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The shuttle’s boosters ignited, and the tiny ship left the sanctity of the moon’s shadow, inching toward an enemy no one could kill. Sixteen months since the enemy was stranded on the planet ahead, and the lull in hostilities wouldn’t last forever, but Craze hoped it would last long enough to come up with a viable strategy.

Exposed, the shuttle had nowhere to hide, and Craze couldn’t scoot back any farther in his seat. His shoulders were hunched, pressing against the walls, and his feet ached against the centimeters of composite separating him from the vacuum of space.

“This has to be the stupidest thing I’ve ever done.” He sneered at the monitor projected against the hull less than six inches from his face, giving him a view of the vast cosmos surrounding his much-too-small ship. Craze was an insignificant nothing in a huge something. The something was the darkness of forever painted with stars. For the moment, he was glad to be small. If he was small, the enemy wouldn’t notice him.

Up ahead, a blanket of hazy, round clouds hid the planet Photwit. The clouds looked so damned innocent, but they weren’t actually clouds. They were aliens and much more savage than fanciful ice crystals floating in the sky.

Craze accelerated directly at them, flicking on the new shield, bathing the interior of his shuttle in soft yellow light. His living hair knotted into tighter coils, and his fingers went numb, gripping onto the accelerator dangling from the ceiling. He didn’t loosen his hold, steeling his nerves, pushing the bar forward.

One spherical cloud broke off from the rest, charging straight at him. Clenching his jaw, Craze didn’t change course. There was no point in dawdling. The war would start up again soon, and everyone and everything would die if he didn’t stop the murderous fuckwits in front of him.

“You will yield, you bwat-munchin’, butcherin’, shittius maximuses!” He growled and sped up the shuttle.

Breezy, round, and white, the cloud expanded, and the haze gave way to a solid body of iridescent beige. The body could flex and move like a living balloon. One kilometer away, the alien cloud yawned, blocking out the rest of the universe, meaning to crush Craze in a deadly hug. Craze shrugged as if that would ward the enemy off, as if one insignificant gesture could send the enemy away and bring back the stars.

Eight hundred meters away, Craze glared at the switch for the shield. “You better damn well work.”

Closing the distance by another three hundred meters, the enemy fired its most-feared weapon—a concentrated round of telepathy. The alien roared, seeking entry into Craze’s brain, wanting control, wanting to crush his spirit before talking him into shooting himself.

His thick fingers patted his head and chest, checking the armor covering him. The armor and another shield on the shuttle protected him from mind control, but he could feel the unceasing pressure, the ruthless ravenous need to kill, destroy, and exterminate. He gulped down a breath and held the shuttle steady. He didn’t veer, he didn’t slow.

Four hundred meters away, the enemy finally ceded, shrinking and scooting away, leaving behind a tiny victory for Craze and the new shield. The sight of the planet and a smattering of stars cheered him. He exhaled loudly, fogging his faceplate. When his helmet cleared, an eye as black as the voids stared back at him, his own eye. His dusky brow twitched, and he stuck out his tongue before turning on the comm. channel.

“You didn’t need to barrel at that Quasser with a death wish.” Captain Kaesare’s voice crackled from a battlecruiser inside the dark moon Craze had just left. “The Backworlds needs you, General.”

A chortle snorted out of Craze’s wide nose. General! Of a war! How stupid of folks to depend on him. Before the Quasser invasion, he had been an entrepreneur—a bartender with much simpler bothers. “I’m goin’ closer to Photwit. One Quasser repelled by the new shields isn’t a test. We have to make sure the Quasser flew off because of the shield ‘n not a fluke.”

Besides, there was another part of this mission he had kept a secret. If he had told Kaesare of his plans, she wouldn’t have let him board the shuttle. He had preyed on her sense of nobility to go on the mission in the first place by swearing he intended to spare those under his command. “I shouldn’t order anyone to do a job I haven’t done,” he had said. Because of his officers’ confidence in the new technology, they had allowed him to take the shuttle. But if they had known of his intention to land on the planet, they would have locked him in his quarters.

“Okay, use the shield on another Quasser. Just one, though.” Her voice was tight and dry. The night before, she had tried to convince him to let someone else fly the mission. “There’s no reason it has to be you.” Her dark-green eyes had been wide and unflinching, as if she memorized his soul. Yet, he didn’t relent and didn’t give up the mission. He hadn’t then, and he wouldn’t now.

