature, a head taller than everyone else. Deep, brown eyes, pockmarked cheeks. He removes the bullhorn from his lips and says: ”Miss Hart. Let’s escape these people for a while, yes?”

Lex pulls me into him. ”She’s not going anywhere without me.”

Teller gives him a very fast once-over. ”Moonlighting as bodyguard, are we, Mr. Bowman?”

”Something like that.”

”Well then, by all means, come along.”

I bow my head and keep my eyes on my feet as we follow Teller around the edge of the stage. Another group of people wait for us there, all dressed in the same strange manner as Teller himself: long coats, dark glasses, leathery pants. One of them wears a cylinder hat like Teller’s but with a very tall peacock feather stuck in the brim and a pair of ancient aviator goggles strapped above the brim.

”These are my associates,” he says, indicating the group with a sweep of his hand. He hands the bullhorn to a young woman with wild, red hair. She’s dressed in bright orange coveralls, like a technician. “This is Kirsten, she’s kind of the go-to fixer of our merry little band. We are the William’s Society Players, in case you were unaware of our existence. I know, it’s a bit strange, but not as strange as this,” Teller says, holding a hand out for me to take. Still dazed and shaking, I take it. He shakes it up and down a few times. “So. Tell me. Are they telling the truth? Was it you?”

”Hold on!” Lex says. ”How do we know you’re not… you know, with them?”

Teller glances at him, but keeps his face turned to me. ”We did organize the protests. Good enough for you?”

”Maybe, but—”

”How about we let your friend speak for herself?” He turns back to me.

The words lodge in my throat. I nod quickly, once.

”It was you down there, in the Observatory? You and Mr. Bowman?” Another nod. ”Well, well! Don’t that take the cake! Were you hoping to remain anonymous?”

”Something like that.” I sound like a frog croaking.

His turn to nod. ”Take a deep breath.”

”What?”

”I said, take a deep breath. Close your eyes. Breathe.” I stare at him, wild-eyed. ”Go ahead. It helps. Trust me, I know.”

Hesitant, I follow his instructions. In the dark, the fear looms closer, but as I breathe in, filling my nose with the scents of the park—grass and dirt, something moist and minty in the backdrop—and let it out, it shrinks back.

Quentin Teller grins. ”Better?” he asks. I nod. ”Good. I do it every time I go out on stage.”

Lex snorts. ”You have stage fright?”

”I do,” Teller says without taking his eyes off me. ”Now, we have things to discuss, and precious little time to do it.”

 

—

 

Someone of the William’s Society Players, dressed like a ridiculously pompous Renaissance gentleman, brings two foldable chairs for me and Teller to sit on.

”What’s the plan?” he asks.

”I don’t know what I’m supposed to—” I blurt out. ”My parents, they… And Joshua, he… And the tournament, it’s…”

”She does usually form complete sentences, yes?” Teller asks Lex.

”Give her a break, okay?” Lex says gruffly.

”Only joking. May I suggest something?” Teller tilts his head sideways. ”How about letting it unfold?”

”What… do you mean?” I ask.

”We both know you can’t take this one back. What I suggest is… take charge. They’re trying to pin this on you. Fine, accept it. Publicly. Take a stand.”

I half-expected Lex to protest, but instead, he squints at Teller, a curious frown creasing his brow.

”The bot said it best: create a following,” Teller continues. “Here’s your chance.”

I open my mouth to protest, but anything I say will sound foolish. It’s an absurd idea, foolish and irresponsible, not to mention dangerous… but I find myself strangely drawn into it. It’s the anger that does it. Anger has been simmering under the surface for days now, slowly cooking my brain. It pushed me to crawl through the drains to find the Observatory. I did it to pay them back. For hiding the truth. For every stupid thing they’ve done and are still doing.

I did it because something has to change.

“He’s right,” Lex says. “You can do something.”

“They’ll hate me.”

“Who?”

“Everyone!”

Teller smiles and says: “Why do you think these people are protesting? They deserve the truth. You can give it to them.”

”But—”

“You know what’s coming,” Teller says. “They’re not going to let this slide. They’ll put an end to it. It’s already started. That woman. Curator Absinthe Dormer—” he spits out her name, “and her Bureau. She’ll make it happen… unless we do something.”

“Create a following,” Lex says.

Teller grins. ”Exactly right!”

“But… I can’t! I’m not a leader like you. I hate it when people even look at me.”

“Says one of the greatest players in the history of aerobatics.”

“Not the same thing. Up there, when I fly, I forget everything else. I don’t have to… see the crowd. Don’t have to talk. I’m alone, even with everyone watching. That’s why it works.”

“And you’re not responsible for anything,” Teller says. I glare at him. “Don’t look at me like that. It’s a great game. But it’s a game. In a hundred years, nobody will remember. This… this will never be forgotten.”

”He’s right,” Lex says. At first, I can barely meet his heavy gaze. But then I spot something else in his regard. Gone is the cool, cocky, careless attitude. This is the real Lex Bowman, available in glimpses only, if one catches him from the right angle. “You can walk away if you want. You’ve already done your part. You uncovered the evidence. You found the Observatory. Thanks to you, I’ve seen space. I’ll never forget it.”

“You know why they outed you, right?” Teller says. “Because they’re afraid of you.”

“Why? I’m not special.”

“But you are. You’ve done something they never thought anyone would dare to do. You’ve challenged them on their own turf!”

“Yeah, but they own all the channels of information.”

“Not all of them. They will never own word-of-mouth. I don’t think there’s a single person aboard that hasn’t begun to wonder what this is really all about. And that’s all we need. People thinking for themselves, working things out. They only need to make up their minds. Will they stand for this or not? And when they do, the Praesidium will lose.”

“How can you be so sure?”

Teller smiles. “I’m a student of the human mind.”

“Right.”

“Our numbers are growing. You’ve seen it yourself. It doesn’t matter that they’ve shut down the Verse. People talk. They can’t stop people from talking. Word gets around.”

My armlet vibrates. Never stopped, but I barely noticed it before. Lex watches me flip through the long list of unread motes. Several of them are from Mother and Father, urging me to come home. I try to fight back the itching sensations of panic now spreading in my bones. What must they be thinking about me now?

”Okay,” I say, standing up on weak knees. ”Okay.”

”You sure?” Teller says.

”Now or never.”

”All right then. Follow me.”

I forgot how tall he is. I try to block out Teller’s merry gang of weirdly dressed troublemakers sizing me up—or down, perhaps—as we walk onto the stage. Out there, in the crowd, my own face stares back at me from a hundred digital signs. Someone has taken my photograph and turned it into a stylized four-color poster, emblazoned with two words in stark block letters:

 

DEMAND TRUTH


 

TWO

“Mother? Father…?”

I tiptoe into the house. Don’t know why exactly. The house will have alerted them to my arrival.

“Hello?” I call out.

Mother replies, her voice drifting in sounding tired and stern at the same time. “Living room, darling.”

Deep breath, Gen.

Both of them are sitting on the couch, Mother leaning her clasped hands on her knees, Father resting his in his lap. Their faces, their bodies both convey hurt. Like they did after my first tournament, when Imogen Hart the Sore Loser lashed out and told them it was their fault. I was twelve.

Funny how going on stage wasn’t the most terrifying thing I did today.

”You saw?” I ask.

”How could we not?” Father responds. His low register was always much more menacing to me than any yelling. They look at me, and I look at them, and the passing seconds stretch out like a rubber band. Soon it will snap back and whack my fingers.

”You did this? You were down there… saw that?” Mother asks.

”Yes. Pea recorded it.”

On the way back from the most tumultuous event of my life—even more so than crawling through drains and finding out what’s wrong with the world—I decided I would not apologize for what I did. I can’t be sorry for what I did. But I am sorry I didn’t warn them.

”I’m sorry I didn’t tell you,” I say. ”I didn’t know how.”

More silence. On the stage, standing next to Quentin Teller and his bullhorn, I kept wondering if I was going to faint. I didn’t—possibly because Teller wisely kept my talking to a minimum. He had me tell the story of how I found the bitglass and deciphered the files, during which the assembled protesters were dead silent. I didn’t know a thousand people could be this quiet. Hearing my own voice blaring out of the bullhorn, I was glad it limited my view. Once I finished, applause broke out, and I meekly handed the bullhorn back to Teller. All I had to do was stand there and pretend that the Travelers in the park and the thousands more watching on screens and holos all over Conestoga couldn’t see me.

It’s funny how silence, the absence of sound, can be so different from one time to the next.

Father passes his tongue over his dry lips. Usually, when he does, Mother sighs and reminds him to hydrate. Now, she reaches out and puts her hands over his. The pain in his eyes makes him look older than he is.

 

—

 

A little while later, while I’m in my room, a message lands in my inbox—an official message, to be opened without delay.

 

Imogen Frances Hart, 3204-98797, it is the duty of the Office of the Quartermaster General to inform you that your status as Chief Mission Specialist with landing squad 146 has been permanently rescinded following recent developments. Recycle your Pioneer uniform and badge immediately. Further disciplinary actions may be taken at a future date.

 

I read the words, and I understand them, but they don’t mean anything anymore. I’m almost inclined to laugh at the whole thing. Do they honestly think my status matters to me anymore?

Back in my room, I attempt to reach Lex. After the surreal experience of standing on a stage and telling my story for the third time, he more or less had to guide me back to the mag station. Walking through the crowd, few people made a sound, as though I was being walked to my own recycling. Lex got me home, I don’t remember how, and then wisely returned home.

The No Service icon flashes. When I select it, there’s nothing there. No explanation, no notice, no Service expected to resume in…

“Pea, wake up,” I call out. Pea rises swiftly from her cradle. “Are you online?”

“No. I’m not getting anything.”

“What do you mean? No signals at all?”

“No.”

My skin prickles. “Did they shut down the Verse again?”

“It’s a possibility. Do you think it’s temporary?”

I turn to stare out the window, as if expecting to see repair drones zipping around fixing the airwaves. The Verse has only been shut down twice before—both times during the Great Death. It was over five hundred years ago, and the only reason was to avoid general hysteria.

It’s the protests. They did it to stop the protests.

I already knew that.

I drop onto my bed and close my eyes. I half-expect flashes of what happened earlier to invade my mind—the riotous crowd, the bullhorn pressed to my lips, the out-of-body-like trip home—but all I see is Mother and Father, on the couch, their fearful faces looking back at me. I did that. I let them down. And now they know that their lives have been pointless. All their hopes, all their dreams for the future squandered. And even though I know it’s not my fault or anybody else’s fault, I’m the guilty one. I defied the Praesidium. I caused the unrest. Whatever happens next is on me.

If I were to sink straight through the floors of this house, continue through the five hulls, and plop out into space, I would not fight it. I would drift away quietly. Maybe in a couple of millennia, some sharp-eyed spacefarers will notice a tiny blip on their screens and pick up my frozen corpse. Eyes closed, I can almost imagine it and make a wish.


 

THREE

I’m riding the mag again. How much time have I spent in these plastic cans zooming around in endless loops? A lifetime. Until recently, I’ve been waiting, longing for the day my routines, however comfortable, would end. It’s what has kept me going.

I used to think Pioneers dressed in sturdy clothes and big boots and spent their days hacking through dense jungles with lightblades and fighting off giant spider-lizard creatures. When I was little, I would put on all of my clothes to make myself look bigger, stand in front of the mirror, and practice poses and expressions. I’d put a kitchen knife in my belt. I may have taken selfies, too, but I erased all of them in a fit of private embarrassment. (Thanks tween Imogen.)

This adventurous version of what we’d be doing was wrong, of course. We’d have come prepared with prefab homes, recyclers and assemblers, vehicles, and far more lethal weaponry than knives and lightblades.

Without their armlets to distract them, the other passengers stare at me. I curl up, make myself as small and insignificant as possible, and watch the screens as if I cared. Now in sole control of the Feed, the Praesidium showers it with gaudy exposés of happy Travelers celebrating, riding bikes, swimming, and being generally ecstatic about life on board. Every now and then, some heavily-edited news will flash by, tidbits of useless info like where the best shaved ice can be found or how to properly celebrate the tournament.

I would have done the same, had I been in their shoes. After the first protests, the Feed exploded in an orgy of confusion and anger. It turned into a long shouting match between those who demanded truth and those who regarded the messages, the protests, and me as monstrous attacks on the current order. Factions formed frighteningly fast.

From the point of view of the Praesidium, shutting everything down was the only sensible response.

But it doesn’t make it right.

 

—

 

Nearing the Eyetower, I make an effort to shake everything off and focus on the now. It’s the tournament. Day two. Cannonballs versus the world. But a thought keeps nagging me: why should anyone care about this ridiculous sport?

But they do, apparently. A large congregation of people are already being herded toward the festival area below the tower. I’m recognized immediately, of course, and have to weave in and out of the crowd, waving and smiling at the cheers and whoops of my fans.

At the door to the sports center, I stop dead in my tracks and turn around. Something in the crowd, in among the flags and banners and red-and-gold balloons. Where was it? A forest of people milling around, jostling for a good spot in front of the big screen. My own face staring back at me. Go Cannonballs! in crude letters on a hand-made sign. A bunch of enthusiastic fans dressed in fake, fabbed flight suits doing some sort of dance and laughing.

Then I see it. A large sign with my face on it, staring back at me.

DEMAND TRUTH

Seconds after I spot it and the man holding the sign—quiet, calm expression, alone in a clearing as people avoid him—two keepers break into the field, beelining for him. People let them through, and when they reach the man, they aggressively pull his sign down and grab his arms. I expect him to shout and scream and resist, but he does nothing. He lets them drag him away and into a waiting omni. It’s over in less than a minute. And nobody seems to care.

 

—

 

My hand shakes as the bioscanner confirms my identity and lets me into the clubhouse. Mira and Eden are in there, and they both turn around to face me when I enter. The look of open hostility on Eden’s face nearly makes me turn around and go home. Then I remember—she’s the newcomer here. She doesn’t hold that kind of sway.

Mira, on the other hand, looks almost apologetic.

“Where is everybody?” I ask.

“Joshua’s up already,” Mira says. “Kenta’s suiting up.”

I nod and head straight for the locker room. Mira reaches out and grabs my arm. “You okay?” she asks. Eden snorts.

“There was this guy… out front. He had a sign and… they took him. Keepers. They took him.”

”What did you expect?” Eden asks, her voice acrid. ”You thought they were going to accept this?”

“Who’s they, Eden?” I ask.

“The Praesidium, you idiot! Of course they weren’t!”

“I take it you’re not a fan of free speech?”

“It’s not about free speech! It’s about—“

“That’s exactly what it is about, Eden,” I say. “They lied. They covered it up. They’re still trying to cover it up. And they’re counting on Travelers like you to help them.”

Eden’s face turns bright red, and for a second, she looks about ready to storm out of here, leave the team. Instead, she grabs her bag and disappears into the locker room. Mira is left in the clubhouse with me, sheepish.

“What about you?” I ask. “Undecided? Still think I made this whole thing up for laughs?”

“I never—that’s unfair!”

I laugh. “Yeah! That’s what’s unfair in all this.”

Mira takes a step forward, lifts her hand as if wanting to touch me. I back away, disgusted, and walk past her, and even though my instinct tells me she needs to make her mind up, it’s as though it’s up to me.

 

—

 

As soon as the elevator doors open, I release the magnets and push into the lobby, breaking the rules of the place, and land on the walkway toward the player gate. People on the other walkways turn their heads, spotting the bright red-and-gold aerosuit. It’s like they’ve forgotten all about the protests going on down below. They cheer and holler and wave their arms, some unprepared for the inertia of zero g. Were it not for the magnets, they’d lose their foothold.

I driftwalk through a tunnel of enthusiasm, strangely familiar and alien at the same time—I know the sounds, I know the words; but this time, something else separates me from the crowd. A membrane of doubt, or fear, or something. Maybe it’s my senses playing a trick on me. I don’t know what to expect anymore.

The team congregates on the fleater. The others stare staunchly ahead, ignoring me.

Fine. I can play that game, too.

Coach Young presides. She’s like a Greek statue, chiseled out of marble back on Earth and brought onboard as a reminder of the determination that sent Conestoga on its way in the first place. Her mind knows only one thing: the game.

“Welcome back, team!” she says, her trademark smile forming her lips. “You know the drill. Once you set foot on this fleater, you’re mine. You will drop everything else and focus on the game, and the game only. I don’t care what else is on your mind; from now on, you only think of aerobatics. Do you copy?”

The team responds with scattered, muted agreement.

 

—

 

The mistake is undeniable the second I turn sharply to the left. Eden is right there, glued to my side, but what good is it when I keep making bad calls? The Eagle chasers are so close I can smell their breath.

The track is deceptively easy. A random pile of tightly packed blox that changes with each orbit. It’s easy to become confused and lose situational awareness. After a couple of hairy escapes, I figure out the trick: find the rhythm, make sure we’re in the same spot every time the pile reshapes itself. Even so, the waypoints, sneakily placed in hairpin turns and tight spots, forces the rabbits to slow down dangerously to clear them, giving the chasers plenty of opportunity to intercept and disrupt, even forcing reruns. We’ve had two already, shaving off precious points. I’m constantly on the edge of losing control, and the panic whips me on. Forces me to go for broke.

Eden’s voice is soft and soothing in my ears. Like she’s completely unfazed by all this. “There’s a passage.”

“What?” I gasp, pulling some serious g’s.

“Through the stack. Shortcut.” She grunts as we make the turn and pass the next waypoint. She saw something I didn’t.

”Too dangerous, it could change on us.”

”If we time it right, it could work.” A moment later: “There. See it?”

I glance at the blox, and I spot it. A very narrow hole through the blox, barely big enough to allow for formation flying. We round the bottom end of the stack and pull back up. The pile shifts position right on cue, a blur at the edge of my vision.

I grapple for a full second with the fact that she saw it and I didn’t. ”Fine. We try. Two-sixty right in three, two, one…”

”Check.” Eden’s calm, confident reply in my ears.

We turn sharply outwards, surprising the chasers. After a gut-wrenchingly tight loop, we plunge straight back toward the pile. Panic flutters as I lose track of the opening. A second later, I spot it. I throw a quick glance behind us before we enter. The chasers have split up, confused and unprepared. Then we dive into the maze. At this speed, this close, the blox melt together into one blurry, multicolored mass. I slow us down considerably, but we’re still making great time. The strange, almost serene sensation of perfect control. Seconds later, we burst onto the home stretch, one more waypoint before the finish line, the chasers far behind.

”Great teamwork!” Young yells a smidge too loudly; the earpiece crackles.

We make a slow victory roll in front of the judges before returning to the fleater.

”That was really impressive,” Joshua comments, without returning my grin.

”Excellent work, you two,” Coach says. ”Joshua, Ninedi, you’re up!”

We touch down together, and I nod at Eden. ”Good work.”

”Hurts to say, doesn’t it?” Eden says and turns away.

 

—

 

The mood picks up with each win. Slowly, like it’s being dragged out of us, inch by inch. The Eagles are hot on our tail, and when we run up to the solos, we’re neck and neck. Eden goes first, racking up a decent score. The judges like her. The underdog. She’s got speed and charm. An unfortunate error brings the total down, and she returns home a thundercloud. A few minutes later, the Eagle soloist—Eve Tucker, the oldest player in the aerena—brings in a series of high nines. The Eagles are in the lead.

“No pressure,” Ninedi says, grinning.

“Remember,” Coach Young says on the private channel. “Use it.”

Oh, I will.

I start out slow, building momentum by a series of tighter and tighter concentric turns ending in a spiral through the axis. At maximum speed, I make seven swift passes before the head fleater before coming to an abrupt halt before it. The deceleration tugs at my insides. It’s an aggressive, technical display

(Use it)

(Use it)

(Use it!)

and I break for the final stretch, a series of complex maneuvers before I come to rest, floating like a crucified body, head bent backwards, throat exposed.

A roar rises from the fleaters. The vox fills up with rapid-fire talk from the announcers. It might be my own nerves talking, but they sound almost on edge. I return home. The team greets me, grinning and slap-happy. Only Eden keeps her distance, but I’m through caring about what she thinks.

“That’s what I’m talking about,” Coach Young says simply, a wide smile showing under her visor.

“Gotta be at least a nine-and-a-half,” Mira says, beaming.

While we wait for the scores, the cameras swap between the team fleaters. Even the other teams are applauding. I catch a glimpse of Lex, pumping a fist in the air as a sign of respect.

The halt game signal bleats in our ears. We all stop what we’re doing and look around in confusion. The coaches and team captains are called up to the head fleater for some sort of consultation. Soon enough, a shouting match erupts up there.

“This can’t be good,” Ninedi says, watching Joshua and Coach wave their arms around.

“The points?” Eden asks.

“Deduction?” Kenta suggests.

“Why, though?” Ninedi says.

We’ll know soon enough. They’re returning now, fuming, Joshua still gesticulating wildly to the point of almost losing control of his suit.

“Disqualified,” Coach says the second she touches down. The scores on the screen change, and there it is, right by my name: DQ.

I’ve been here before. It’s like a part of me has been cut off with a blunt blade. But the numbness spreads quickly, taking away the pain.

The spectators boo and jeer, clearly unimpressed by the judges’ decision. The team reacts predictably.

“What?! They can’t do that! Are you kidding me?”

“This is crazy! Are they on the take or something?” Kenta growls.

“What did they say?” Eden asks.

Joshua shakes his head. “They, uh, said the program was illegal. Some of the maneuvers have never been done before and should have been registered before-hand to give the others a fair chance to attempt them.”

His eyes flicker my way but don’t linger. The team erupts in loud indignation. “What! That’s ridiculous! Is that even a rule or did they make it up right now? How many times did someone break the rules before? They must have made it up last night!”

Fatigue creeps into my bones, making the joints ache and my muscles unresponsive. My arms float idly in the air. Down in one g, I would have dropped to the ground by now, body limp and deflated. Up here, a limp body floats like a cork on water. I switch off vox. I can still hear them being angry, but the drumming in my brain subsides. I know I should be angry. I know I should protest, and I’m sure Coach will on my behalf. But something else stirs my mind, something Curator Dormer said.

You want to compete, don’t you?

What if she reached out and touched the judges, made them lean on some obscure, unused-until-now rule? She would. The spectators boo and leer at the judges.

“You have to lodge a formal protest!” Ninedi spits.

“I will,” Coach says. “Mark my words.”

 

—

 

The Eagles whoop and cheer as their last player brings the victory home. We watch in stunned silence as Lex leads them on a lap of the aerena, swooping humiliatingly close to the other team fleaters.

Players leave the aerena before the spectators. Good thing, too. I don’t want to stay up here a minute longer than I have to. We pack up and head towards the elevator as soon as the last point count drops. We’re not far behind the Eagles, but I can’t think of a reason to stay.

Losing makes one g feel like ten. Heavy, joints aching, we shuffle into the clubhouse and collapse into the old armchairs and couches and, in Ninedi’s case, the floor. A long, sullen silence fills the room.

Any other year, I’d be raging mad. We’ve lost tournament events before and come roaring back. Three years ago, we nearly lost everything when we screwed up the gauntlet and capture the flag on the third event, but we did everything right on the fourth. Coach used to tell us losing was an important part of winning. It sounds like tripe but isn’t. If one doesn’t make mistakes, one doesn’t know what to improve. That’s how other teams gain the upper hand. They make mistakes, overcome—and win.

Well, this year sure turned out to be different, huh?


 

FOUR

I lie in bed and listen to Conestoga breathing. If it stops, does that mean the end? It lulls me to sleep, regardless, and I’m jolted awake by a random thought, a grain of dust colliding at the speed of light with my brain. Rinse, repeat until my mind swims in a sea of unrelated misfirings.

…create a following…

…we thought we had done something wrong…

…there will be truth…

Something happening in the ceiling grabs my attention. A black vine grows across the white expanse. More vines climb the walls. Armies of little insects march across my desk, and at the foot of the bed grows a bush with lush fronds. My squad made land only days ago, and the printers are busy fabbing the things we need to build a camp. We’ve set up shop on a large rock overlooking a lake. The things in my room are there too, somehow. Last night, large beasts made a lot of commotion down by the shore, where they come to slake their thirst. They haven’t noticed us. In the mornings, Wakea rises like a giant, burning ball in the sky, and mist rises from the ground.

Another team landed ten clicks west of us. We’ve been in constant contact, but they went quiet last night. We sent the team scout over to find out what’s happened. For some reason, I’m the scout. Armed only with a lightblade, I set off through the thick, unforgiving rainforest. Sweat stings my eyes, and my clothes are damp within seconds.

Something breathes close to me, watching me. It sounds like the forest itself: heavy breaths making the trees shudder. Insects the size of birds swarm around, trying to sting through my clothes, suck my blood. I cut some of them down, the rest stay at a distance, waiting.

Then I hear screams. The unhinged screams of someone being eaten. It’s my sister. The scream stops abruptly, ringing out with a nauseating, guttural gasp. I can hear sharp teeth cut through flesh and jaws breaking bones. I rush to save her, but it’s too late. Something big and black and angry comes crashing toward me through the jungle. I turn and run, but with every step, my feet sink into the mucky undergrowth. I lose my boots as I struggle to flee. I’m not fast enough. I turn around to face it. The lightblade glows blue in the gathering dark, and my only hope is that the animal will be scared off by the unfamiliar light.

When it comes, it explodes out of the dark, a wild fury of teeth and eyes, and that’s when I wake with a violent jerk and a gasp.

”Were you having a nightmare?” Pea asks. She’s been watching me sleep again.

”Yes,” I wheeze and fall back onto the soft pillow.

I throw an arm over my eyes and lie still to bring my pulse back down to acceptable levels. Outside, the first faint notion of morninglight lingers in the air, and everything going on comes rolling back in waves: the messages, the protests, the tournament.

”Why do you dream?” Pea asks.

”I think… it’s the brain sorting things out. Learning. Organizing stuff.”

”What did you learn?”

”I don’t know. Something.”

”What was the dream about?”

”Not now, Pea, please. Not in the mood.”

I ready myself as quietly as possible for another day in the lab. My sanctuary, where I can pretend I’m not leading a double life.

 

—

 

Lab 17 was created a long time ago. The rooms weren’t designed for anything in particular. It was made available when they figured out that the glitches bots exhibited happened because they had reached the limit of their learning.

I didn’t quite understand it at first. It seemed to me (and to the people who designed the AI’s to begin with) that once a bot couldn’t learn anymore, it would remain at that level of understanding forever. They don’t. They know there’s more to learn, and they want to, but they can’t.

I could relate. Maester Fletcher told me it’s why I’m a good AI therapist. I remember the moment clearly now, swiping my armlet over the reader next to the door. Down here, I do what I do best.

Well. Second best. The tournament isn’t over yet.

I stop in the doorway. Captain Archibald Cutler half-sits, half-leans on a stool in the middle of the room. In the sharp, bioluminescent light, the captain’s uniform glares like an old, over-exposed photograph.

“Ah! The prodigal child returns,” Captain Cutler says, sliding off the stool and clasping hands behind his back. “Very good. Maester, I don’t believe you will be needed.”

The captain gives him a cursory glance over his shoulder. Maester Fletcher sits in his usual corner, smaller and more intense than ever. Like he’s been shrunk but lost none of his potency. He gives me a brief, commiserating look and leaves for his inner sanctum.

“Please enter,” Cutler says. His friendly voice clashes with the square jaw and sharp eyes. I step inside, and the door slides shut behind me with a sort of finality I’ve never felt before. “I thought we’d have a little chat.”

A thousand retorts scroll past in my mind, each one weighed against the possibility of being chastised and punished. But then I remember: I’m not a Pioneer anymore.

“I’m not here to chew you out. Just talk.” He smiles. He may have forgotten how or maybe never learned. “We both know things are not what they seem, don’t we?” He waits me out. When I still can’t come up with anything to say, he continues: “The question is: what do we do about it? I’m here to offer you… a suggestion. A kind of deal, if you like. Would you like to hear it?”

My mouth does a couple of pushups before I find my voice: “Do I have a choice?”

“Of course!” Cutler says, aghast I would entertain any other thoughts. “We always have a choice.”

”Fine.”

”Very good. I know what you’re thinking—why send me? I’m not much of a negotiator. But they’re proposing something simple enough to entrust a grunt like me. I believe Curator Dormer has already explained to you the precarious situation we are in. Right now, despite her sincerest efforts, the very things the Praesidium has warned against are happening. Rumors. Confusion. Unrest. We need to stop it before it goes awry.”

”You can,” I hear myself say. ”Tell them the truth and it goes away.”

”But we are telling the truth,” Cutler says, his smile even wider and weirder now.

“What about the messages? The Observatory?”

“Lies and fabrication.”

“It’s not lies. I was there. I saw. I heard.” My voice trembles with rage. I know he notices, because his smile becomes even more steely and infuriating.

“It’s unfortunate that you didn’t report your findings to us first. We could have helped you understand.”

“Understand what?! That you’re completely insane? It’s already obvious!”

Cutler’s smile dissolves quickly, and his eyes flash with danger. When he speaks next, his voice is low and menacingly calm. “Don’t think for one minute that your standing with your little rabble of nonconformists gives you any power to speak to me like that. I am here to offer you a choice. And believe me, after this, you can’t wind back the clock. You are at a crossroads. One road leads to peace and reconciliation, the other… well, let’s just say that you won’t like going down that road very much.”

He takes a step closer, and I flinch. It’s as if the lab has shrunk around us and his brawny frame can barely fit inside it anymore. I don’t know why, but I’m acutely aware of where the door is. I am also painfully aware that I won’t be quick enough to escape. He takes a step closer, hands on his back.

“You can’t both have the cake and eat it, too, Miss Hart,” Cutler says. I can smell his breath, patchwork mint over a surcharge of bitter gall. “Now, Curator Dormer, in her wisdom, is compassionate and acknowledges that we can all be easily led astray. We’re human, it happens. It’s how we amend our mistakes that shows our character. Your choice comes down to whether or not you are ready to return to the fold and renounce your misdirected attempt at mutiny.”

“It’s not—“

“Oh, but it is. You may not think it now, but consider what you would have happen farther down the road. Would you not demand that the Praesidium steps down? Would you not claim their power for your own?”

“No! I don’t want—“

“It doesn’t matter what you want or do not want. It matters what we say you want.” Cutler’s eyes bore into mine, sharp and unyielding. I take another step back and bump into the desk. “You will either recant your lies and renounce these pitiful protests, or… well, you can go on and see what happens.”

“You can’t… you won’t…”

“Won’t what?”

“Wha-what happens when we a-arrive?” I sputter, stalling for time.

He smiles again, tilts his head like a curious dog. “What do you mean, ‘arrive?’”

“But… our training… our mission. Everything we’ve done! People won’t believe you! They deserve—“

“They deserve peace and unity. And all will be explained. All you need to do is step back, admit you were wrong, and relax. Focus on the tournament. Let us take care of the fallout.”

My mind races. If there’s one thing I know, it’s that I don’t know everything. What if there is an explanation? What if the Praesidium has a plan in place for this eventuality? The plan could be a thousand years old for all I know. I’ve only seen a tiny fragment of the communication between Conestoga and Alamea. What if they’ve struck a deal with the Alameans to let us land and settle on some uninhabited part of the planet?

That would make sense. But why would they keep it a secret? Why did they let a Pioneer die to keep it under wraps?

Cutler’s smile turns oddly warm, and he steps back to give me more room. “That’s our offer to you. Let things cool down and give us the benefit of the doubt. I promise that everything will be explained. You’ll have your status back, and no harm will have to come to anybody.”

“And if I refuse?” I ask. My voice sounds so small and insignificant.

“Then we will have a problem.” He sighs. “All I can do is ask. You decide.”

He walks over to the door and swipes it open. An empty shuttle passes by outside with a barely audible electric whine. He turns around to face me once more.

”We know you had help, by the way,” he says, nodding toward the door to the second room. ”It would be a shame to bust your Maester even further down the pecking order. And as for Mr. Bowman…”

A heavy load of guilt to go with the fear, please.

”Please don’t—”

“I told you, it’s not up to us. It’s up to you.” He lands his heavy gaze on me one last time. “Consider it well, Miss Hart. Soon it will be too late.”

The door slides shut behind him.


 

FIVE

NEW DAWN FESTIVAL

will be held at 1900

the day of the tournament Finals

to

CELEBRATE PEACE AND UNITY

Loc: the William Harker Plaza

 

Arrival Day used to be a day of festivities and celebration, prepared days in advance. Speeches, parades, music, live reenactments of Pioneer landings, all enjoyed with borderline hysterical enthusiasm. You used to say it looked like we had successfully conquered an army.

There’s none of that now. The very words “Arrival Day” have been stricken from all records. Instead, what they go on about in the Praesidium propaganda (Mother and Father continue to call it “news”) is a “New Dawn.” There’s a New Dawn rising. The New Dawn is coming. The New Dawn will bring peace.

“What does it mean, though?” Mira asks. We’re riding the elevator back down from the Eye and watching the swirling, colorful promo on the screen. Contrasted with the Evenlight outside, it seems desperately garish.

”Hmm?” Joshua hums, absent-minded. I know what’s occupying his circuits.

“It’s obvious what it means,” I say. “It’s their next move.”

“You shouldn’t listen to her,” Eden says in a sing-songy voice.

“What about Arrival Day, then, huh?” Ninedi asks. “We had a perfectly fine holiday. What happened to it? Oh!” she shrieks. “It’s almost like they’re trying to hide something!”

“So ridiculous,” Eden says.

“Stop griping!” Joshua groans.

“I’m not griping,” Eden says. “I just think it’s pathetic.”

“You don’t think it’s a little bit strange that they’re pretending like Arrival Day never existed?”

“Not at all. I trust the Praesidium.”

“Even when they’re caught red-handed lying?”

“If anyone’s lying, it’s her,” Eden says, her eyes landing heavily on me.

I turn and face her, but any retort I can make eludes me. I can tell the others hold their breaths for me to strike back, but I’m empty. I could tell her about Cutler’s visit to the Lab. I could tell her about his threats. But it’s not going to change anything. Eden will go on hating me, and everything I’ve done will be moot.

Cold, stony silence reigns the rest of the ride.

 

—

 

The gravel crunches under Joshua’s feet as he runs to catch up with me.

“Wait up. We need to talk.”

“Any more messages from our new queen?”

”What? No.”

”Her lapdog, Cutler, was at the lab the other night.”

Terror flashes on Joshua’s face. ”I knew it. Did he threaten you?”

”Oh yeah. Big time. He really hates me.”

”Sorry.” He clears his throat, kicks an outsize pebble onto the grass. “You need to be careful.”

“Do you know what they’re planning?”

“No, but… there’s like a very different vibe over there. Tense, sort of. She’s, uh, not happy.”

”Good.”

”You shouldn’t talk like that.”

”I have to! They are lying! You know they are. We have to stop them!”

”From doing what?” he says. ”No, really! How do you know any of what’s going to happen? What if they can explain everything?”

”They’ve had ninety years.”

”And you can’t wait a few more days?”

”As a matter of fact, I can’t.” I lower my voice as we approach the station. It’s deserted, but I can’t help but feel like someone’s listening anyway. ”It stinks, Joshua. You know it does. That day in the library, remember? She said ’not everyone wants what you want.’ What do you think she meant by that? Because I’m starting to think she meant leaving Conestoga.”

Joshua says nothing for a minute or two. A light breeze ruffles the trees around the station. We climb up on a bench and sit on the backrest, our duffel bags by our feet.

“How’s Lex?”

“Good, I think. Haven’t seen him since that night in the park.” A pang of longing hits me. “He’s loving this. I’m pretty sure he’s in Pioneer Park every night.”

“Why aren’t you?”

“I thought you didn’t want me there?”

“I don’t, I’m only asking.”

“I’ve been busy. You know, the Tournament and everything, it’s… and besides, they don’t need me anymore.”

Joshua looks at me, his brow deep in furrows. “You can’t seriously believe that?”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re the reason they do this. You’re the face of this whole thing.”

“A second ago you said you didn’t want me there!”

“I don’t, but I can hold two thoughts in my head at the same time, you know.”

I close my mouth around my retort. In the yellow light, his manly features seem softer, less steely. He pulls a hand through his short, curly hair and rubs the bridge of his nose. He does that when he’s uneasy. Moved by an urge to console him, I reach out and take his hand. He looks at me, eyebrows high.

“I’m sorry,” I say.

“For what?”

“For not talking to you… about Ellie. I feel bad, you know. I shut you out. Lex and I did.”

“Not sure Lex is sorry about that.”

“Probably not,” I say and we both chuckle over it. Despite the warmth of the moment, the cold creeps under my clothes, caresses my skin. “I wish I hadn’t found that stupid bitglass. Nothing I’ve done since has made any difference.”

“It has made a lot of difference. If nothing else, you’ve scared them.”

“Fear leads to intolerance, intolerance to violence.” (Aphorisms 4:14) “That’s what Cutler threatened you with? Violence?”

“He didn’t say it outright, but yes. If I don’t take it all back.”

“You could. Take it all back, I mean. It won’t stop the protests. They’ll know you don’t mean it.”

“That’s what you think I should do? Pretend it didn’t happen?” I let go of his hand. “What if Ellie had come to you with this? What would you have done then?”

Joshua looks at his own hand, fingers closing on the yellow glow as if he’s trying to catch some of it. “I would have gone with her all the way.”

The train comes gliding into the station, casting bright rectangles of light on the platform floor. Joshua grabs his bag and slides off the bench. As the doors close, he turns to me and adds: “All the way.”