“This mission is over when I say, Captain.” He flicked at a few holo-controls on his faceplate and moved nearer to the cloud-covered planet. He flexed his fingers, letting air in to dry his clammy palms.

The Quassers weren’t the only enemy on Photwit. On the surface, thick forests of parasitic vines awaited their next victim. In a galaxy filled with inhospitable rocks, a surface of verdant green and breathable air was impossible to resist. Once visitors landed on Photwit, the Trausser Vines grabbed hold and compelled their victims to stay.

For sixteen months, the Backworlds had been granted a reprieve from the Quassers while the Vines labored to bring the Quassers under their spell. The Quassers didn’t submit and toiled to control the Vines. Photwit was a tussle between green and cloud—the Quassers and Vines warring for dominion. Neither would negotiate.

It was a war devised by Craze. He had brought the Quassers here, giving the Backworlds a break from slaughter, which was why his fellow fighters proclaimed him general. Eventually, either the Quassers or the Vines would win, and the Backworlds had to be ready. The new shield could keep billions from dying if the Quassers triumphed over the Vines. However, Craze wanted the Vines to win. The Vines were much easier to kill.

Soaring at the clouds, he shook his head, shaking away the pressure of the aliens’ telepathy, shaking away doubts the Quassers could be conquered. He maneuvered between two Quassers and double-checked the new shield. The switch pulsed in a yellowish-green, meaning the shield was active, meaning it would keep him safe. He pushed the shuttle onward and shifted his attention to the gauge measuring the distance. One kilometer away, the Quassers hadn’t budged. If Craze had tendrils like the Vines, he could push the murderous dastards into the next galaxy.

“The shield is my tendrils. Go on ‘n snake out there, tendrils. Shoo the Quasshits away.”

“Uh.” Kaesare’s voice broke over his musings. “We can hear you. Like, the crew ‘n stuff can hear you. We is monitoring your progress.”

He was only a general out of necessity. He had no history as a soldier or leader of worlds. Kaesare was right though. What he said wasn’t anything he would want a hire-on at his tavern to hear. “I’ll just pretend they is hire-ons,” he muttered under his breath.

“What?”

“Nothin’. Seven hundred meters ‘n closin’.” He licked at his dry lips. His tongue reached for the water tube, drawing it into his mouth, sucking down beads of water. At six hundred meters, the Quassers moved away from his shuttle.

“They swerved.” Kaesare squeaked.

Craze could picture her bouncing on the balls of her feet. “Careful,” he whispered. Celebrating was a long way away. Repelling Quassers wasn’t a path to victory, only one step on a road for which there was no blueprint. “They barely moved.”

“They effer-luvin moved enough.”

Over sixteen months, more should have been innovated than one measly shield. Both Craze and the Foreworld ambassador had failed to persuade their governments to devise a strategy or an offense. The refusals cited inane reasons like the Quassers were out of the way and weren’t an immediate threat. Humans would never change. No one did anything until faced with impending death.

The shuttle slowed, creeping closer to orbit, closer to the enemy. At four hundred and fifty kilometers out, the Quassers darted in opposite directions, fleeing from the shuttle.

“You did it. We did it.” Kaesare clapped, the clamor echoing in Craze’s helmet.

Craze closed his ear holes a little. “I want to be sure.”

“Wha-what does that mean? Come back to the battlecruiser.”

“The Quassers flyin’ off could be a coincidence. I’m goin’ for another run at them.”

“General! Craze!”

She would be more upset when he started to descend. He shut the comm. channel off and ducked under the cloud cover of the Quassers, careful not to get too low. The Vines could vault into the air one hundred meters, and they piled on top of each other into the upper atmosphere. From there, their greedy tendrils clutched onto anything within reach.

His armor and shields would keep him from succumbing to the mind control of the Vines, but Craze wanted to decide where the shuttle would land. He would control the secret part of his mission, which was tucked under the shelf that served as a seat. His heel tapped against the small crate that could give the Vines an advantage over the Quassers.

Holding a breath, he aimed at a cluster of evil plants. The new shields had them withering and scrambling to the ground. He followed, and they scurried off, leaving a small clearing. The clearing was probably a trap, but Craze had to chance it. The Quassers couldn’t win.
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The shuttle descended meter by meter and came to hover centimeters from the ground. The shield kept steady, and the landing site remained clear of enemies. The clearing spanned fifty meters, surrounded by an undulating wall of green as if Craze was enclosed in glass.