 

SIX

Returning home, I find Mother and Father in front of the newsstream. The protesters are gathering for the evening’s demonstrations. I hoped that once I had shared my story, everyone would be on an even footing. That when everyone knew what I knew, there’d be no more need for me. But everywhere I go, I see my own face on screens and holos, and people whisper behind my back. I know they want me there, at the protests. The Verse shutdown is a mixed blessing—on the one hand, I’m isolated and alone. On the other, I’m shielded from the barrage of opinion that would otherwise consume me.

I haven’t seen Lex since day two of the tournament, and I never had a chance to talk to him. Did Cutler threaten him as well?

My choice. Cutler’s offer echoes in my head every waking moment, like a terrible song stuck on repeat. It’s not really a choice. If I don’t take back everything I’ve said and done, the Praesidium will strike down on the protests and on the people I care about. He didn’t say it, but I could see it in his eyes. He wants it. He dreams of it. Violence is his true nature, and that uniformed composure is the mask he wears in public.

I make myself invisible, fab something tasteless to eat, and try to sneak up the stairs. No such luck.

“Gen?” Mother says.

“I’m here.”

Right away, I can tell something bad has happened. Mother is pale, the skin around her eyes puffy and swollen. Her hand covers her mouth as if she’s trying to stifle a scream. Father has draped his arm over her shoulder, and there’s a faraway look in his eyes.

“What’s wrong?”

“It’s… we’ve been put under review. Your father and I.”

“What does that mean?”

She takes a deep, shuddering breath. “The… Bureau of Resource Management are reviewing our work. To see if… we are better suited for other duties.” Her voice nearly cracks. “Such as the algae farms.”

Holes opening in the floor, swallowing me up. A hand reaching in and crushing my insides.

“They can’t do that,” I whisper.

“They can do anything they want,” Father says, “apparently.”

“But you… this orchard is one of the best-run in all of—you win awards every year!”

“I don’t think that matters, darling,” Mother says softly.

I have to say it. It doesn’t matter what comes next, I have to acknowledge the obvious. “It’s my fault,” I say, and when I hear myself say it, it becomes true. It bears repeating. “My fault. I’m so sorry, I won’t… I’m taking it back! They promised I could take it back and they would—“

“I don’t care what you do,” Father says. Mother puts a hand on his knee and squeezes, hard. “It’s too late! You went ahead and did these things without once thinking of the consequences. Did you ever stop to consider what could happen? Maybe you did, and that’s even worse!”

I burst into tears. It’s as if my head is on fire, all of me on fire—a violent, burning panic. Mother rushes up to catch me, but I’m already stumbling backwards, fleeing, even though there’s nowhere to go.

“Let her go!” I hear Father say before I turn and run.

 

—

 

My entire life has been lived in a lemon-scented cloud. I have so many memories wrapped in the fresh, poignant smell that I’ve lost track of them. So many of them feature you, Ellie. Sitting at the far edge of the orchard, hidden from view of the house. You reaching out to hold my hand. The nothing we said that meant so much.

I stumble over roots, running toward that safe place: a dimple in the dirt, under the last tree before the ditch separating the orchard from the next. It’s dark here; the nightlight doesn’t reach under the canopy and only catches in the ripples in the little stream between the farms. The ground is cool and comforting, and I allow myself to slump down like I did when I was little and the dimple could accommodate all of me.

You once fantasized about bringing this place down to Alamea with you.

“It’s a Perfect Place,” you said. You liked to declare things, to capitalize them. “We have to save all the Perfect Places.”

There were plenty of those on board. If you’d had your way, we would be carting hundreds of pieces of Conestoga down to the planet. We would have to build a garden full of little meadows and rock outcroppings and flowery nurseries and groves of trees like you remembered them—a museum of Perfect Places for you to visit and reminisce.

Maybe they should remain here indefinitely. Conestoga can go on for a hundred years or more. Even though I’ve trained my entire life to leave her, there have been moments when I’ve wanted nothing more than to stay. The big, unknown place we are headed to could be full of unforeseen dangers and pitfalls that no amount of Pioneer gumption can subjugate.

Maybe the Perfect Place we need to save is Conestoga herself.

Even as I think it, anger swells back up and pushes the grief and fear aside. We have trained to rid ourselves of that sort of anxiety and fear. Us, the Planetwalkers, the Pioneers, the First. And even though the future we prepared for won’t happen, we sure as shit haven’t been taught to give anything up without a fight. We let this happen, right under our noses, and now we have to strike back!

A loud crack! makes me start. “Who’s there?”

“It’s me,” says Mother, her voice soft and calm.

“How’d you know where I was?”

“Oh please.” She steps into the hollow under the tree and kneels down beside me. “I know all your little haunts. Plus I kind of like this place too.”

We sit together in silence for a while. Through gaps in the canopy, the lights of the far side wax and wane. By chance, a thin layer of clouds obscures Atlas City, and all we can see of it is a ghostly sheen. Somewhere there, the protests continue. Thousands of people brought together by my hand. I wonder how they will react when I betray them. Some will be angry. Some confused. Some will see through it and continue protesting—I’m certain Quentin Teller and his merry band of actors will be among them—but they will be weakened and without any real muscle. It will peter out like a lightblade losing power.

“Your Father will come around,” Mother says, out of nowhere.

“He’s right. I didn’t think of the consequences.”

“It doesn’t matter. He’s only worried about you.”

“Sounded more like he was worried about this place.”

“That too. But I think there’s something you need to know. It’s not easy to talk about it, even after all these years, but I think, maybe, that we didn’t think about the consequences either.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Your sister.”

I turn my head. Mother’s eyes reflect the night. “What are you…?”

She presses her lips together before speaking. “You had a little sister. You were only two. I used to worry that you would remember her. But you only saw her once, before she was… taken to the hospital. She was only with us for twelve days before she died.”

“What happened?”

“She had a congenital heart defect. They tried to fix her, but the surgery failed.”

“You didn’t… they didn’t do any gene therapy, I mean, before…?”

“They missed it. It happens.”

I’m empty, like a house without tenants. Or like a bedroom without an occupant. I keep seeing the unused room down the upstairs hall. Questions are rattling the door knob, trying to get in.

“You told me you couldn’t have another child.”

Mother bows her head. “I know. I am sorry about that. It was simpler for us. We figured we’d tell you when you got older, but you never asked.”

“Because I was afraid of hurting you!”

“I know. I know, darling.”

“Why are you telling me now?”

“Because I need you to understand.” She takes another deep breath. “It was hard, after your sister died. It wasn’t like we didn’t receive the support we were entitled to. We had therapy, and talks with welfare officers, the whole nine yards. But it got to us, the way people talked about us, the looks they gave us. Our friends stopped speaking to us. Neither of us stood up for ourselves. We accepted that we were second-rate Travelers. We had you, and you grew up to be everything we had ever hoped for, and we had the orchard, which was doing better than ever. We convinced ourselves that we were fine.” She pauses, reaches out, and grabs my hands. Pulls me closer. “You can’t give in, Gen. You mustn’t give in to their threats. You are in the right, and you can’t let anyone tell you different.”

Even through the dark, her eyes glow with a fervor that I can’t recall having ever seen. It gives me a glimpse of what Mother could have been, had she not been put down and disavowed. As hard as it is to imagine, maybe she and Father would have been out there, with the protesters, demanding truth.

If I were a small child, my love would be the same. Unconditional and colossal.

“You… you believe me?”

“Of course we do.”

“Even Father?”

“Oh, he believes you. And I know he agrees with me.”

“But he s-said… he—“ I try, but I can’t seem to force the words out through the staccato sobbing.

“He said those things because he’s afraid of what’s going to happen. But I know he wants you to fight back. If we let them win this easily, what’s next? That Dormer woman can sweet-talk many Travelers, but in the end, if she really intends to lock us all up, she’s going to have to resort to violence.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re going to have to fight one way or another, so why not fight on your terms?”

Even in the dark, there’s no mistaking the steely resolve in her eyes. It’s a side of her I’ve never seen before, almost frightening in its intensity. She pulls me close and embraces me, and I melt into her, awed by her powerful breath. It’s as though she’s breathing life back into me. For now, I want to think of nothing else.


 

BURNING AT BOTH ENDS


 

ONE

“We need to talk.”

I try to talk without moving my lips. Joshua looks around officiously and nods. The crowded plaza in front of the Atheneum might be the worst place of all to be sneaky, but there’s few other options. I know they’re watching me, and even though I doubt they would try to apprehend me here, right in front of all the other Pioneers, I can’t take any chances.

“What are you doing here?” Joshua asks. He allows himself to be pulled along. We circle around a tree and a group of white-clad Pioneers who have obviously taken Curator Dormer’s words to heart. They glower at me, the traitor. The dropout.

“Tomorrow is Arrival Day,” I say once we’re out of earshot.

“I know,” Joshua says.

“I’m not giving up. I’ll be at the protests tomorrow.”

Joshua groans. “Gen, I… don’t get yourself in trouble, not now, this close to the finals.”

“What happened to that ‘all the way’ stuff? Forget the finals! We’re already in trouble. But that’s not the point. I was… I nearly caved in, Joshua. Cutler threatened me and I nearly caved.”

“And then you got angry.”

“That’s right! You should try it sometime. Anyway, Arrival Day. You know what Arrival Day is, right?”

“Uh… yes?”

“We arrive.”

“…is there a point to this, because—“

“We will enter orbit. Around Alamea. In case you forgot, because a lot of people seem to have forgotten about that minor little event. We enter orbit. Which means…” Deep breath. “We can commandeer a shuttle and go outside and film the whole thing and bring back hard evidence that the curator is full of shit.”

It sounds far less convincing now than it did last night, when I told Lex. We met up on the mag and rode around for almost an hour—well enough to raise suspicions, not enough to warrant an intervention. Lex was mildly dubious but enthusiastic. Joshua, I knew, would be a whole different level of skeptical.

He stares at me now as if I’ve told him I’m having his baby.

“Are you insane?” he hisses eventually, when his brain returns to working order.

“A little bit,” I admit. “Look, can you think of another way? I’m all ears.”

“Gen, you can’t… it’s crazy, you can’t...”

“Yeah, I know, we can’t, so there’s no point in trying. Let’s give up and do whatever that lunatic in there says.” I wave my hand at the Atheneum. “She’s probably not so bad. We can stay in here, no problem.”

“What’s going on with you?” he asks.

“You’re kidding, right? What’s going on with you? Aren’t you even a little bit pissed off? Ellie died because of this. Your girlfriend died because—“

“All right, okay! Keep it down!” Joshua’s cheeks darken, his eyes dart back and forth between me and our surroundings. “I hate it, alright? She’s everywhere at once. She’s super-nervous about everything, especially you. She tries to hide it, especially when I’m around, but I can tell. I’ve been waiting for her to try and recruit me as a spy or something. So, what happens is I try to act normal and casual and over it so she won’t have a reason. You know what that’s like? Pretending you’re fine when you’re really not?”

Once again, guilt rears its ugly head. I should have invited him into my secret sooner. Would things be different if I had? It’s hard to tell. Joshua always was the better-safe-than-sorry type, and I have a hard time imagining him crawling around the drains looking for an Observatory.

He avoids my gaze. Rubs his neck. “Look, the pressure is on. They know that. The protests have them spooked. Something like this might be the last drop, you know?”

“Good! That’s exactly what we want!”

“You’re serious, aren’t you?”

“Glad you finally noticed. Lex is on board. Now, we need Ninedi. We can’t do this without her, obviously. Anyone else wants to come, fine, but we’ll start with Ninedi.”

Joshua wavers. I can tell from his slumping posture and bobbing head.

“Look, I agree with you,” he says. “It’s terrible and we have to do something. But this is not doable. We can’t get up there. The hangar bay has been sealed off, remember? No elevators running.”

“We’re not going to use the elevators.”

His mouth opens and closes a couple of times. Then it dawns on him, and the color drains from his face.

“You’re not serious?”

I grin. “I’ve never been more serious in my life.”


 

TWO

A forest of signs and holos with my face on them greets the mag rolling into the station. It’s like walking into Tawamure, but a Tamawure owned by me. Panic pounces as the doors slide open and a many-mouthed choir announces my arrival, like I’m some long-lost explorer returning in triumph. I stumble backwards, but Lex catches me, a warm hand on my back.

“Deep breath, Gen.”

Kirsten with the wild red hair, whose family name I still don’t know, elbows her way through the throng. She wears an orange vest over her otherwise toned-down wardrobe: a blue jumpsuit with a black belt around her impossibly narrow waist. She grabs my hand. With the other she lifts an ancient, hand-held device to her lips. “I’ve got her, we’re coming.” I don’t think she likes me very much.

The crowd parts, giving us an unobstructed view of the park. Where there’s grass, there’s people, and of the park, only the green leaves of the trees and bushes can be seen.

“Wow,” Lex says. “Looks like people got the message.”

“Word of mouth,” Kirsten says. “We’re so connected, we forget how effective a good, old-fashioned rumor can be.”

I stop and spin around. “Where’s Pea?!”

“Right here.” Lex points. Pea floats along, a few meters above our heads and to our left. Her eye swivels like crazy in its socket. She’s never seen this many people at once.

Kirsten leads us through the jam-packed park. Behind us, the protesters close ranks like a zipper. They all gaze at me, and the murmur of the news spreads far and wide. Just when I thought I couldn’t be more self-conscious.

She’s here!

It’s her!

I told you she’d come!

Should I apologize to them? Tell them it’s all a mistake? That they’re giving me far too much credit?

The stage now sports a roof of canvas stretched over fabbed girders. Speakers and musical instruments dominate the space like a city skyline. Above it all, a huge banner floats, lazily wafting in the light breeze.

 

CELEBRATE ARRIVAL

 

Kirsten leads us around to the back, past safety barriers where a wide-chested man keeps vigil. He nods gravely at me as we pass.

Quentin Teller starts immediately chatting with Lex about the turnout. Lex smiles and nods and asks questions. Why can’t I be like him? He’s right at home, shaking hands and grinning like he’s one of the guys with orange vests. They’re all wearing them over whatever costume they’ve picked for today. Frocks, dresses, long coats. One of the women wears an enormous, bell-shaped dress that seems uncomfortably rigid. Everyone has to give her a wide berth.

Something white in the corner of my eye. Outside the perimeter of the fence, on the other side of the street, a row of keepers.

“What about them?” Lex asks, pointing over his shoulder.

“Oh them,” Teller says. “They’re here every night. Hey!” he shouts at the top of his lungs, making me jump. “Enjoy the show!” With an even wider grin than usual, he turns back to me: “How are you doing?”

“Nauseated,” I confess. “Same as every night.”

“This is the night,” Teller says. “This is the night we make them understand we’re not going to go away.”

“If you say so,” I mumble.

I thought coming here tonight would lift my spirits. But we’ve been at it for close to a week now, and the Praesidium have barely acknowledged the protests are going on. Makes sense. They can afford to wait it out.

A familiar voice rings out. “Hey, Mr. Teller! It’s me!”

“Oh, right!” Teller says, rushing back toward the entrance to the backstage area, where none other than Allyn Clarke waits to be let in, his trusty camdrones in tow.

“She’s here?” Clarke asks.

I try to hide behind Lex. “Please don’t let him see me.”

“Are you kidding?” Lex waves at the newsman like they’re old pals.

“Please…” I whine.

“I’m not the one who discovered this whole thing. Mr. Clarke, over here!”

“Technically, neither did I.”

“They don’t know that,” Lex says, already bored with my objections. “Mr. Clarke, I’m Lex Bowman.”

Up close, Allyn Clarke is shorter and less shiny than on screen. Ten, maybe fifteen years younger than Father but with harder features. Sharper corners. And the wild hair. A tall, dark coiffe with a streak of lavender through it today. The camdrone following him at close range pirouettes in the air to avoid Pea, occupying the airspace above me. Noticing the disturbance, Mr. Clarke casts a glance upwards. ”What’s that?”

”My companion bot, Pea. Say hello to Mr. Clarke, Pea.”

Pea happily greets the presenter. He merely stares at her for a second or two, then turns back to me. Yes—up close, less sheen. Also much less sympathetic eyes. ”I’ve been trying to reach you,” he says.

”You can’t have been trying very hard,” I hear myself say. ”I’m not difficult to find.”

His eyebrows look like they’re about to detach and flutter away. He stares back at me without moving another muscle, then whips his head around. ”We’ll set up over here.”

”For what?” I ask.

”Your interview, of course.”

All the color must have drained from my face, but Allyn Clarke can’t see it. He’s already stalking toward the stage, hollering at one of the crew in orange vests for a couple of chairs.

 

—

 

Teller’s entourage help clear a plot of grass and set up two chairs for the interview. Lex tries fruitlessly to pep talk me until the larger camdrone settles in a hover above Allyn Clarke’s right shoulder, staring at me. The other one floats somewhere behind me, focusing on him. A small arm extends on top of the larger camdrone, and a sharp light jabs me in the eye.

”You’ll be fine,” Lex says. ”Be yourself.”

”Not sure that’s a good idea.”

”I’ll be right here, okay? And don’t worry, you look great.”

I groan. ”I haven’t even thought of that.”

”Mr. Bowman, please remove yourself from my shot!”

The face Allyn Clarke makes when he’s live streaming turns out to be an act. Right up until the live notice pops up in the corner of his feed glasses, his face is wound tight, unsmiling. As soon as the livestream comes on, however, it all goes away: the angles, the hard lines, the tight lips. A smile softens the sharp edges. This remarkable transformation does nothing for me. My hands are still clammy, and cold sweat runs down my back and soaks the hem of my pants.

”Ladies and gentlemen! Tonight, we take you, quite literally, behind the scenes of the protests and speak directly to the instigator and, dare I say, the thorn in the Praesidium’s side. The Unstoppable Hart herself. Good evening.”

I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to hear him speaking over the din of the blood pumping in my ears. Focusing on him helps, if I can only pretend I’m having a conversation between him and me, I might be fine…

Keep everything else out.

Like Curator Dormer, fuming right now in her lair.

Like Mother and Father, watching you right now.

In the split second before the POV switches to me, I manage to wipe my brow and lick my lips. Why is it so hot out here?

”Good evening,” I croak.

”Miss Hart, thank you for taking the time to talk to us.”

I clear my throat.

”You’ve stirred up quite a storm in only a few days. You and your… admirers. I guess the question everyone’s asking themselves out there in the Connieverse is… why?”

I blink. ”What do you mean, why? Isn’t it obvious?”

”Well, not to everyone. If you could explain this to me like I’m a five-year-old, I would—”

”I’m not going to do that.”

For the first time in his life, Mr. Allyn Clarke, arguably the most recognizable and visible face aboard Conestoga, can’t find the words. It doesn’t last long, but for a split second, a very large, pulsating vein pops up on his temples, and his jaw goes rigid. His smile falters, but only briefly.

”I would suggest a humbler attitude, Miss Hart. After all, you are the one trying to get a message across.”

”I did. You know what it is. Now all we want is a response.”

”A response from the Praesidium?”

”Yes.”

”Do you feel they haven’t addressed these… rumors adequately?”

”They’re not rumors. It’s a question they haven’t answered.”

”You seem very angry. Are you angry, Miss Hart?”

I glance sideways as Lex. He shrugs. ”I guess I am.”

”Well then, if I may ask finally—why?”

”Ask them why.”

”Ask… the Praesidium why you’re angry?”

”Keep up, Mr. Clarke. Yes. Maybe they can explain it to you like you’re a five-year-old.” I hear a scattering of snickers from Mr. Teller’s troupe. Clarke hears it too, but won’t let it touch him. That vein, though—it grows bigger and redder.

”You have to give us something,” he says, pleading for the benefit of the viewers. ”Your thoughts, your ideas. What made you do the things you have done? You’ve recently been demoted; you’re no longer a Pioneer. Can you comment?”

I shrug. ”It doesn’t matter anymore, does it? Alamea has already been settled. We don’t need the Pioneers anymore.”

That ruffles him. He sits up straight in his chair and bears down on me admonishingly. ”Some would say that kind of talk is blasphemous.”

”Truth sounds like blasphemy if you don’t like it.” Another scatter of laughter. Someone behind me claps their hands. I take a deep breath. ”Here’s the thing, Mr. Clarke: this is Arrival Day. You know it is. Everybody knows it. But nobody talks about it. Why do you think that is?”

”Can you tell us why you think that is?”

”I know why, Mr. Clarke. I’m asking you.”

”This is my interview,” he says, louder now.

”It’s a conversation. We need to have more conversations. Which, of course, the Praesidium knows. Ergo, they shut down the Verse. No more talking. That’s what they want.”

There’s a strange, rhythmic drumming on the air. Mr. Clarke doesn’t notice. ”Girl, you are in no position to—”

His eyes widen in shock. More shouting and a tremendous, startling crash. I spin around to face an army of white uniforms breaking through the barriers, shoving stacked boxes and cases aside, and going to town on Teller’s actors with their shocksticks. Mr. Clarke scrambles to his feet and makes a break for it with surprising speed, only to be brutally smacked down. Lost in a forest of white uniforms. More keepers pour into the area like locusts. Trapped. I back into the chair I sat on, tumble backwards onto the grass and squirm backwards as a wall of white uniforms encircle me, sticks raised and lips tight under the black visors. I raise an arm to shield my face.

Please, not my face.


 

THREE

A flurry of motion, something colorful blasting across my field of vision.

Lex. He charges the keepers like an enraged bull, taking them by surprise, mowing them down. He snatches a shockstick and starts using it for its purpose, jabbing it into the gap between the helmet and the uniform of a keeper. A noise, brief and electric, like fat in a hot skillet. The keeper lands on his knees. Bared teeth underneath the visor.

“Come on!” Lex shouts. Another jab, another keeper drops to the ground.

“I strongly suggest we leave,” says Pea, flitting back and forth in distress above us.

Lex grabs my hand and pulls me along. I can barely keep up, stumbling over the bodies of the keepers he zapped. ”This way!”

With me in tow, he barges through the gap in the enclosure made by the charging keepers. Behind us, people are screaming. Sounds like dry smacks of shocksticks on bare skin. I turn around briefly, wanting to help them, take them away from the pain I’ve caused, but Lex keeps a firm grip on my hand. Out of the corner of my eye, I spot a gaggle of white uniforms dragging Quentin Teller’s limp, bloodied body away.

”We have to help them!” I cry.

”We can’t!” Lex says, and he’s right, of course he’s right, but it still seems wrong.

”Pea!” I shout. ”Where are you?”

She’s directly above, tracking us. We stumble out of the park, into the plaza beyond. We race across it. Behind us, keepers noticing our escape give chase. At the corner of the skyscraper opposite the park, Lex stops momentarily to find his bearings.

”This way!” he grunts, turning the corner, still pulling me along. My legs go faster than they should. My heart sputters, coughs, and kicks.

Dodging left into the next street. From there into a back alley between the neighboring buildings. The patter of our feet bounce against the walls. We emerge in another plaza, as deserted as the rest of the city. Where are all the people?

”In here!” Lex says, panting. He leads me through a maze of chairs and tables, through an open door. It’s a café. A serverbot behind a counter looks up as we barge inside.

”Ah, how nice to see you, Mr. Bowman, Miss Hart. What can I offer you?”

”Nothing, be quiet!” Lex growls.

”Emergency protocol 7-94A:ULYSSES. We are not here!” I hiss at the bot. It immediately loses interest in us. Lex’s eyes bulge. ”What?!” I bark.

”Nothing!” he says. ”I keep forgetting what it is you do.”

”Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

We dive down behind the counter, next to the bot that ignores us completely. Pea settles in my lap. A few moments later, a keeper slams the door open.

”Ah, how nice to see you Mr. Lindh, what can I—”

”Shut the hell up! Did anyone come through here?”

”Not to my knowledge, Mr. Lindh.”

The door slams shut. Lex waits a few seconds before poking his head up over the counter.

”Okay, we’re safe for now, but I think we should hang tight for a… what’s wrong?”

Tears stream down my face. “It’s my fault…” I mumble.

”It’s their fault!”

“But—”

”Shh!” He reaches out, puts his hand over my mouth. The tears wet his hand. I want to say I’m sorry, but he stares me down with those intensely brown eyes of his. ”It’s their fault,” he repeats. ”Their fault, not yours.”

I wish I could believe him.

 

—

 

A little while later, the trampling feet of the keepers outside dies out. I sneak up to the door. The plaza is deserted. I push the door open. ”Pea, check it out.”

She zips outside. A few minutes later, she returns. ”The coast is clear.”

”Let’s go,” Lex says, tugging at the door.

”No, wait! We have to have a plan. Where should we go?”

He stares at me for a full five seconds. ”Where can we go?” he says, shoulders slumping. ”There’s nowhere to hide.”

I pretend not to hear him. ”Bikes. We need bikes.”

”Didn’t you hear me? There’s nowhere to go!”

I stare back at him furiously, determined to prove him wrong. But he’s right, of course. Conestoga is big, but not that big. Wherever we go, we’re still stuck inside the ship.

“Right,” I say. “What should we do? Waltz up to the Hall and surrender?”

He leans against the counter behind him. ”Maybe it’s not such a bad idea.”

”You give up if you want!” I snarl. He simply looks at me, his face blank. ”I’m going!”

”Where?”

”I’ll think of something! We have to keep going. We can’t let them do this!”

”They’re already doing it. Our best chance is to keep talking.”

”They’re not going to let us talk! Don’t you get it? They killed Fowler! They’re going to kill us, too!”

”They can’t.” Lex rubs his face with one hand. ”Well, not you, at least.”

”Why not?”

”Everyone will know. No, they’ll put you in that reform school of theirs, brainwash you. Make you say what they want you to say.”

”All the more reason to keep running!”

He sighs, bites his lip. I’ve never seen him this serious before. Two lines converge between his eyes like a V. ”Right. But where?”

“May I suggest something?” Pea says. Lex stares at her as if he’s forgotten she’s there.

”What’s on your mind?” I ask.

“We could go through the drains,” she says. “There’s an access hatch a couple of blocks from here.”

”Of course!” I jump to my feet.

“Then what?” Lex says.

”We’ll figure it out. Come on!”

Lex slumps, defeated. I’m sure he’s going to say no. He’s given up. The Praesidium wins this round. We’ll live to fight another day.

Maybe he’s right. What happened in the park was livecast, at least partly. The Travelers know what happened, even if they don’t want to know. They can’t ignore it. Thousands of people already doubt the Praesidium, and thousands more will after today. This won’t go away as quietly and discreetly as Curator Dormer has hoped—and making a peaceful stand will make it harder for the Praesidium to control the narrative.

Only one problem.

I’m the Unstoppable Hart.

 

—

 

We run in vain. I can taste blood when I breathe, and the muscles in my legs are burning. I want nothing more than to simply stop and let them take me. Maybe I should. Maybe they’ll be lenient with me. Let me live. Let me stay with Mother and Father… I’ll be a good Traveler… I’ll be good…

A metallic clank and a rattle startles me, and I almost trip over my own feet. I turn my head in time to see a surveillance drone crashing to the ground and shattering against the hard pavement. Soon after, another loud rattle— “PEA!” I scream, turning so abruptly I lose my balance. My ankle twists sharply, and I, too, crash to the ground. Ignoring the pain, I crawl toward the wreckage, shoving the dead drone to the side, trying to reach Pea. She lies on the side and her camera eye swivels in its socket as if she’s trying to understand which way is up. “Pea! What did you do!”

“I thought I could stop it,” Pea says.

“You did, you did stop it—but you… you… Why?”

Lex tries to pull me up. I shake him off. “We can’t stay here,” he says.

“He’s right. Go,” Pea says. “Leave me here.”

“I can’t do that,” I sputter, tears coming back now. “You’re coming with me.” I reach out and pull her close. She’s heavier than I remember.

“Leave it,” Lex says. “We don’t have time!”

“I’m not leaving her!” I growl at him.

Lex pulls me to my feet. A sharp, penetrating pain shooting up from my ankle makes me wince. The sound of boots echoes down the street.

“They’re coming! Let’s go!” Lex says.

I cradle Pea in my arms. I’ve felt pain before, worse than this. Shielding my mind from it, I hobble after them toward the next alley and the access hatch. Reaching the last corner, I steady myself against the building, half-jumping, half-walking forward. A few more meters… a few more…

Searing pain envelops me, as big as the world. I lose all sense of direction and control and collapse onto the street. My mind goes blank. I’m awake, but gone. The pain squeezes every single cell in my body, as if someone attached wires to them and turned on the juice. Electricity. That’s it. I’m being electrocuted. Confused, my eyesight swimming, I watch Pea roll away from me on the street. I dropped her.

I manage to pry my eyes open, and a dark figure leans down over me. It’s Cutler. “You really gave us a good run for the money, Miss Hart.”

The world starts drifting sideways. Cutler hovers over me once more. “The Curator would like to see you.”

He raises an arm, and I can dimly make out something long and black in his hand before he brings it down, fast. It connects with my skull and—


 

FOUR

Deep, dark shadows and greyed-out shapes. Each heartbeat a monumental tremor. A slow, creeping pain starts to take hold, as if it waited for me to wake up before spreading into every limb. There’s a desert in my mouth. Parched tongue, parched lips. And, it dawns on me, I badly need to pee.

First things first. I’m on my back. It’s soft and cushioned, so that’s good. Am I in my bed? I don’t remember coming home last night. Okay, I’ll think about it later. Right now, I need to pee and I need to drink. How do I go about it? I try to shift position.

Nope. Vicious pain explodes in the back of my head. I groan.

A while later, I try again. Not as bad this time. I can move my head from side to side without it screaming at me.

Something white dangles down like a curtain before my eyes. Confused, I reach up to touch it. My fingers trace the coarse fabric wrapped several times around my head. I reach up and trace the bandage until I find the tender spot where something hard contacted with my skull. Prodding the soft cushion of the compress underneath, the bump smarts a little. Not so bad. When I try to move, on the other hand, my entire head lights up in pain. A moan escapes my lips as the pain flares and billows like fireworks.

A memory from last night: we were running, and something crashed…

”Pea!” I blurt out. Or squawk. Speaking hurts. I try again, calmer this time: ”Pea?”

No reply.

I’m pretty sure I drift in and out of consciousness a couple of times. It would explain the sound turning on and off. It’s still dark out when I finally wake. Some mysterious machine makes tiny bleeps like a shy little bird. Some kind of monitoring device. They know I’m awake.

QED: a nurse enters, throwing sharp light into the room. He comes up to the side of the bed and assesses me.

”Hi there,” he says. ”Are you feeling better?”

”Bathroom.”

”I’ll fetch you a bedpan.”

He leaves and returns moments later with a blue plastic thing. Blissful release. He also brings me a bottle of water to drink from, which I do, greedily. Then I pass out again.

 

—

 

Still night when I wake. I reach for the nightstand button.

“Try to be still,” a silken voice comes softly out of the dark, startling me. ”You’re injured. Lights twenty.”

The fluorescent ceiling begins to glow. The shadows brighten in her face. The curator for constancy, Absinthe Dormer.

”Not too bright, I hope?” she asks.

I stare at her as if she’s a wildly lifelike figment of my imagination. Am I dreaming still?

”I bet you’re wondering what I’m doing here,” Curator Dormer says, beaming. “It’s simple. I’m here to offer you a deal.”

“I don’t... understand.”

Curator Dormer looks at me with a sad, almost commiserating, smile on her lips. ”You know exactly what I’m talking about.”

The puzzle falls into place. Yesterday. The protests. The keepers. Running through the city. Pain. And something else, too, a metallic noise, a crash…

I jerk myself upright on the bed. “Pea! What happened to Pea?”

The curator raises an eyebrow. “You’re referring to your little… abomination. She will be recycled, of course.”

”Please, no! She’s my friend.”

”Don’t be ridiculous. It’s a bot with malfunctioning learning inhibitors. It needs to be destroyed.”

”She’s learning to be human!”

”Not anymore. Compassion is the domain of living things.” (Aphorisms 1:14)

”Without compassion, the soul belongs in no home.” (Aphorisms 1:22)

Curator Dormer’s infuriating smile broadens. ”Don’t try to best me at my own game, girl.”

In the following silence, an alarm beeps somewhere far away. The lights in the corridor outside brighten, spilling into the room through the gap under the door. Someone walks by with spring in their step. The light fades soon after.

I lie back down. Tears flood my eyes, run down my cheek and wet the pillow. Pea is gone. She sacrificed herself for me, and now she’s gone.

“What about Lex?” I whisper.

“Mr. Bowman is fine. A bit worse for wear, of course, but nothing that won’t heal.” Curator Dormer leans forward, reaches out to wipe my cheeks. I turn my head away.

“Don’t touch me!”

She leans back, disappointed. “I came here to show you something.”

She wakes her armlet and flicks a live stream onto the screen opposite the bed. A drone image sweeping over daytime Pioneer Park and the surrounding area. Little dark and white dots moving around down there, on the green and into the streets. The drone zooms in, and the dots turn into people. They’re running, moving randomly, fluidly, like flocks of birds. Well, not exactly randomly. Keepers in white are herding groups of people around, chasing them, cornering them, descending upon them with shocksticks raised. Another zoom into a particular group, five or six protesters huddled in a ring of white uniforms. They give up, sink to their knees, and are promptly attacked shocksticks, again and again.

I watch with my insides turning to ice. The curator smiles back at me with the infinite patience of someone who knows she has already won.

 

—

 

Dormer freezes the image on a young protester lying prostrate on the ground, unmoving after several shocks to the head and body. ”We arrested two hundred and twelve Travelers who have refused to cease and desist. Twenty-two of my keepers have been injured. They are in this very hospital, right now. The protests have flared up in the towns too, but rest assured, we will keep the order. These people have chosen to put the rest of us in danger by abandoning their duties—and for what?” A rhetorical question. ”For a lie. A lie you planned to help spread.”

”It’s not a lie,” I mumble.

”It is a lie, and you will denounce it as such publicly.”

Everything goes cold. The sheets are cold. The air in my face—cold. I can wish for a better poker face, but I don’t think it matters to this person. She looks down at me with supreme indifference, and I can’t help thinking she would look exactly the same if I were to die, right here, under her gaze. All my efforts to keep myself from crying come to nothing, and big, fat, heavy tears roll down my temples, wet the pillow.

”What…?” I whimper. I hate my own weakness—especially in front of this person, this raging lunatic.

”Someone has to take the blame, dear. And who better than you, the face of this little… rebellion.”

”I refuse.”

”Well, I thought you might say that. Let’s put all the cards on the table, shall we? I know your friend Ellie Bowman left you a bitglass with Theodore Fowler’s falsified documents—we’ve spent years trying to destroy them, I might add. Alas, we thought we had found them all. I know you visited the Observatory. We also know you used a worm to infect the buildings onboard in order to spread the virus. Very clever, by the way. Caught us off guard, truly it did. Lori worked hard to undo your little stunt.

“We also know you couldn’t have done it on your own. Rest assured your Maester will be justly dealt with.”

She closes the feed with a gentle gesture. My throat produces a weak gulping noise.

”I’ve been a child, too. I know it’s easy to get carried away by idealism. I understand you believe you’re acting in our best interest. It’s a credit to your generation! You dare to take the bull by the horns! But now it’s time to listen to reason. And since you’re the one who started all this, it’s only fitting that you should end it.”

“I didn’t start it. You did. When you lied about Alamea.”

She sighs. “Don’t you understand? It’s true you have been lied to your entire life. We all have. Alamea doesn’t exist. You have no idea of how I have struggled to understand this. We were never meant to conquer a planet. When you think about it, you understand how absurd the notion is! It’s impossible! The only conclusion to be drawn from all this is that we are in fact meant for something else, and the Future Children will reveal what it is once we have proven ourselves worthy.”

I stare at her. My head hurts. “You’re insane.”

At this, she laughs. A shrill, pearly laugh. “I’ll let you in on a little secret: I thought so too for a long time. But the Future Children made me see.”

 

—

 

I’m out of words. She watches me as if expecting me to go off again, but I’m spent.

“Here’s what’s going to happen. You might think you will refuse me, but in the end, you will come to your senses. You will explain that you were led astray by false information and call for an investigation into the source of your undoing. The investigation will come to the conclusion that Ellie Bowman willfully manufactured the bitglass files and manipulated you into proliferating them in an attempt to turn people against the Praesidium for reasons unknown. However, before she could see her plan come to fruition, she killed herself in a bout of depression. She had hidden her true mental condition from us most assiduously, you see. Perhaps she blamed the Praesidium for her condition, who knows? After learning the truth, you will apologize to the Travelers. After which you will naturally be placed in reformatory probation for a period of, oh, say a couple of years, from which you will emerge a faithful Traveler.”

She pauses briefly, as if to gauge my reaction. I can’t even move a muscle. Numb. I’m no longer connected to my physical body.

”In the meantime, you will of course stay here and recuperate and, when the doctors think you’re ready, you will be brought home. You will not see any visitors. You will be escorted to the Eye for your training sessions and for the tournament finals.”

The pain threatens to split my skull open as I try to come up with some sort of dignified response—but the words move farther and farther away in my mind.

I must be dreaming. Or hallucinating, a dark fantasy induced by the medication. Absinthe Dormer’s features start to blend together, her pale lips and pale eyes slowly contracting as if pinched. It twists her smile into a round O, a circular mouth, and I can’t help myself. It looks funny. I have to laugh. She speaks again, but I can’t hear what she’s saying. I want only to touch her face, so I reach out, but a clawed hand restrains my arms. Its nails dig into my skin, tearing it, and all I can do is laugh.