The Vines’ spindly tendrils shot up, constantly seeking a way to him, but they didn’t pass the boundary. They also didn’t give up, waiting for an opportunity, waiting for weakness. Craze forced himself to look away. He didn’t need to have a staring contest with death. Death didn’t need the encouragement.

Swallowing, despite the tightness in his throat, he set the shuttle down. The hatch wouldn’t swing open unless the vessel touched the ground—a design flaw Craze would have his crew correct when he returned to the battlecruiser. The plagues and frizzers stored in the battlecruiser’s armory did little to thwart the Quassers. However, being on board such a nasty ship made everyone feel safer.

Pushing the navigation and acceleration rods into the ceiling of the shuttle, Craze’s hand clutched on the brake, idling propulsion. He didn’t power the shuttle off in case he needed a hasty exit. There was no point in being completely stupid.

The hatch swung up, letting the natural light and air of Photwit swirl inside. The wind buffeted against Craze’s chest, teasing him with air that wasn’t stale and sticky. All the same, he kept his helmet on. It gave him an extra layer of protection against the mind games of the Trausser Vines and Quassers.

His spacesuit hugged his honed form with a scaly second skin. He had spent the last sixteen months working hard for his muscles and wasn’t the squishy bartender he once was. When he straightened, he was taller than the six-and-a-half-foot shuttle. Longing to play in the wind, his hair moved restlessly under his helmet, which melded seamlessly with the suit manufactured from a microbe that lived on a world Craze missed every day.

His gloved hand rubbed over a pocket containing a badge—a talisman from a dear friend. The badge lent its wisdom whenever needed. The badge said Carry On in orange letters on a blue background. The badge would get Craze through this war and get him home.

When he had left Pardeep Station to ally with the Foreworlds, he thought he woulds be home in six months or less. Settling the bothers of the galaxy shouldn’t have taken longer, so the BAA had said. What a crock of bwat. Today marked two years since the alliance had formed and broken, and the state of the galaxy remained far from settled. The friends who had made Pardeep Station home had scattered across the galaxy. They fought against the Quassers in their way on other worlds far from here, and it was best to let them do their part. The Backworlds needed all the help it could get. Including the Jixes, who were Craze’s secret mission.

Almost ten years had passed since the Jixes had been overtaken by the Vines, and the Jixes may not be inclined to forgive Craze. Any sane person would hate his ass for stranding them with a parasitic alien; however, the Jixes weren’t always sane. All the same, Craze didn’t feel stellar about what he had done. He had to make amends and get the Jixes on his side… if anything of the Jixes still existed. Had the Vines addled their minds? Withered their bodies? Could the Jixes survive without the Vines?

“Please still be alive ‘n with a brain ‘n wanting a good drink.”

A short, dry laugh boomed in his helmet, and he had to shut his ear holes. Before the time of the Quassers, he couldn’t have imagined a scenario where he would come begging the Jixes to return to the Backworlds. The Jixes had often made life on Pardeep Station unbearable, yet Craze preferred their sniveling petty thievery over the Quassers’ evil.

His plan had a chance if the Jixes hadn’t been permanently harmed by the Vines and could get over what Craze had done. One Jix in particular. Almost a friend. Sometimes.

“Gatt? You out there?” Craze whispered as loud as he dared.

Gatt had claimed Pardeep Station as a territory and had often stopped in to take what scanty chips Craze had earned. Craze had figured that once he got the Jixes out of the way, he would have a prosperous life. He did for a while. Then the galaxy swooped in with the Quassers and took everything away.

For stranding Gatt and the other Jixes with the Trausser Vines, Craze’s fate with the Quassers was warranted. But to punish every Backworld and every human world? That seemed extreme.

“For what it’s worth, Gatt,” Craze bellowed at the Vines. “I’m sorry.”

He took a step away from the shuttle, which looked like a shipping crate with rounded edges and a spattering of lights. The shuttle wasn’t impressive. Not when up against so many deadly enemies.

The multitude of Vines piling up against the perimeter of the shield hid the landscape of Photwit—hid the hills, the valleys, and the meadows. A group of two people-shaped vines broke off from the main group, and the other Vines retreated to give them space. The Vine people were covered in tendrils that constantly slithered.

Craze turned his back on them for a second. His thickly booted foot kicked at the crate beneath the seat, and he pulled the crate out onto the dirt. The soil was as black as a deep cave and had to be incredibly fertile to support the Vines. At last count, one of his commanders had estimated six hundred billion Vines on Photwit. A billion less than before the Quassers had arrived.