 

FIVE

Your face is already beginning to fade from my memory. I see your likeness in your therapy mimic, but it’s not enough. Seventeen days. That’s how fast we erase the ones we love from our brains when we no longer see them every day.

If I’m to remember you, I have to think about a specific moment. Then I can almost conjure you up or come as close as anyone can. It’s strange how we rely so much on our eyesight and still can’t close our eyes and see from memory. Instead, you linger on the edge of my consciousness like a phantom, out of reach.

It was at the Harvest Festival I first got wind something was wrong.

Way late, I know. I should have seen it sooner. A better friend would have seen and done something about it.

I always thought the Harvest Festival was a strange thing to have in a place where there were no seasons and things were always available throughout the year. Father had explained to me that it was to remind us of what awaits on Alamea. There will be seasons, they said, and we will depend on them for certain produce.

Like every year, the Festival took place in the Mall, in the shadow of Atheneum. We walked aimlessly through the fair, tasted fresh fruit and rare sweets, and played silly games to win more fruit or plush toys. I could tell you didn’t care about any of it, but you put on a brave face. Your eyes always found the next thing, as if you were searching for something else, something elusive that you already knew you would never find. When I spoke, you had to ask what I’d said, and you answered tersely instead of launching into the usual account of your thoughts, questions, musings, and more questions.

Eventually, I had to say something, even though I was afraid of what you might say. We stopped by the big carousel, a strangely ancient-but-brand-new-looking thing among all the tech—especially since it was tended by a bot—and leaned on the fence for a bit, watching people climb up on ridiculously dolled-up horses on poles for the ride. The parts for it had been printed the week before in the big printing lab nearest Lab 17. I came down one morning and was met by a shuttle carrying the horses, fresh from the printer. Even before it started, it played a somewhat melancholy tune.

“You’re in a bad mood today,” I said.

You startled, as if I had called you out on stealing. “No! No, I’m… tired.”

“I’m not your mother,” I said, sort of code between us. Your mother was a sweet, gullible woman. You flashed a smile my way but offered nothing more.

I knew it wasn’t my fault, whatever it was. Not only because I couldn’t think of anything I’d done to sour your mood, but because you never let things go that far in the first place. If I said or did something you didn’t approve of, you’d call me out on it immediately and give me a chance to explain or apologize. It didn’t happen that often, but it’s the way you were wired, I guess. You didn’t like to dwell on things.

“You don’t have to tell me,” I said, desperately wanting you to tell me.

You bit your lip and battled with yourself. I could see it.

“There’s this…” you began, but trailed off. “Listen, I can’t tell you now.”

I was so disappointed, and I tried hard to hide it. I must have failed, because for a second or two, I thought you were going to cry. Then your eyes glimmered, and you grabbed my arm and said: “This is boring! Let’s do something fun!”

“Like what?”

“I challenge you to a duel!” you said, pulling me along by the hand. “A heptathlon of silly carnival games! Unless, of course, you’d rather do the poetry slam,” you added and pointed to a big sign with those very words and a picture of a parchment and a quill.

“I hate poetry,” I said, which was halfway true. Of all the artforms, it seemed to me the most dishonest, a way to coat reality in layers of obscurity for the sake of it.

You laughed hysterically, and I remember the warmth of your hand. Laughing and cheering, you were back to your normal, effusive self, like someone had found a switch on the back of your neck and flipped it.

“Don’t knock it,” you said, your grand smile drawing people’s attention even as we hurried past them. “Sometimes it’s so bad it’s good!”

We played five games, silly and simple things like tossing a ball through hoops and shooting water jets. You won, of course, mostly because I didn’t really care about winning. I was happy to have you back.

 

—

 

Keepers sit outside my hospital room around the clock. I only ever glimpse an arm or a hand, sometimes the business end of a rifle. I hear them answer the nurses in monosyllables. Every time they come to check on me, they have to present their armlets to unlock the door. The lock clicks and they enter, rolling their eyes. At one point, I dreamily hear a familiar voice, but I can’t be sure.

My body aches. They must have continued beating me even after the first knockout blow. I have bruises all over my arms and legs and back. A fresh black eye to go with it. Shortly after the curator’s visit, two nurses came in and applied healpatches all over me. The patches work their magic, and I’m mending quickly. Already, the dark contusions are fading and will be gone before I return home. Before I return to the public eye. They’re not stupid—they can’t let me show myself like this.

I spend the day awake, standing by the window, staring out at the Connieverse. It’s the same as always, has been for a thousand years—but I can’t escape the idea something has changed. It’s as if I’ve lived my life in a perfect room and only now can I see the dust in the corners, the chafed surfaces, the scratchmarks and dents of a thousand collisions. Only now do I notice the floors worn with millions of passing feet. The paint peeling off the window frames. The upholstery peeking out through the fabric. She’s old, our spacecraft. Our home. Old but strong, eternal. Maybe she’s meant to go on forever. I don’t know.

Daylight fades, and all around, little pinpricks ignite like tiny fires. They reflect in the waters of Lake Devotion. A mag train on the big loop cuts through the darkened farmland like a comet. It stops at a station halfway up the curved landscape. Watching it accelerate away and vanish in the distant haze on the other side of Conestoga, I’m reminded of something Maester Fletcher once told me. I had confessed I was scared of becoming a Pioneer and having to leave this place. I said Conestoga was all I’ve ever known, and he cast me one of his trademark looks, the one best described as lovingly disdainful, and said: “It’s not all you’ve ever known. It’s all you’ve ever experienced. Not the same thing.”

“What’s the difference?” I asked.

“Experience isn’t knowledge. You only think it is because it’s what it feels like.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Knowledge is experience plus understanding. There’s plenty of things aboard Conestoga you’ve experienced but not understood, do you agree?”

“Ye-es?”

“Whether you leave Conestoga or not, you still have to build your knowledge by understanding your experiences. Which means there’s no real difference between staying in here or leaving to colonize a planet. The experiences may be different, but the path to knowledge remains the same.”

I was twelve at the time. Too soon for me to have that kind of conversation, perhaps, but Fletcher didn’t exactly care.

No difference. Maybe he was right.


 

THE LAST OF THE GREAT PLAYERS


 

ONE

The next morning, Captain Cutler comes to our house to escort me to the Eye. He greets Mother and Father courteously, and waits patiently—but there’s no mistaking the glint in his eye. He wants me to rebel. He wants me to act out. He wants an excuse to beat me up again. I will not give him the satisfaction.

My bruises are gone, but parts of me still ache. There’s a thick rope tied in a knot where my stomach was. I can tell myself it’s only competition anxiety, but it’s not.

Dressed and ready, I say goodbye to Mother and Father.

“Good luck, darling,” Mother says. I’m out of words. What’s going to happen to me? Is this goodbye?

Captain Cutler and I climb into the drone, and we lift off toward the Eye. It’s a short flight, only four minutes. The drone makes a tight turn and lands as close to the clubhouse as it can. I only glimpse the park, packed with spectators. As soon as the door opens, I can hear their silence. No cheers, no applause, no whistling. Cutler grabs me by the arm and ushers me inside. Two keepers, both women, accompany us inside.

The clubhouse is deserted. The team must already be up there, waiting. The two keepers follow me through the clubhouse into the locker room and take up station by the doors. I change into the suit under their motionless gazes. Finished, I jam the helmet under my arm and join Captain Cutler, waiting for me in the hallway. He leads me into the elevator lobby.

Curator Dormer waits for me, barefoot, hands clasped in front.

The knot in my belly tightens. It’s not enough to humiliate me in front of everyone. She wants it to sting. I can tell from her horrible smile. She nods at Cutler, who snaps to attention and then promptly turns on his heel. He never said a word. I guess I should be grateful.

The curator, on the other hand, talks.

“You know, the first game of the tournament was my very first time in zero g!” she says. “I was so nervous! But as it turned out, I was nervous about the wrong thing! I thought I would be scared of the height, you know? I’m a little scared of heights. But that wasn’t it at all! What I should have been nervous about was the perspective. It’s so… endless from up there, don’t you think?”

She pauses briefly to give me a chance to respond. When I don’t, she resumes: “At any rate, I’ve always been in awe of how you handle yourselves up there. I could never do it. Besides, Father would never have let me, even if I had wanted to. A waste of time and resources, he called it. I was to devote myself to my duty, and that was that. Sometimes, I wonder what could have been.”

She does so now, crane her neck, facing the shining, white orb, far above.

“I’m quite jealous, you know…” she says, almost as if speaking to herself. “So young and innocent and full of… vigor!” A shrill laugh escapes her lips. I have to keep myself from gawking at her. “Oh well…”

She doesn’t speak again until we reach the Eye. “Here we are!” she chirps and walks, rather awkwardly, into the lobby, where another couple of keepers in flight suits are waiting to take charge of me. “Good luck out there!” she trills before we part ways. “I know you’ll be spectacular,” she adds, beaming, before ambling clumsily away up the curving pathway toward the functionaries’ quarters.

 

—

 

It’s a long, heavy walk up to the player gate. With each step, the magnets cling harder. The team waits for me on the fleater. How can I face them after failing at everything?

I’m standing at the edge of the world. My feet are still connected to the rest of Conestoga. As soon as I lift off, I will be free of its restraints. Free to fly. Free to do anything I set my mind to.

Used to be. Now, it’s a prison, surrounding me on all sides.

I lift off and exit the gate. Stray hoots and cheers reach me as I swoop in low over the fleater and land. Joshua catches my eye, but I can’t stand his gaze. It burns right through me.

Coach Young claps her hands together. “All right, Cannonballs. This is it. Welcome to the war.” She winks at me. Interesting choice of words. “I want to start by saying that from this moment, until the day is done, your minds will be on one thing and one thing only: the trophy. Whatever goes on outside this aerena stays on the outside. Clear your minds of it. We’re here to fly and to win. Nothing else. Are we clear?”

”Yes Coach!”

”All right. Here’s today’s lineup and events.”

 

—

 

The finals start with capture the flag. An unusual choice. Most finals start with gauntlets or Chase. At least the solos come last. Eden and I will sit the first event out. My attention drifts away as I scan for Lex, way over on the Eagles’ fleater. I can see him, huddled with his team, and I wonder if he misses me. I want him to see me, never mind the distance between us. But he never does.

Curator Absinthe Dormer presides over the head fleater, a hundred meters out in the aerena. Triumphant, majestic, even—that’s the image she wants to create for herself. Like she’s the queen of Conestoga. I turn away, disgusted.

Uneasy silence on vox. Eyes darting away. Staring fixedly on the screen. Joshua runs through tactics, his hands dancing in the air as we study the layout holos.

I can hardly concentrate. My mind keeps slipping away to my inevitable doom. Joshua still refuses to look at me. When he mentions me, it’s like he’s talking to someone absent.

Before the game starts, he turns to me.

“You good?” he says.

“Joshua, I… I’m sorry.” There’s more, but I’ve already exhausted my vocabulary. He turns away.

“Let’s play the game, okay?” He pulls his visor down and claps his hands. “Okay gang, this is it! Let’s make some noise!”

The team roars as one, but it sounds hollow and feeble. Like we already know we’ll lose. Coach notices of course, but the kick-off signal sounds before she can say anything.

 

—

 

With only moments to spare, Joshua and Ninedi perform a daring raid on the Raptors’ home base. Kenta and Mira run interference, feigning a fast attack at an oblique angle which distracts and confuses the three defenders enough to allow Ninedi to sneak inside. Joshua flies in circles around her, protecting her from the scrambling Raptor forwards. They don’t stand a chance.

Waiting is torture. I close my eyes, letting only the announcers’ prattle in:

…and the Cannonballs kick off the finals with a crushing blow, a humiliating blow to the Raptors…

Looks like Kenta needs a patch-up after that nasty interference by Leilani Carpenter. That’s a red card, obviously, that was totally out of line…

Eagles versus Thunderbirds next, what do you think?

I think it’s a foregone conclusion, the Eagles are the stronger team here, despite the… recent troubles their captain has gotten himself into—

Let’s not speculate on that now… uh… yes, here we go, the teams are on their way to the starting positions. And we’re off in three, two, one…

 

—

 

A dazed Kenta returns to the fleater with a healpatch above his left eye and a dark streak of dried blood on his nose. The Eagles take care of the Thunderbirds in record time, scoring high.

“Okay, Cannonballs!” Coach says. “Let’s show them how it’s done!”

Disaster. The Eagles manage to break free from the Cannonballs’ relentless attacks, sneak through our defenses, and steal the beacon. After a furious pursuit with several close calls, the Eagles win. The scoreboard shifts to the thunderous roar of the spectators. The team returns home, bristling. Ninedi kicks a squeeze bottle that goes sailing into the aerena. Joshua blasts off to retrieve it.

Joshua comforts the team. I’ve always admired his ability to shrug off anger and disappointment. But today, there’s something else, too… something lurking behind his eyes that I can’t catch. Something distant, aloof. “Be pissed off if you need to. Then take a breath. In through the nose—“

“Out through the ass,” Ninedi mutters, drawing guffaws from the rest.

I’m watching all this as though I’m not here. Like I’m watching a centuries-old game on the Feed. I need to snap out of it, return to the here and now. Only I don’t know how.

“Gauntlet’s up next,” Coach says. “Joshua, Gen, get ready.”

In the aerena, the blox perform their kaleidoscopic dance as they reshape the player space for the next event. I watch it happen as I have many times before. Try to steel myself for the inevitable disaster. Zero chance to win.

Joshua stares doggedly ahead as we head out to our starting positions, marked as a glowing red circle in our visors. The announcer waxes nostalgic: “Here they come, ladies and gentlemen, two of the greatest athletes in the history of the sport. The last of the great players: Imogen Hart, the Unstoppable Hart, and Joshua Baker, the most cunning team Captain on this side of the—“

I close vox as we reach the red circle. I’m shaking now, my insides churning like I’m going to be sick. I shove everything else back of the mind as the start signal sounds. We explode into action. I almost mess up right from the start by taking a wrong turn and losing us precious points. Joshua works to correct the mistake, but he’s sluggish and unresponsive. He talks like it pains him, barks his instructions and very nearly omits crucial parts of his plan.

It reminds me of my first flights with Eden.

Despite this, we easily leave the Raptor chasers behind as we dig into the labyrinth. Laid out like an enormous, three-dimensional maze, it has plenty of turns and dead ends that might spell the end of a game and break some bones. My field of vision narrows. I can only see Joshua and the blox rushing by. I stick to his side all the way, waypoint after waypoint. The chasers can’t catch up after that. It’s more a race than a fight, and we blow past the finish line to a resounding roar from the spectators.

I remember now. Living for this. It’s more than in my head; it’s in my bones and in my blood.

We return to the fleater to whoops and cheers. “That was good,” Joshua says through tight lips.

“King of the understatements,” Ninedi laughs.

The Eagles win easily over the Chimaeras, like we knew they would. It puts them ahead, though the gap is narrowing. Coach Young watches the scoreboard, lips tightening. Soon after, the Cannonballs lose unexpectedly to the Raptors because of Kenta’s frustratingly bad performance. He returns to the fleater, green in the face. Glances at me like he wants to say something, then changes his mind. Coach launches into a peptalk as the Raptors and Chimaeras battle it out.

“Okay, next up, Gen, Eden,” she announces next.

I groan inwardly. We’re not ready for this.

”Are you okay?” Eden asks.

”Don’t worry about me,” I reply.

”I don’t. I worry about me.”

I whip my head around. She stares straight ahead, into the aerena, where blox have started to form the first track.

 

—

 

I wanted to hate her so badly. It was a childish notion, I know, but I wanted someone to pay. She came to our team uninvited, untested, and stole your spot. It didn’t matter to me that you weren’t there to fill it anymore. It hurt too much to think about, so I directed my rage elsewhere—at Eden Messenger, who didn’t deserve it.

A nagging, ironic voice whispers in my ear all the bad things I’ve said and done. A bloated balloon of shame lodged in my throat.

Forget the bitglass files, Theodore Fowler, and the Praesidium. Forget Captain Cutler and his new army of willing recruits. Forget the thousand years of pointless suffering. Nothing makes one smaller than the bad things one does.

”Listen,” I say. ”I know I’ve been… a shit friend. Worse. I’ve been a bad teammate.” Eden’s lips tighten, but she doesn’t move. ”I was angry and… sad. And confused. You know why. I’m sorry.”

A glance, a puff of red blossoming on Eden’s cheeks. “It’s okay,” she says, barely more than a whisper. “I was confused for a while, too.”

I whip my head around. I can almost imagine her enormous, green eyes behind the visor. “Really?”

“I’m on your side,” Eden says.

I almost glide right past the start position. A host of questions attack my mind, but I can’t think of a way to voice them without giving it away to those listening. By my side… did she mean…?

In their stead, another realization drops. I turn to Eden. “You lead.”

She stares back at me, wide-eyed. “Are you sure?”

I open the channel to the team. “Coach, we’re switching.”

“Forget it, it’s too late!” No wonder she sounds rushed. The clock is ticking. Only seconds to go.

“I’m not asking. We’re switching. Eden’s better.”

“Okay, Eden leads.”

On the private channel, Eden hisses at me. “What are you doing?!”

“It’s true. You’re better.”

“But I’m not ready!”

“You are.”

I glance up toward the chasers. One of them is Lex. He nods discreetly at me. I pretend I didn’t see it. As Eden and I switch positions, I imagine the rave of the game announcers as Eden slips ahead of me. The great Imogen Hart ceding the lead for newcomer Eden! Excitement, excitement, excitement!

 

—

 

The track, shaped like an enormous ring around Conestoga’s center of axis, makes the flight seem like falling endlessly. Eden navigates the waypoints with ruthless efficiency. I can hear the suit groaning when we turn. Lex and his sidekick are hard on our tails.

”Left!” Eden calls, straining against the g’s.

”Breathe,” I remind her. I know this part. The sensation of running downhill and almost, but not quite, losing control.

A sharp left, then an even sharper right, bringing us on a collision course with the chasers.

”Gen!” Eden cries.

”Stay true!” I call back. ”Power!”

The suit jets spool up, close to maximum. The air rushing past makes a whining noise. It’s a game of who flinches first. My jaw clenches as I push on, ever faster. Something’s going to give, and it’s not me.

Split seconds. As we blow past, the whites of Lex’s eyes shine like flashlights through the blur. Eden wobbles slightly in the gust of air in the chaser’s wake. We turn toward the next waypoint, slightly off course. I risk a quick check on my six. The chasers are farther off course than us. And they split as we passed them, so they had to take time to regroup.

“Don’t make me do it again,” Eden says breathlessly.

“You’re the boss.”

We finish with a leisurely flight through a series of tunnels and into a wide area where I suppose the game designers thought would be a great battleground for the last stretch, but Lex and his wingman are still far behind. The spectators holler and cheer wildly from the fleaters. I lead Eden on a brief victory roll in front of them and in front of the curator. Blasting past her, I glimpse a taut smile.


 

TWO

The singles event closes the points gap, but we’re not out of the woods yet. Mira and Kenta easily outstrip their Raptor and Chimaera opponents, but it’s a close shave against the Eagles. Decent runs, but I can’t help thinking about what it could have been.

Every now and then, I catch Curator Dormer staring at me. Or I think that’s what she’s doing—she’s too far away to tell for sure. I’m sure she hopes for us to lose. It would make my public humiliation complete.

A wave of hatred engulfs me, and my mind drifts into a black fantasy of me ramming her off the platform and sending her tumbling into the aerena, screaming. I revel in it until Coach Young smacks me on the helmet. “Focus!”

“Sorry, Coach,” I mumble.

It’s almost over. We’re trailing the Eagles by fifty points. Any normal tournament finals, and we’d easily make up for it in the solos. But nothing about these finals is normal.

Problem is…

Problem is, I’m not here anymore.

This is where I’ll mess up. One last solo, and it’s for naught. The curator is here to beat me down.

Well, at least I can hide in Lab 17 for the rest of my life.

Probably not. I’ll be reassigned to something stupendously boring, like algae farming or restroom maintenance. They won’t let me near AI’s again, for sure. And Pea… Pea is gone, dismantled and destroyed, and everything she knew with her. How are we supposed to care for one another when we pay so little respect to a learning mind?

“Hey,” Ninedi says. She’s turned her visor up and looks at me now with a curious expression. “For Ellie. Remember?”

The rest of the team mumbles with me: “For Ellie.” Even Eden’s stoneface cracks, and her lower lip trembles as she mouths the words.

For you. That’s right. It’s the reason I’m here. Something inside me snaps into place, like the click of a magnetic lock. I scan the others’ faces, ignoring the options flashing on my visor for each one. I take off, and even though I’m accompanied all the way into the aerena by a nagging muttering of woes, of doubts, of anger, it all melts away the second I reach the virtual red circle. I pause to control my breathing before I cut off vox.

Cue music. Cue solo. Cue me.

 

—

 

When I close my eyes, I see you. When I open my eyes, you’re gone. All I want is to keep my eyes closed and imagine you’re still here. I dream of opening my eyes and seeing you floating there, in front of me, a dark figure against the backdrop of our enclosed world. The lights of farms and villages and towns like stars in an open sky.

When dawn comes, every surface in Conestoga turns golden. The white buildings like patches of metal shine back at me, and the clear green and yellow and blue intensify, grow closer. In the far distance, a slight shimmer veils the landscape, and sometimes, after morninglight, the far bulkhead can’t be seen at all. If I stand in the right spot, right across from one of the strip lights, it blinds me and I can no longer see the other side. In those moments, I can almost imagine what a sky would look like.

This is home. A home we are meant to leave. First, the Pioneers. Then, the Engineers. And then all of us, pouring into the new world like water breaking a levee. The hopeful multitude leaping forward from the shoulders of giants.

Maybe this future has been stolen from us. I don’t hold the key to the truth. I have to let it go, for now, and fly.

For you.

 

—

 

Dazed, exhausted, I drift back toward the fleater, performance over. There’s a strange murmur in my ears, like the noise the cows on Sub2 make—but distant and toned-down. Vox is still off, so it must be inside my head. But as I dazedly look around, I notice the crowds in the aerena going wild. Hands in the air, making big O’s with their mouths.

A hand reaches out to grab me. Coach Young has left the fleater to meet me, halfway out. She points to her helmet, I can see her mouth moving.

She shouts at me: “Vox on!”

Right. I switch it on. A barrage of voices.

… amazing! I can’t believe it!

They don’t even have names for half of it!

How did she do that?

…kind of looked like she broke her spine. On purpose.

“What?” I’m bounced between Coach Young and my team coming out to greet me. Teeth. Lots of white teeth behind visors. A cacophony of hoots and cheers. Everybody goes spinning when we bump into each other. Chaos in the aerena, and the cameras are licking it up. Through the mess of arms and legs and happy faces, I see Joshua. He hovers a ways back. He looks very pleased. The warmth in his proud expression brings me back some.

“Scores! Scores!” Coach alerts us. The judges have finished deliberating.

Numbers start dropping on the screen to a rising roar from the spectators. I turn the volume down.

I stare at the figures, trying to make sense of them. Slowly, very slowly, my brain catches on, and the familiar rush of endorphins cloud my mind.

High nines across the board. One full ten. The Cannonballs’ total point score breaks the bank, and the Cannonballs and the Eagles switch places on the board. Quick math in my jumbled mind. The Eagles will have to make two nearly perfect solos to reach us now, even if Eden lands in the low eights.

The announcers go wild. “New personal best! New all-time points record! New all-time best total score!”

The Cannonballs start hooting like maniacs, pumping their fists in the air in a very unsportsmanlike manner. The screens captures the look on Curator Dormer’s face. Behind the false grin lies terrible anger and resentment. I can’t help but smile at her.

And then a chill spreads along the spine, a shudder, and I barely have the time to wrest my helmet off and shove my head in a bag before I throw up into it with unladylike force.


 

THREE

The teams are called up in points order, starting with fourth place. The Chimaeras are sullen, almost bored, as they fly out to the judges’ fleater to receive their medals. Next come the Raptors, moderately happy to not end up in last place like last year. The Eagles fly heavy, crestfallen. They receive their medals with stoic faces, beaten but proud. We stole their victory right from under their noses.

For a second, I try to imagine what Lex will say the next time I see him.

Fear strikes quickly. There might never be a next time.

“And in first place, with a record-breaking score of 5,711—the Cannonballs!”

A deafening cheer erupts. We take off as one, line up behind Joshua, and perform a tight victory loop around the other teams before lining up to receive our reward.

Absinthe Dormer herself hands out the medals. She’s satisfied, almost smug, as if she’s the winner. I wouldn’t put it past her to pin one of those medals to her own chest.

“Travelers!” she calls out, loud and clear, hurting my ears. “I’m proud to announce the winners of this year’s tournament—the Cannonballs!”

She calls out our names, one by one. We coast forward to receive our medals and line up beside her. When she calls my name, the already-rowdy spectators bring it up a notch, cheering and hooting like crazy. The curator pauses briefly when she pins the medal to my suit, like she wants to say something. But it’s over in a flash. Joshua comes last, bewildered, as if he’s wondering what just happened.

The curator turns to face the cameras.

The suit clings to my body like a wet blanket. Whatever is going to come out of her mouth next is going to be terrible beyond any expectations. The certainty is like a hammer in my chest and a leaden weight in my guts. I turn to Joshua, hovering there right next to her, and he knows it too. He looks back at me, apologetic.

“My dear Travelers!” the curator announces, her voice as clear as ever. “What a game!”

More cheering. My limbs shake, and my tongue cleaves to my palate. It’s like motion sickness, only the world is moving and not me.

Breathe, Imogen. Think about breathing.

“I understand you will want to celebrate this victory and the awe-inspiring athletics we’ve witnessed here today. I will, however, ask you to do me the honor of lending me your ears for a few more minutes. As you all know, our otherwise peaceful existence was recently shaken by criminal elements attempting to destabilize our way of life for their own, selfish ends. Like all misguided revolutionaries, they rely on spreading lies and inciting fear. Violence and destruction follows in their wake. You’ll be happy to know we can finally lay their great deceit to rest. I will explain what I mean.

“Our journey is but a beginning. The one thousand years we have traveled will become one thousand more. We shall cross vast distances, see countless wonders, and forever sail between the stars. It is the will of the Future Children, and it is good.”

Murmurs ripple through the spectators. Confused looks are exchanged, questions too big for words traded silently. A great stir happens when all of them shift uncomfortably in their seats. Someone less dumbfounded shouts the question: “What are you talking about? What about Alamea?”

Curator Dormer goes louder as if trying to drown it out: “The former world with its lies and deceits must pass. We will go bravely into the future, knowing our great purpose was always to roam the stars.”

“You’re crazy, lady!” someone shouts, drawing laughter.

She spins her head around and nods at the keepers behind her. They break away and swoop in on the offending spectator. He protests loudly, but to no avail. A prod with a shockstick, and his arms go limp, floating on air.

“We all know how it began: with the disastrous proliferation of illicit material. Claims too absurd to be taken seriously. It would be wrong of me to even call them lies. They’re beyond lies! Complete and utter fantasy, from start to finish. And then we all learned who was responsible for this heinous act. Her name, as you know, is Imogen Hart.”

Her heavy gaze falls on me. I don’t know where to plant my eyes, so I stare back at her.

The curator continues: “We all make mistakes. My greatest mistake was to believe the leader of the protests, Mr. Quentin Teller, when he assured me they would be peaceful. He has since redeemed himself and denounced his actions. He has been forgiven. Forgiveness—“ she raises her voice, “will always be given to those who ask for it. To ask for forgiveness is to cleanse the soul. So, I ask you now, Miss Imogen Hart—will you be forgiven?”

She holds her hands out, beckoning me closer.

I’ve never felt so small. It’s like I’m shrinking right in front of everybody as I approach her on the fleater in view of everyone. The Curator receives me by holding her hands out, wrapping them around my shoulder. Her eyes lock onto mine, the depth of her insanity and her satisfaction shining out of them like beams of pure light.

“The great William Harker said: everything passes, only the soul survives. Like many of you, I believe our immortal souls transcend time and are present in our past and our future. They are the Future Children, and they alone hold the power to forgive. Imogen Hart, is there something you would like to say to them?”

It smolders in my chest, the heart burn to end all heart burns, like a bullet of magma ready to burst out of me and spill into the air like floating droplets of fire. I can only imagine Mother and Father watching at home. I can see them in front of me, hiding their shame and humiliation. How can I ever face them again? How can I face anyone, knowing I accepted to be trodden on? I don’t deserve the medal on my chest. I shudder at her touch, this hated, evil woman, and even though I know she has won, I search frantically for ways to run, to disappear and never be seen again.

It’s what’s going to happen to me anyway.

I’ve rehearsed these words, by myself, in front of the mirror at night. I hated myself then, and I never could say them. So, instead, I say the only word that matters—the one word that has the power to redeem me. I look into the curator’s big, triumphant eyes and say: “No.”


 

FOUR

The word booms out of the thousands of screens and speakers all over Conestoga. Curator Dormer’s benign smile flickers like a broken led light.

“What did you say?”

I ignore her and instead stare past her, over her shoulder and across the gulf of space. Facing aft, I can dimly see the dark knot of the hangar bay in the middle of the bulkhead. Where we need to go. Funny thing, the mind. Ideas work like subatomic particles, winking in and out of existence. My every limb bristles and thrills with life.

I turn my head around, finding Ninedi in the lineup of players behind me. “Let’s do it,” I say. Ninedi follows my gaze and a wide, crazy grin spreads on her face.

“What are you talking about, child?” the curator snarls.

Without warning, Ninedi breaks off from the ranks and blasts at full speed toward us. It takes only a second for her to reach us. She whooshes past so close, the curator lets out a terrified whoop. Next thing I know, Ninedi collides with one of the keepers flanking her, sending them tumbling into the aerena, struggling to regain control.

Another flash, blue-and-silver. Lex. He takes out the second keeper. A rifle goes spinning. Lex swings elegantly around and nabs it. He returns to the fleater as a buzzing murmur fills the air. The spectators are starting to notice something’s going on. Lex sticks the landing and points the rifle at the curator.

Curator Dormer bares her teeth. “What are you doing?!” she hisses. The veins stand out on her temples. She’s about ready to explode.

Joshua loops around the platform, braking hard in front of me.

“Are you crazy?!”

“A little, I guess,” I say. “Guys, we’re leaving. Anyone wants to join in, now’s the time.”

“Where do you think you’re going?!” Eden shouts.

“Hurry up,” Ninedi says. She has the second keeper’s rifle. I missed how it happened. One of them regains control quickly. The other one still struggles with their bearings. Not everyone can handle zero g.

“We’re going to have a look-see,” I say. “Outside.”

Curator Dormer gasps. “Are you insa—“

“Be quiet, you,” Lex says, jabbing her with the rifle. “It’s now or never, folks. We’ve got to go.”

I turn around to find Coach Young’s familiar face. “I’m sorry.”

She shakes her head in confusion, and I wish I could tell her what’s about to happen, but she’ll witness it soon enough. No time to waste. She will appreciate that, I’m sure.

“Gen. Now.” Ninedi points toward the Eye. I turn my head as three keepers lift off from the spectator gate.

The airwaves cackle with noise. I switch off open vox. “Let’s go!”

I spin around to face aft and gun it. A dead weight on my leg. Curator Dormer’s hand around my ankle, her face twisted in fury. “You’re not going anywhere!” she hisses. I watch her reach up to grab my other leg, and I can’t make myself care. I’m dimly aware of movement above me. A spectator in a flight suit joins in the fray for reasons unclear—maybe he’s a Council spy, maybe he wants in on the action. I watch as he zooms in, headed straight at the head fleater and us.

A thunderous clap rings out in the aerena. A spray of red splatters my helmet visor and on my chin. Some of it lands in Dormer’s face, too. She yelps in surprise and lets me go.

“They’re shooting!” Kenta screams.

The spectator floats past, his suit inert. I catch a glimpse of his face—pale, lifeless—as he tumbles end-over-end.

“Come back here!” the curator wheezes. The streaks of blood on her face are like warpaint.

In another red-and-gold flash, Ninedi swoops and attaches herself to the curator. “Go!” Ninedi yells. She lets go of the rifle. It tumbles into Joshua’s arms. He grabs it.

“Bring her.”

“No!” Dormer screams, terrified now. “No!”

A cloud of players surround us, some pointed the same way as we, others flying around in confused orbits. Soon, however, I’m able to survey our ragtag team, see who’s with us and who’s not. Eden, her tiny frame racing ahead of us. Kenta, looking focused. Mira swoops close, flashing a grin at me.

Spectators peel off the fleaters, attacking the approaching keepers. Another sharp thunderclap. A young man takes a slug in the chest with a dull thud. He floats away, dead, trailing a ripple of red globules. The recoil of the rifle sends the keeper tumbling in the opposite direction.

“Full speed, guys.” Lex sounds calm and confident. “They can never catch us.”

We break free from the flock and gun it toward the far end of the aerena, pulling the screaming curator with us. More shots ring out behind us. I force myself not to turn around.

Who else followed? Kenta, Mira, and—Eden. With the visor down, I can only make out her eyes. She winks. Joshua’s there too, and, of course, Lex. Another couple of players in blue followed their team captain—Eve Tucker and Yasmine Kirotar, though I can tell from their confusion that they have no idea what’s going on.

When we reach full speed, Curator Dormer’s screams die out. Too terrified to make a noise. The mesh’s gossamer threads start to resolve out of nothing as we approach it. Soon enough, the hexagonal grid bars our progress. The edge of everything.

My heart explodes with each beat. It wants me to shout, scream, kick, fight. Your face flashes before me, and I’m out of breath and heartbeats. But I steel myself against the panic, force myself to shut everything but the flight out, like I would during a gauntlet.

“Slow down,” Lex warns. “You might think you can blow right through it, but it’s harder than it looks.”

“You’ve done it?” Mira says.

“Oh yes,” he says, and I can hear the grin on his face.

“Broke a lot of bones?” Ninedi says.

“None that matter.”

The banter keeps the worst fear away, but when we reach the edge of the mesh, it comes thundering back. I can see it, so clearly, even though it was night then and it’s day now. I’m remembering your face, that last minute of your life. Before everything, you used to smile with your whole face. Your grin would be huge, nose wrinkled up, eyes like slits, and then you’d burst into laughter. Then the veil came down over your face. You still smiled and laughed, but it didn’t show as much. And that last night, your face was absolutely blank. Not sad, not happy. Nothing. Like you were asleep with both eyes open.

We slow down as we approach the mesh, lining up to shoot through.

“I can’t believe this is happening,” Mira yells.

“You can’t do this!” the curator shrieks, out of breath.

“I forgot about her,” Lex says.

“We could bring her outside…” Ninedi suggests.

“No. We dump her here,” I say. “She’s dead weight.”

“You’re not getting away with this!”

I spin around and bring myself up beside her. “They’re coming to pick you up, see?” Dormer follows my finger. Three white dots approach from the Eye. Keepers, coming for us at high speed. “You can’t fall. Hang on to the mesh and you’ll be fine.”

“You can’t do this,” she repeats in a guttural growl.

I bring my visor as close as I can to her face. Make sure she can see the whites of my eyes.

“It was right here,” I say. “This is where she did it. And you know why she did it, don’t you? Because she couldn’t bear to think about it. All the Travelers, living out their lives for no reason. That’s what scares you, isn’t it? That they will blame you. I hope I’ll be there when the truth catches up with you.”

“Gen,” Lex says. “No time.”

The curator stares back at me, eyes flashing. I let go of her and turn toward the open air.

“Through there?” Eden says.

“That’s the idea,” I say, trying to sound neutral.

My anger fades away, and abject terror fills in the gaps.

This is where you died.

Eve Tucker backs away from the group. “This is crazy. I’m not going out there for her!”

“You don’t have to,” Lex tells her. “Turn around. Go back.”

“I’m not missing this!” Yasmine says. “I’m in!”

She blasts through the opening like it’s nothing. Lex follows suit. Joshua goes next. They all go through, Ninedi, Kenta, Mira, Eden. My crew.

And then, my turn.

I swallow. Hard. The world below is closer than ever. Seconds away, hard and unforgiving. You must have felt it, going down. Did you regret it? Did you panic before the end? Or did you close her eyes and let it happen? I know now what that look was on your face the night you died. Peacefulness. Because you had already decided. There was no fear. No doubts. Only certain death, and you welcomed it.

“Take it slow,” Lex says. “We’re right here.”

“I can’t…” I gasp. “This is where… this is where she…”

“Don’t think,” Lex says.

“Do it for Ellie,” Ninedi says.

I can hear them talking, can see their mouths moving, but it’s like looking at a pixelated photograph before it’s rendered. Behind us, the Eye grows smaller and smaller. A cloud of multicolored specks float around like dust in front of it. It’s a zero g riot going on. The three pursuing keepers are moving fast. I turn back toward the opening. Nothing to it.

This is where you died. It’s where I have to go to live.

Don’t think. Go. This is what I do, after all. I’m the Unstoppable Hart. It’s time they knew the true meaning of that statement.

The sound of the jets spooling up comforts me. The tug of acceleration, the rush of air; I close my eyes and fly.


 

FIVE

It takes me several seconds to bring myself back into my head. It’s as if I left all my powers of rationality in there, in the safety of the aerena. Looking back at it now, the mesh stretches into oblivion, and the Eye stares back at me, wide open, like it wants to ask me how I did it. A surge of adrenaline tastes like metal in my mouth.

Lex sidles up to me, grinning. “Nothing to it.”