The dirt was soft, and Craze’s boots sank up to his ankles. He lifted the crate and started toward the Vine people. Between each step, he paused, waiting to see what the Vines did, using a little caution. He didn’t need to be more of a fool than he already was.

Ten meters away, the sky darkened. Craze clutched the crate to his chest and craned his head back. A Quasser charged at him, blotting out the sun—a much larger Quasser than the one he had chased down to the surface.

“Shit.” A bead of sweat trickled from his temple. The dark curls of his living hair swiped at the rivulet of perspiration, keeping it from dripping into his eyes.

The huge Quasser tackled the Vines in front of Craze. The Vines swallowed up the two people shapes and jumped. Neither enemy crossesd the perimeter, but Craze didn’t need to be an idiot. He altered course, heading to the other side of the clearing.

“Hurry the frig up,” he grunted and started running. When he reached the other end of the clearing, he stood as close to the Vines as was sensible. Not that any of his mission was sensible. To reach the Jixes enslaved by the Vines, he had to get their attention. The Jixes had to want to break free of the Vines. Craze could offer them the option. Then, maybe he would have a way to negotiate with the Vines.

The Jixes had little incentive to believe anything he said, yet he had to try. He had brokered a trickier alliance with the Foreworlds, an enemy much deadlier than the Jixes.

“That alliance didn’t end well,” he said to himself. Forcing his breathing to remain even, he took another step toward the Vines.
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The Vines bunched in front of him, their tendrils never ceasing, always trying to grab Craze. Every instinct screamed to step back, but he stayed where he was.

“I imagine you might sometimes have thoughts of regainin’ your place in the Backworlds,” Craze said as if only the Jixes stood before him. “When you can think for yourselves, that is.”

The Vines broke into two new forms roughly resembling people. Were they the same ones as earlier?

“Gatt, is that you? Maybe Ingarsse?” Ingarsse was the leader of the Jixes. “I’ve much to trade. The resources of every Backworld is at my disposal.” Until the alliance with the Foreworlds had fallen apart, that had been true. The Jixes didn’t need to know that part, however.

“The galaxy is changin’. If your viney friends don’t conquer the Quassers, you won’t live. Help us survive, ‘n I’ll get you free of the Vines. I’ll give you back your planet ‘n make restitution.”

The Vine people reached for Craze, fresh shoots spurting from their wrists. As soon as they touched the shield’s energy field, they pulled back as if they had been burned.

“Mind your manners now. I came to help.” Craze opened the crate he had brought and kneeled on the loamy earth.

“If you want revenge for what my friends ‘n I have done, we is prepared to atone. Whatever it takes to get you back among the Backworlds where you belong.”

He set down a cask, some mugs, and a potted flower. “These is gifts for you. Some malt because it was your favorite drink, ‘n a taste of home may spur your desire to come back. A potted flower from Jix. You know, the planet you used to call home. It’s always nice to have somethin’ from home. Home lives deep inside us.” He thumped his chest. “I also have somethin’ to remind you of who you is. It’s a recordin’ of an evening we spent together. We’ve known each other a long time.”

Gatt and Craze had met on Elstwhere over ten years ago. Craze had just landed after being chased off of his homeworld, Siegna, by his pa. Gatt had sauntered up to him on the street, pretending they wanted a business partner. They had counted on Craze being a naïve buffoon. In some ways, he had been. He had often been a sap for a good sob story—sometimes he still was.

Craze had been desperate for money. Gatt had preyed on his vulnerability, offering to cut Craze in on a heist involving chocolate—the most valuable commodity in the Backworlds. Gatt had planned to frame Craze for an illegal weapons deal, but Craze wasn’t so guileless and had double-crossed Gatt, taking all the chocolate (mostly worthless mealworm bars) and leaving Gatt with the authorities to deal with. The heist had formed the foundation of their relationship—sometimes friendly but often adversarial.

A twinge of guilt had sputtered in Craze’s conscience when he had sent Gatt to Photwit. Back then, however, his love for riches had trumped most things. Perhaps if Gatt had been more friend than frenemy, he would have chosen differently.

“It’s time we stopped bickerin’. All this shit of preyin’ on each other has to end.” Craze balled his fists. His eyes narrowed at the thick knot of Trausser Vines.

“Gatt? Them Quassers ain’t nothin’ to laugh about. Guess, you know by now.” Craze poured his home-brewed malt into the mugs and set down a recorder. “This is what I hope will poke at your memories ‘n remind you of when you was somethin’ to be reckoned with.”

A holo-control floated above the recorder. Craze tapped it. The recorder would play on a loop and showed a scene from nine years ago. Gatt had come demanding Craze’s hard-earned chips.

 

“Rumor has it a transport came by here two days ago,” Gatt said.

“Hmmph,” Craze said. “You want an ale? On the house.”

“You missed me.” Gatt changed from a man to a woman and planted a sloppy one on Craze’s cheek. All Jixes could change their gender at will.

“Sure.” Craze swiped the kiss from his face. “It’s a lonely planet.”

“I stopped that outgoing ship. I got an exact total of how many drinks those sorry slobs bought from you.”

Craze half choked.

“Seven. I’ll be kind ‘n only charge you two chips per drink.” Gatt’s grin widened, and they held out their hand. “Pay up, barkeep.”

 

If only Craze’s problems remained so simple. He placed a puffy disk beside the recorder. “This is armor. When you place the disk on your chest ‘n slap the control, the armor will expand ‘n cover your body. The suit will free you from the Vines’ mind control.” That was the only suit of armor his sorry arsenal could spare. He would have to chance the ire of a friend to get more. “I’ll return in three days. Same place. Same time. In case you decide you want to talk.”

Bowing, he thumped his right fist to his left shoulder in a salute and strode back to the shuttle. He stuffed himself inside and shut the hatch. The monitor showed the never-ceasing tug of war between Quassers and Vines. Two Quassers outside the clearing landed with crashing thuds. The ground shook, and the Vines vaulted on top of the Quassers. The living ships shrieked. Craze winced.

The Quassers expanded until their cloudy bodies shoved at the Vines. The Vines slinked away, but not all of them. They crept back to the Quassers, and the struggling stopped. The Quassers merged, forming a bigger Quasser laced with green vines. Were the two enemies figuring out how to work together?

Cold raced down Craze’s spine. The war between the two enemies had to continue as long as possible. The Backworlds weren’t ready to take on the Quassers, and certainly not a blended enemy which might have powers beyond imagining.

“Let’s see if I can get them battlin’ again.” Pulling down the navigation rods, he lifted off and accelerated the shuttle toward the merged Quasser. The shuttle skated a meter over the ground, and due to the shield, the clearing traveled with him, Craze at its center.

The Trausser Vines parted easily, leaping out of the way and slithering to the horizon. They didn’t join the Vines covering the Quasser.

Craze reached the point where the merged enemy should shirk away from the shield. Only the Quasser-Vine didn’t. It stayed put, pulsing in green. The merged enemy rose, heading for orbit.

Craze grunted and gave the monitor a choice finger. “Galaxy, I hate you back.”

He slowed the shuttle and checked the controls. The power of the shield was as high as it could go. “They can’t merge. They have to stay separated.” His wide nose huffed. “I’m goin’ in.” His grip tightened on the shuttle’s controls.

A tap on a holo-control adjusted the monitor to show where Craze had left his gifts. Seven people-shaped Vines gathered around the recorder. Would his plan work? Would the Jixes help? Could they help?

“There’s nothin’ to lose in an attempt at winnin’.” Craze blew a kiss to the memory of Gatt. “Wish you all success. ‘N success to me. Damn Quassers.” He shoved the accelerator forward and sped up the shuttle.

The Quasser-Vine had to be stopped. If he had to ram it to break it apart, he would.
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Lepsi and Dialhi spent months on a cold, icy planet. The icy world was the last place Lepsi had left his best friend, Talos, and the only place to find a hint as to where Talos had gone. The planet had once been inhabited by the Seuks—the aliens responsible for creating the Quassers.

Cities dotted the equator of the glacial world. They were perfect orbs sitting precariously atop jagged peaks. The bottom half of each city was constructed from a solid alloy and enclosed residences, labs, farms, businesses, hangars, and recreation facilities. The top half of each spherical city was a transparent shield doming over towers and spires and parks. Each city was protected by enormous gates, shields, and a black smothering smog that suffocated anything that got through the city’s other defenses.

The chief city, the largest one, was the place where Lepsi had left Talos over two years ago. Lepsi had flown off with the Quassers to save those he loved. He had believed he could control them. Only, his plan had turned out dreadfully. His goal had been to give the Quassers better thoughts and to stop the war. Instead, he had become too much like them, craving bloodlust and domination. When at last he broke free, Lepsi considered letting himself die, but then he thought of Talos stranded here. Maybe Lepsi couldn’t make up for every atrocity he had committed, but he could save his best friend and return him to his gal.