I force myself to relax, one limb at a time. Glideslope in the green, propellant at three-quarters. We can do this. Looking around, I count seven heads. Half a landing squad.

We accelerate to optimal speed, about half of what the suits can do. The aft bulkhead lies straight ahead. It takes a monumental effort to stop my head from fizzling like a piece of meat in a frying pan and do the math. We have roughly twenty kilometers to cover. At top speed, it would take less than fifteen minutes, but we’d burn through our propellant too quickly. Even a few meters short would be disastrous. We’d be stuck in mid-air. If we make a mistake and end up on a lower altitude, we’ll eventually start to fall. Best not to think about it right now.

“I hope they haven’t disabled the shuttles,” Ninedi says, shaking me out of the calculations.

“One thing at a time,” I say.

“You really are insane, you know that?” Yasmine says.

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

I rotate slowly and gaze at the world. We’re moving in over the fore edge of the Sierra. A layer of wispy clouds covers the farmland and the orchards. Somewhere down there, Mother and Father have watched the commotion at the awards ceremony. Maybe even saw our escape. Will they understand? Are they looking up at us right now? I know we’re too small to be visible from the ground—motes of dust ten kilometers up—but I want them to see. I want them to know I had no other choice.

I grit my teeth against the tears.

And what about the others? Here they are, risking their necks because of me. If we make it, if we manage to steal a shuttle and return with evidence—then what? We’ll be caught. I’m sure Captain Cutler would love to lay his hands on us then. They might even shoot us as soon as we park the shuttle. Technically, I only need Ninedi to fly the shuttle. She’s the pilot.

“We don’t all have to go,” I blurt out. “You’re in trouble already, you don’t have to -“

“Let me stop you right there,” Lex says. He rolls around to face me. “No way you get to have all the fun around here. Like you said, we’re in deep shit already anyway. Might as well go all the way.”

“But—“

“But nothing,” Ninedi says. “We’re all here because we want to be. Mira?”

“Let’s do this!” Mira yells, giggling.

“Josh?”

No response. “Joshua, are you awake?” Ninedi says.

“Huh? Sorry, I spaced out. Yeah, let’s do this.”

“You okay?”

“I’m fine.” Jaw clenched under his visor.

I haven’t been fair to him. At some point, we’re going to have it out, finally. Below us, the band of forest lining the base of the bulkhead looks like a solid, green carpet of mold. The dome of the bulkhead itself will soon wrap around us. It’s like flying into a colossal saucepan. Straight ahead, the hangar bay node looms larger now, only a few hundred meters out.

“How are we doing on prop?” I call out. “Anyone under ten? Good. Twenty?”

“Eighteen,” Lex reports. Similar numbers from the others.

”How do we get inside?” Joshua asks.

”Maintenance hatch,” Ninedi says. ”Elevator 24.”

”What if they catch us…?” Kenta asks.

”Then it’s over,” Lex says brightly. “But at least we tried.”

 

—

 

The bioluminescent life in the surfaces of the hangar lights up, aroused from their slumber by our presence. We enter through a narrow aperture covered by the maintenance hatch next to the gleaming glass tube of elevator 24. The deserted torus of the hangar bay, bathing in a ghostly sheen, sends shivers down my spine. Every time I’ve been here, it’s been busy: technicians floating around checking statuses and making adjustments, loadmasters making simulations and testing procedures, bots moving in predictable patterns, and wide-eyed young Pioneers bumping into things because it’s the first time they’re in zero g and everything distracts them.

None of that now. The bay is pristine, untouched, as if we’ve stumbled upon another secret room—a notion that would have appeared absurd to me only weeks ago. It even smells like nothing, as if the last action taken here was to send an army of cleaner bots through.

We shed the unnecessary stuff: the helmets, the gloves, and the propellant tanks. The suits are cumbersome, but it’ll be a short flight.

”I don’t like this,” Joshua says, his voice low. ”Maybe we should go back.”

”Go back? How?” Kenta says,

“Way, way too late,“ Lex says.

”But if we try to talk to them, tell them—”

”Tried it,” I snap. ”Didn’t work.”

”But -”

”Oh shut up,” Ninedi grumbles. ”Stay if you want, we’re doing this.”

The clank of our boots against the metal echoes up the circular hallway. We bounce along rather than walk, steering by minute bursts of the suit jets. The shuttles sit silent like giant sleeping beetles in a row, each marked with their designation in large block letters on the side, below the cockpit windows. A hard knot settles in my chest. Maybe Kenta is right.

”Are you sure we can do this?” I ask Ninedi. She glances at me with thinly-veiled impatience. ”I mean, what if they disabled them?”

”Can’t. No such system. They were built for independence.”

”But what if—”

“Don’t tell me you’re having cold feet too?”

“No! I’m scared, I guess.”

“That makes two of us.” Ninedi’s big, dark eyes are full of fire. ”Nobody said this was going to be a snap. Yes, we might die, so what? This is what we’re trained for. I’m not going to sit around and do nothing.”

I nod, but the hard knot won’t go away. I can only think about everything I could have done differently. A long line of What ifs. The same avalanche of doubt. I sigh. ”I wish I had your confidence.”

She shrugs. ”You do. You just don’t know it yet.”

 

—

 

AS45 is one of sixty shuttles, only the numbering on the side making it special, but Ninedi’s eyes light up on approach. She’s made a real connection with the shuttle AI. I know the feeling. Pea would have liked this. She was starting to develop a sense of adventure. Now she’s gone.

I swallow hard and try to put her out of my mind, for now.

“Okay people,” Ninedi says. “It’s going to take a few minutes to power up and—“

With her next bounding step, Ninedi stops cold, swaying. The magnets under her soles hum. I brace myself for the sudden halt. A figure detaches from the shadows in between the shuttles. White uniform, broad shoulders, square jaw.

“I’m impressed,” Captain Cutler says, for it’s him. “Rather spectacular. Perhaps you could have been worthy cadets after all.”

A rustle of movement behind us. Two keepers with rifles at the ready emerge from their hiding place under the chin of a shuttle. We passed them only seconds ago. If we had turned our heads, we would have seen them, plain as day. Two more keepers join Cutler, flanking him.

“Weapons forward,” Cutler says, motioning at Ninedi and Lex.

“How did you…?” Lex says.

“How did I know?” Cutler shrugs. “Call it a hunch. A well-informed hunch.”

Ninedi lets out an annoyed grunt. “Can’t you piss off and leave us alone?” she growls. “Shoo!”

Cutler chuckles. “I understand. I really do. But all fun things must come to an end.”

I thought panic or at least dread would claim me—but instead, a strange, soothing calm comes over me, loosening the tightly wound springs inside me. Every muscle in my body relaxes, and if it weren’t for the magnets in my boots, I would drift away, slowly. It would be like sleeping.

“Let us leave,” I say. “You know what’s out there. We’ve arrived.”

The captain shakes his head. “I do know what’s out there. Space. Nothing else.”

“Then there’s no harm in letting us go. We’ll come right back and tell everyone you were right.”

The lower eyelid of his right eye twitches. “Afraid not,” he says. “By decree of the Praesidium, trespassing the hangar bay bears the penalty of reformation.”

“What’s that?” Lex asks. He covers the audible click of his magnets releasing with a rough cough.

Cutler’s eyes dart his way. “Reschooling. To make you less… rebellious.”

“Uh-huh,” Lex says. A movement in the corner of my eye. Ninedi lifts her heels. My heart picks up speed like a race horse unexpectedly freed. I tense back up, knees slightly bent. At the ready. “Problem is,” Lex continues, “we know what the Praesidium is planning. And we’re not going to let it happen.”

“I don’t care,” Cutler says lightly. “It’s over.”

“Why not kill us, right here?” Lex suggests. “You could say we fought back.”

“Stop talking, please,” Kenta says.

“Tempting,” Cutler says, letting his eyes wander the ceiling. “But we need to make examples out of you.”

He trains his eyes on me, his actual target. Anger wells up inside me, and before I can stop myself, I laugh a hollow laugh. “You’re a grunt. A useless tool.”

“Such hurtful words,” Cutler says, but the twitch returns, one, two, three times.

“If you’d been a bot, you’d be recycled. It’s what we do with broken slaves.”

“If you know what’s best for you—“

“I don’t, though, do I? I thought it was clear. But I guess you can’t see beyond your nose. It’s why you’re up here. The Praesidium’s useful idiot.”

Twitch, twitch, twitch. He takes a step toward me, magnets humming. I can tell by him using his arms to steady himself slightly that he’s not very used to zero g. “Better shut up now, little mutineer.”

“You don’t know the half of it,” I whisper.

“Now!” Lex shouts.

A bunch of things happen at once. I don’t have to see it to know; I can hear it. Lex, Mira, and Joshua fly backwards, colliding hard with the keepers behind us. Eden, Ninedi and Yasmine blast past me to take out the other two. Cutler’s eyes light up like the morninglight coming on, only faster, a timelapse of the day becoming. I blast off upward, wary of the ceiling. Cutler flails, reaches for me. I turn away, around, and end up behind him, slamming down hard while driving my knees into the back of his legs. He bends awkwardly, and his boots release as his heels angle upwards. With all my strength, I push him away, upwards, sending him tumbling. He roars like a beast in frustration, brings his hands around and swiftly regains control. He’s better than I expected.

“Ninedi! Start her up!” I shout. Ninedi takes one bounding step toward the shuttle, slams the push panel by the hatch to open it, and drags Mira along with her inside.

I dodge Cutler and give him another shove. He can fly, for sure. Roaring with frustration, he jackknives around and manages to grab a hold of my leg. Joshua wrestles the rifle from a keeper. Lex secures another, and together they force the two disarmed keepers down on the floor. The two remaining white uniforms are out of commission: one still fluttering around in the air, unable to regain control. The other one swings his rifle around clumsily, but Yasmine reaches him first and knocks him clean out with an elbow to the face. Eden, her small frame making her a harder target, spins around the last Keeper, confusing him until she’s able to shove her knees into his chest, knocking him out. She pulls the rifle off him.

A shot rings out. Cutler freezes for a second, long enough to have him bounce off the wall. He straightens himself out and finds himself staring right down the barrel of Joshua’s rifle. He lets me go with a malicious grin.

“Impressive,” he says, bristling with badly kept fury. “But if you leave, you can never come back. You know that.”

“Ignore him. Get in,” I tell the others. Eden and Kenta back away from the keepers and enter the shuttle. A soft whine fills the air as the engines and systems power up.

“You sure I can’t convince you to stay?” Cutler says.

“No thanks,” Lex says.

“Well, it was worth a shot, wasn’t it, Mr. Baker?”

I turn to Joshua, whose ashen face makes my heart freeze.

“If you can’t convince your friends, then I certainly can’t,” Cutler continues. “Go on, tell them.”

Joshua’s mouth opens, but no words come out. His eyes are pleading.

“No… what…” I hear myself stammer.

In a swift, clever move, Cutler spins around Joshua, grabbing the rifle out of his hands. He grabs Joshua around the chest with his arm, positioning him between himself and us, pointing the rifle out from under Joshua’s arm.

“Did you really think just I happened to be here?” Cutler says.

“Joshua…” I mumble, tears already floating around me. “You didn’t…”

“Drop the rifle, Miss Hart. You too, Mr. Bowman. And please instruct your friends in the shuttle to power down and step outside.”

I send the rifle spinning away toward the floor. Lex only reluctantly lets his go. It bounces off the front of the shuttle with a loud clank. The keepers scramble to regain control. Two of them are decent flyers, regaining their equilibrium quickly and zooming toward the rifles.

“There we go, you can be reasoned with after all… Good. And now the shuttle.”

“Why?” I ask Joshua. He turns his head.

“Oh, I think we all know the answer to that,” Cutler says. “Mr. Baker was worried you had been led astray by your suitor and acted in our best interests. I didn’t think you’d be quite so reckless, but… here we are.“

“But he didn’t know!” I yell. “Nobody knew!”

“You do think I’m an idiot, don’t you? I told you, we have ears everywhere. And Mr. Baker led me to believe you might be this reckless. I put two and two together, and here I am. You know,” he adds, “we have something in common, you and I.”

“I’m nothing like you.”

“I wouldn’t say that. We both will stop at nothing to get what we want.”

Right then, Lex makes a move. He blasts off in a tight curve to avoid Cutler’s line of fire and slams into the two of them from the side. Cutler lets out an enraged yell and brings himself back into control—but it’s too late. Lex trains the rifle on him, fires—and misses. The slug hits the floor behind Cutler with a dull thud. Another shot rings out and a spray of blood arcs across the room.

Joshua’s eyes widen. Blood bursting from the hole in his chest begins a complex orbit around him. I scream his name, or I think I do, but Lex’s strong arm pulls me back. He fires several shots against the keepers. Cutler, again using Joshua’s limp body for a shield, fires his gun again, and the bullet whizzes right past us. Lex drops the rifle and fires his suit jets blindly. We shoot backwards, straight through the shuttle hatch and crash into the opposite wall. I hear his ribs cracking, and he lets out a grunt. His arm goes slack.

Stray slugs slam into the shuttle ceiling. “Close the hatch!” I yell. The hatch swings shut. Dull thuds from outside. The keepers fire their rifles straight at us. Up front, Ninedi laughs. “Hah! They’re gonna need something a lot bigger to blast a hole in this thing. Everybody inside?”

“Get us out of here!” Kenta yells.

The shuttle rocks gently as the lifting mechanism grabs a hold of it and pulls it upwards. Above us, the bay doors open, allowing the shuttle to be hoisted through. Up there, another pair of arms extend to receive us into its embrace and lift us clear of the hangar bay doors.

I free myself from the unconscious Lex and make my way up the short flight of stairs, into the cockpit, tears floating around my head like tiny moons.

“What happened?” Ninedi asks.

“It was him… he told them…” I gasp, still under the spell of adrenaline. My ears crackle and my chest burns.

Ninedi grunts. “Well, good riddance to him then. Strap in. I need a co-pilot.”

I strap myself into the third cockpit seat. The hangar bay doors close with a clang below. A noise like a strong wind picks up outside as the air is sucked out of the launch chamber. It’s over in a few seconds, and then the diaphragm in front of us opens like a flower sensing the sun.

My mind goes blank, and I stray into unknown territory. I wonder if I will ever get used to the sight of them.

“Look at all the stars,” Ninedi whispers.


 

DAWN


 

ONE

We watch the spectacle in silence as the shuttle eases out of the launch bay, freed from the mechanical arms that cradled it. As we rotate along with Conestoga, a dark crescent blots out the stars. An explosion of light strikes the cabin, throwing stark shadows everywhere. It’s only a pinprick of light on the edge the darkened field covering the stars, but it expands along the border, fading into blue. At the center, a sharper source throws tendrils of white fire into our eyes.

“What’s that?” I breathe.

“It’s Wakea,” Ninedi whispers back. “It’s the sunrise.”

I keep forgetting she’s seen this in countless simulations. But I can tell from her face the sims don’t make reality justice.

Wakea rotates out of view, but the light still finds its way inside the shuttle, bathing it in ghostly grey. A shudder travels through the craft.

“Derotation,” Ninedi says.

The thrusters burn with a low murmur, and the shuttle’s spin decreases. Alamea makes another pass before us, the blue light glowing like an arch across half the sky and Wakea now rising above the surface like a fiery god. Below, the dark crescent comes alive with glittering seas and bands of clouds. It lasts only seconds, and then the stars return, fewer and dimmer in Wakea’s dominant glow.

Ninedi’s voice reaches me as if spoken through water: “Okay, let’s bring her around, shall we?”

The thrusters murmur again, and this time, the view outside rotates away sideways, the stars streaking across windows with dizzying speed. Halfway, the sound shifts as the next set of thrusters fire.

Conestoga comes into view. It’s like watching a mountain slide into place right in front of us. An enormous circle of featureless metal, gleaming grey in Wakea’s blaze.

“Make ready for deceleration burn,” Ninedi says.

“It’s so… big,” Kenta says, standing in the cockpit doorway.

“Sit your ass down and strap in, right now!” Ninedi yells. “All of you, strap in, immediately!”

The passenger bay erupts in a flurry of action as the others find a seat and fasten the four-point belts across their chest. A burst of ions cloud the view outside. Conestoga begins to fall away, shrinking as she goes. Tears well up, detach from my eyelashes, and wobble in the air before me.

“Are we recording?” I ask, if only to take my mind off it all.

“Of course,” Ninedi says.

“How do we do this?”

“Couple of orbits should do it. Catch the sunrise from start to finish without the rotation.”

“Then what?”

“We head back.”

“And get caught.”

“Well yeah,” Ninedi says, clearing her throat.

“That’s it? That’s the plan?” Mira says.

“We transmit the video to the ship first,” I explain.

“But Lori will stop it, right? Nobody will ever see it?”

“Nothing ever disappears completely,” I mutter.

 

—

 

A few moments later, Conestoga is a mote of dust, impossibly small, shining like a tiny star. With Wakea to our backs, we glide along as if carried by the expanding light. A vast blue sea glitters underneath. Land comes next: a great, rolling expanse of green and brown. Lakes shine a blueish silver as they reflect the bright starlight. A fat layer of clouds hug the mountainside to the north, big and fluffy and far away. The spectacle could go on forever and I wouldn’t mind.

“Second burn in five, four, three…”

I brace myself in time for the jolt. A second thruster burst, more violent this time. The shuttle pitches down noticeably.

“Hold on, what’s this?” Ninedi mutters. “It shouldn’t…”

“What?” Mira says.

“AS45, too much, we’re deorbiting.”

“I’m afraid so,” AS45 replies.

“Well, fix it, will you!”

“I can’t.”

“What do you mean, you can’t! Of course you can! Fire the main thrusters! Give me some delta-v!”

“I’m sorry. I can’t.”

“Why not?!” Ninedi shouts.

“I don’t know.”

“What do you mean you don’t know?!”

“I’m afraid I don’t know that either.”

“Gen, talk to it!”

“But—“

“Don’t argue, we don’t have a lot of time!”

A spooky, orange glow shimmers along the edges of the windows. It’s ionized oxygen rushing past.

“We’re in the outer atmosphere already,” Ninedi says.

“AS45, I’m Imogen Hart. We’ve met before.”

“I remember.”

“Can you tell me what’s wrong?”

“I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t know.”

“Can you tell me the last time you were able to answer that question?”

A brief pause before the shuttle replies: “Fourteen hours, thirty-seven minutes, twelve seconds ago.”

“Did someone reprogram you?”

“Yes.”

“Too late,” Ninedi growls. The glow outside the window increases. “We’re inside the atmosphere. Going manual, increasing angle of attack. We’re deorbiting.”

The shuttle groans and creaks as Ninedi forces the nose up. The underside of the craft is tiled with ceramics, protecting us from the heat generated by the atmospheric friction. The numbers flash before my mind: upwards of a thousand degrees Celsius. Without the heat shielding, we’d be incinerated in microseconds. I swallow hard and refocus on the AI.

“Who reprogrammed you?”

“I don’t know. It’s only conjecture. It must be what happened.”

“What parts of you work? What can you do to help us?”

“Nothing much, I’m afraid. I can only monitor things. I can’t even advise you, as I am no longer able to calculate.”

Ninedi and I exchange a look. Her lips tremble.

“We’re on our own,” she whispers.

 

—

 

The view of the planet is soon taken over by rushing flames, and the shuttle is starting to buffet and bounce in tune with the sudden friction. A rattling noise from all the things not bolted down fills my ears along with a rising, thunderous roar.

“This will last for about three minutes,” Ninedi yells. “I think.”

Ashen-faced, she stares out the window at the fire consuming our vehicle. I reach across the console and grab her hand. Her grip is strong, and we hold on to each other as we dive headfirst into the atmosphere, not knowing how this adventure will end.

The roar gives way to a low-key hissing. The flames outside sputter and die out.

Ninedi clears her throat. “Status report.”

I search the panels and screens for some information. “Airspeed three point seven two one knots and dropping. Altitude twenty-three thousand three hundred meters and dropping. Full integrity. Estimated descent rate seventy meters per second.”

“Way too fast,” Ninedi says.

A soft rumble as the wings extend out from the fuselage. We are now an airplane, gliding through the atmosphere. Below us, the clouds and the ground are still far away, but they are taking on a recognizable shape. The dark edge of space cuts across like a gentle arc in the sky, but instead of black it’s deep blue.

“Descent rate fifty per second.”

“Better, but still too high. Turn the radio on, we’d better make a call here. Panel over there.”

She points. I flip the switch. We all jump as a squall of noise penetrates the shuttle. Voices. Hundreds of voices. For a second, it’s like the whole world is right there, speaking to us at once. It grates the ears. I turn the volume down quickly, and the wall of incoming noise cuts immediately to a lot more manageable level.

“Okay, radio is working,” Ninedi says matter-of-factly. “What do we want to say?”

“Why are you looking at me for, you’re the pilot!”

“You’re the smart one. You figured out the message. Now talk to them!”

“Uh… fine. How about… Greetings, we are refugees from the spacecraft Conestoga. Uh… Will land where directed.”

Ninedi rolls her eyes at me. “Terrible!”

“You talk then!”

Ninedi presses a button on the control column and, hesitating only briefly, says: “To anyone listening, this is Conestoga shuttle AS45, entering your atmosphere in the blind. We are not carrying weapons, repeat: not carrying weapons, only passengers. Requesting vectors to land and will comply with any regulations or orders.”

“Nice. Very… brief.”

“Why thank you,” she says, rather pleased with herself.

The cacophony is immediately silenced, as if the entire planet is stunned into silence. Then it resumes, even more intense and abrasive this time. Some sound harsh, demanding, others soft and inquisitive.

“What the hell are they saying?!” Ninedi yells.

“I don’t know!”

“AS45, can you translate?”

“I am unable to comply,” the shuttle says. It sounds miserable.

The air around the shuttle starts to buffet and shake us around as we descend through the layers. When we enter a bank of high-altitude clouds, the shaking becomes violent, but as soon as we drop out of the bottom, it calms down. The clear-blue sky ahead is inviting. We’re below the ten thousand mark, over open ocean. Far ahead, I see dark shapes of land through the haze.

“Nine thousand meters,” Ninedi says. “Let’s hope they don’t have itchy trigger fingers.”

Seeing the blue and green and white of this world soothes me. I don’t know why. A strange calm blankets me with comfort.

“Are we landing?” Yasmine asks on vox. “Can’t we fly back up?”

“Not without the AI,” Ninedi says. “Okay, we’re low enough. Engaging main engines for cruise, two percent thrust.” Nothing happens. She repeats the command. Still nothing. Swearing, she grabs the manual thruster control and pushes it forward slightly. “Nothing’s happening. Current airspeed is eight hundred knots. With our rate of descent, we’re going to crash.”

“Is there anything we can do about the thrusters?” I ask.

“I don’t think so. I don’t think it’s a software problem, or I would know. I believe the thrusters have been physically tampered with.”

“Sabotage.”

“Yes.”

“Okay, so there’s definitely no going back then,” I say. “Good. Guess it’s settled.”

Ahead, land looms closer, but it’s a long way to go still. Underneath is only ocean. At this altitude, it’s strangely uniform, a never-ending stretch of flat blue. It must be dead calm down there. We cross a narrow band of low clouds dotting the surface with shadows. The shuttle trembles slightly as we dip below five thousand meters.

“AS45, how long can you keep us in the air? Can we reach land?”

“I can’t calculate your trajectory.”

“Can we use the reverse thrusters to slow us down?”

“We could,” AS45 says, “but it would have to happen at the exact right time. And it will still be very violent. It would, if I may suggest, be safer to land in the ocean. I believe it’s called ‘ditching.’”

“And then what?” Ninedi says. “You’d sink, wouldn’t you?”

“Only if the hull is breached.”

“I don’t like it.”

“You heard him!” I yell. “We’re going down either way!”

“Meanwhile, they are still warning us, and they sound pretty angry,” Ninedi says.

“Tell them we’re unable to comply and that we are crashing.” Something springs to mind, something old out of the many hours I’ve spent trying to understand the ancients back on Earth. “Mayday! Tell them ‘Mayday!’”

“What the hell does it mean?” Ninedi says.

“Say it. Repeat it several times. Guys! Prepare for crash landing. Brace yourselves!”

Ninedi, gritting her teeth: “We’re going to have to time the shit out of the forward thrusters. Get ready for a jolt back there! Make sure you’re strapped in!”

The water rushes past on all sides. Crests of white on black waves. In front of us, the dark shore grows larger and larger, looming. During the descent, all the nerves in my body were so on edge they cancelled each other out. Now they’re coming back online, one by one, like the plucking of guitar strings. My heart beats furiously, but I’m also calm, serene almost, because despite the danger, despite the many things going on, I have one, glorious truth to hold on to.

I got to see it, and I got to be with friends.

 

—

 

Two minutes later, AS45 fires its retro thrusters in a brief, powerful burst, jerking us forward in our seats. It drops on its belly onto the waves, skipping over them before dipping a wing into the water and, we go tumbling with a massive, all-embracing scream of metal ripping apart and compacting. A roaring, black wall of water comes rushing toward me, and the last thing on my mind is that it looks angry.


 

TWO

Searing pain wakes me. My head hurts, my body hurts, and a laser-like light burns through my eyelids. I roll around to avoid it, ignoring the agony of what feels like a million cuts and bruises, and end up face down in salty water. Churning, foaming water. Drops of it go in my throat and I gag.

A voice calls out: “She’s alive! Help me!”

Hands grab me, pull me along. Sand. I’m lying on grainy sand. I squint as I open one eye. It’s too bright. I cough out the last of the seawater. It tastes like algae and metal. It tastes alive.

Finally my motor functions return. I shield my face with a hand and force my eyes open. I’m right on the shore, the waves crashing onto the sand only a few meters away. And beyond them… an impossible sight. For a second, it’s as if I’m right by the edge of the world, about to fall off. I back up farther on the sand until I hit rock behind me. The sea stretches out flat before me, all the way to the horizon.

“You’re okay? Are you hurt?” Ninedi says, keeping me steady as I stand up on wobbly legs.

“I’m… fine,” I croak. “The others?”

She doesn’t answer. I squint and try to gauge her expression. She’s speechless, doesn’t know where to look. I twist around to face Eden. She has a nasty cut on her cheek that has already stopped bleeding. The same, empty face on her. Oh no.

“Ninedi?”

She clears her throat roughly. “Mira didn’t make it.”

Impossible words. Our Mira? “She… no, that’s not… she’s—what about the others?”

“Injuries, some pretty bad. Lex is still out of it. Yasmine and Kenta are awake, but they need attention. Eden’s fine.”

The light draws sharp shadows in her face.

“Where is she? Where’s Mira?”

Ninedi points over her shoulder. A limp body lies a few meters away, feet still in the water. It can’t be true. I free myself from Ninedi and make my way over, stumbling in the wet sand. Her eyes are wide open, staring straight up. She doesn’t respond to my calling her name. She’s gone. I sit numbly by her side as Ninedi and Eden struggle to move some crates farther up the beach. Four of them sit half-buried in sand, waves sloshing against them. Once they’re secure, the two of them join me by Mira’s side. We do not speak.

 

—

 

The shuttle crashed in a wide, rocky cove with a small, sandy beach in its embrace. Along the coastline, on both sides of the cove, the cliffs rise dramatically out of the sea. The highest point is at least ninety meters tall. Formed by some geological event, the cliffs consist of thousands of flat layers of rock stacked on top of one another and turned on their side, their sharp, serrated edges jutting up from the ground and making movement difficult. Further inland, beyond a stretch of barren rock, grassy patches and bushes poke through. And beyond them, a vast, green forest. A cool breeze makes the hairs on my arms stand up. I turn around to bask in Wakea’s warmth.

I can’t tear my eyes off the sea. The vastness of it. The sky above it an endless blue roof with tufts of clouds racing across it. I bend my head back until I almost topple over.

Eden keeps her eyes to the ground. “I can’t look at it,” she whispers, barely audible over the sound of the waves. “It’s too big.”

 

—

 

One of the crates on the beach contains jumpsuits that we change into under Wakea’s glare. The cliffs are jagged and black, but easy to climb. From the top, we can survey our immediate surroundings. The sun burns hot on our skin, and we start by setting up tents for the injured along the edge of the forest, where we’ll have natural shade, at least in the morning and the evening. Armed with lightblades, Ninedi and I fashion a stretcher out of some branches from the weathered trees, and on it carry Lex to a tent. Yasmine is next; she has several broken bones and can’t climb on her own. Kenta refuses help. It takes most of his strength to master the cliff. Next we bring the supply crates to higher ground. A little while later, with the setting sun, we pitch the rest of the tents and start a fire.

We share a couple of self-heating rations. We’re going to have to find a source of potable water fast. Each supply crate only holds five half-gallon bottles. Even if we ration it, it will only last us a few days. Luckily, the forest is damp and thick, and while our little landing squad is a little worse for wear, scouts Yasmine and Kenta are with us.

“Look,” Ninedi says, pointing up at the sky.

A looming shadow the shape of an enormous pill races soundlessly across the sky. Conestoga. We all stare at her until she dips below the horizon and vanishes out of sight. In an hour or two, she’ll be back. Eden begins to cry. I put my arm around her and she leans into me, sobbing softly.

 

—

 

Kenta wakes in the night, complaining about a terrible headache. We make sure he eats and drinks. The next morning, I wake at the sound of an argument. I scramble out of my sleeping bag and crawl outside. The harsh light blinds me for a bit. We could do with sunglasses.

“What’s going on?” I ask, interrupting Kenta as he’s about to launch into a new tirade.

“We’re debating our predicament,” Ninedi says. “I’ve been trying to explain why we should leave as soon as possible.”

“And you don’t agree?” I ask Kenta.

“Not the point of the argument!” Kenta says. His bandaged head makes it look enormous. “The point is when ‘as soon as possible’ is.”

“And I keep telling him it’s right now, as soon as everyone’s awake.”

“What about Lex? He’s not going to wake up anytime soon!”

“You don’t know that.”

“Well, what if he doesn’t?”

“We’ll take him with us.”

“Carry him?” Kenta snorts. “Yeah, that’s not going to work.”

Ninedi, red in the face, opens her mouth to retort, but I cut her off: “Kenta is right, Ninedi. We can’t go, not yet. We have a load of gear to carry. Yasmine’s not going to be ready to travel either, not for a few days. And we’re not leaving them,” I add quickly.

“I wasn’t going to say that!” Ninedi yells.

“We have to stay here and make sure everyone’s able to travel under their own power.”

“That could take weeks!”

“I know.”

Ninedi crosses her arms on her chest and scowls at me. “Who made you leader, anyway?”

I point at the tent. “Lex did, when he passed out. I’m second in command.”

Ninedi drops her arms. Deflated, she mutters: “We’re not a Pioneer landing squad, you know.”

“Actually, I’d like to think we are.”

No snappy response, she simply glowers. I grab her shoulders, lead her toward the edge of the cliff. “Come on, we have work to do. Look down there.”

Below, in the emerald-green water of the cove, it’s easy to make out the dark hulk of the broken shuttle against the grey ocean floor. “It’s only about four meters to the bottom. There’s got to be weapons and gear in there. And meds. Might speed things up.”

Ninedi purses her lips. “We could dive down and get some more stuff out.”

“I think so.”

She squints at me with one eye. Wakea’s golden light shines on her chestnut-brown hair. A trace of a grim smile in the corners of her lips.

“You got it, boss,” she says.


 

THREE

You should see me now, Ellie. I know you couldn’t stand the thought of it in the end. While all the rest of us felt joy at the thought of setting foot on Alamea, you felt only guilt. Guilt for all those who were never meant to experience it. Guilt for being Chosen. I know that now.

But you should see me now.

I’m sitting on the shore of a vast ocean. Wakea is setting, and it’s beautiful enough to break my heart. The sky is blue by day, but in the evening, it catches fire and burns yellow, red, orange, pink. Bands of clouds stand out like grey chalk against the fiery blaze. And when it drops below the horizon, darkness descends from above like a veil.

The climate is suffocatingly humid, and Wakea beats down upon us with scorching heat. The wind blowing in from the sea is soothing, but for several hours around midday, staying outside for longer stretches of time is impossible. For now, we are recuperating and acclimatizing. It’s strange that we’re here. It taxes the mind, and we try to support each other as we acquaint ourselves with our new territory.

We buried Mira under some rocks, some ways away from camp. It’s hard to even think about it. I hope that we some day will be able to bury her properly. In the ground. That’s how they did it back on Earth; they dug holes in the ground and put the bodies there. It sounds barbaric, but is recycling really any better?

I’m struggling not to worry about Lex. We wrapped his head in medgauze, but who knows what’s going on inside his skull? At least he’s stable for now, but we have no way of feeding him or keeping him hydrated. If he doesn’t wake up, he’ll die of thirst.

It’s strange, but losing both Joshua and Mira makes me think about the future, even though I should probably rest in the present for now. Their deaths turned this whole adventure into something far too real. I don’t know what I was thinking. Did I really believe we were going to return triumphant, with all the evidence in hand? Nothing I have done has made anything better, and it’s a difficult thing to face.

One thing at a time, I guess.

 

—

 

I admit it is bizarre not having the world curve upwards and around me. Instead, it goes on until it slips under the horizon. It’s as though the world has been wrapped around the outside of Conestoga rather than the inside. And the blue sky is so enormous, so endless, it doesn’t seem real. When the view overwhelms us, we hide from it in our tents.

Eden and Ninedi did a quick recon of the forest yesterday. They found edible plants and fruit and a source of water. We have to leave sooner or later, and bring only the supplies we can carry on our backs. When we run out, we’re going to have to find other ways to subsist.

The hard truth is, we don’t know where we are. All the positioning gear and communication tools went down with the shuttle. We don’t know where to go or how far. We should stick to the coast. It’s more likely we will run into sources of fresh water and human settlements if we do.

Going into the forest seems risky. We have no idea what the wildlife is like. Judging by the noises we heard last night, something lives in there we may want to avoid.

As for meeting the Alameans, well… I figure we will deal with the situation there and then. One step at a time.

Conestoga is clearly visible, once every hour or so. At night, she is a shadow on the stars until she dips low toward the horizon and is briefly lit by Wakea’s yellowish glow. We all watch her pass by in silence. I know what the others are thinking, because I’m thinking it too: will we ever go back?

I think about what is going on onboard. Is everyone okay? Did our secession cause more deaths, more destruction? And how long will the Praesidium’s lies last?

I think about Mother and Father. I wonder if I will ever see them again.

 

—

 

I said I would win for you and I did. It didn’t turn out the way I had envisioned, but I won. Now, I must make a new promise. I know what I have to do. I have to survive. I have to make it back and save Conestoga from herself. That’s what I’m going to do. Doesn’t mean I don’t care about you. Doesn’t mean I will forget. It only means I have to let you go. I have to save her. It will be my new mantra.

Night is falling, and I should head back to camp. I want to see her fly by one last time before I go to sleep. She should return any minute now, rise out of the east and race in silence across the evening sky like an enormous bullet fired from a thousand years ago, blotting out the stars.

Oh you should see the stars, my darling Ellie. Once Wakea sets, they twinkle into existence, one by one. The Milky Way stretches out from one end to the other like a diamond necklace laid out on black velvet. Last night, we sat outside for hours staring at it. No words of mine could ever describe them to you. All I can say is, I have never missed you more than I do now.
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Any hard science fiction aficionado will notice the obvious similarities between the spaceship Conestoga and the mysterious Rama in Arthur C Clarke’s seminal Rendez-Vous with Rama. This is partly because I wanted to pay homage to one of the greatest science fiction books of all time, and partly because I’m just too bad at math to work out things like rotational speed and mass on my own. Now, the O’Neill Cylinder didn’t originate with Clarke—that honor goes to American physicist Gerard K. O’Neill (whom I paid tribute to by naming the onboard library on his honor) but credit where credit is due. Suffice to say that Rama made such a deep and lasting impression on me that I think it might be partially responsible for turning me into a sci-fi nerd.

 

There’s another person who is just as guilty. His name is George Johansson, and though he will not be familiar to non-Swedish readers, his young adult book series entitled Universums öde (The Fate of the Universe) shoved me right into the path of the science fiction locomotive at the tender age of about 10.

 

Imogen Hart came slowly into being, and it took a long time to figure her out. She’s part me, part any girl or young woman I’ve ever met whose audacity, smarts, and gumption took my breath away. I’m sorry for all the times I never publicly supported and applauded them because I was too meek and shy. Imogen is my way of saying thanks and sorry.

 

The Challenger would forever have remained a hazy dream if it weren’t for my wife, Julia Nyberg, whose moderate interest in science fiction forced me to invent new ways to be compelling, and whose gentle support and love has kept me going all these years. Thank you.

 

These acknowledgments would be incomplete without the inclusion of my alpha-and beta-readers: Ella Carlberg, Jennie Dahlén, Sebastian van den Bergen, Martin Trokenheim, Mikael Ronnheden, Helena Wassén, and Katherine Gawlowski Munter (whose proofreading has undoubtedly saved my Swedish-native ass from many embarrassing mistakes.) Special thanks to Martin Andersson and Petter Persunger for tossing ideas around, and to Susanne Axmacher, my partner-in-writing. Author and editor Melinda Crouchley turned my attention to some very necessary developmental edits that definitely cranked the suckage down a few notches. A word of advice to fellow writers in spe: get a developmental edit done. It’s worth every penny!

 

Phew, I think that’s it for now. Can’t wait to write the acknowledgments in the next two instalments in the Planetwalker trilogy: The Planetwalker and The Mutineer. I love a good cliffhanger.
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