Tall and lanky, Lepsi had to lower his arm a fair bit to place his hand on Dialhi’s shoulder. For her to make it through the smog unharmed, he had to touch her. “We is getting closer to finding him,” he said.

She hadn’t smiled since saving Lepsi from asphyxiating in space. Her round gray eyes peered up from her round cheeks, and she swiped a droplet of water from her round chin. A race of Backworlder known as a Sprinkler, Dialhi shed three gallons of water every day. “You said that last time.” Sighing, she lunged toward the threshold of black smog.

The icy wind whipped bright red strands across Lepsi’s thin face. He scrambled after Dialhi and gripped her shoulder. “Talos was on this world over a year before the transport to the alien lab revealed itself.”

“We’ve been here over a year.” Dialhi’s brows furrowed.

The smog killed everything. Not Lepsi, however. And, if he held onto Dialhi, his protection extended to her. His link to a race of beneficial aliens, the Ims, was what let them pass through the smog unharmed, and his aviarmen genetics helped him navigate through the darkness. All aviarmen of the Backworlds could navigate through anything, which was how Talos had probably found a way off the planet. Lepsi would then find the same route. Eventually.

Dialhi often forgot she needed Lepsi to get through the smog, but he didn’t let her out of his sight. Talos would forgive Lepsi for marooning him on this planet and for the terrible things Lepsi had done when with the Quassers. Their friendship was that strong. However, Talos would be less forgiving if Lepsi let Dialhi die. And Talos was the only one who would find the light inside Lepsi if any still existed.

Lepsi tightened his hold on Dialhi’s shoulder and steered her through the black fog. Out of habit, he held his breath until he and Dialhi broke through and entered the city, rushing past a second gate that wasn’t as showy as the first.

Dialhi stopped and slumped against a metallic blue wall. “Now what?”

“Talos didn’t give up. We can’t give up.” Lepsi let go of her and shoved his hands into the pockets of his tattered gray coat. The ragged hem fell to his knees. “Talos said we is looking for a mound outside of the city.”

“We didn’t find one.”

The two of them had mapped the planet kilometer by kilometer, which had taken months. “We missed something,” Lepsi said, not knowing what compelled him to state the obvious.

“What could we have possibly missed?” Her voice quivered.

“How did Talos get to the mound? We haven’t thought about that.”

Pushing away from the wall, Dialhi straightened. “We didn’t. He didn’t have a ship. He couldn’t have walked very far in this awful cold. Well, ‘n stayed alive.”

“There is those land transports in the subterranean levels. He had to have taken one of them.”

“Maybe only the Seuk transport can find the mound.” Her eyes widened, and she blinked into Lepsi’s gaze. “We can get one working. We can then find the mound, or just find the transport Talos took.”

They hadn’t been successful at finding a functional ground transport so far, but Lepsi would not kill her hope. He would never kill another thing. Except for a Quasser. “I’m sure we can repair one to tell us what we need to know.”

“Sure, we can.” She rushed past him toward the doorways leading to the bowels of the city.

To reach the doors, they had to go through the black smog again. Lepsi ran after her and latched onto her shoulder. He guided her through the smog and into the lift that would take them down.

A thin blue disk hovered inside a blue tube. Standing on it, Lepsi pulled Dialhi inside. She commanded the lift down. Talos had sent them some basic Seuk commands. He communicated sporadically through a space eel—a snaky thing that could telepathically deliver messages. The only thing the space eel couldn’t communicate was Talos’s exact location because Talos didn’t know it.

In a hangar leading to a tunnel smothered in more black smog, Lepsi examined the nearest transport. Someone had ripped the power system out.

Dialhi trailed her fingers over the spherical hull. “Talos probably took the power supply to power another transport.”

Lepsi went over to another vehicle that appeared whole. “I wonder what’s wrong with this one.” He pushed the transport, and it made an awful crackling noise.

“In no universe is that a healthy sound. It’s the whine of the broken.” Dialhi moved to a transport with a partial hull. She jiggled the rod protruding from the top of the chassis. The alien vehicle rumbled and coughed. “This one works.” The corner of her mouth twitched, but she didn’t break into a smile.

Lepsi managed a grin for her. “Well, that sure is better than leftover bwat.”

“However, the power supply isn’t stable.” Dialhi flicked a droplet of water from her chin. “I can stabilize it on the Olvis. Especially if you help?” Her clear gray gaze settled on Lepsi.

“Whatever you need.” He peered into the sputtering transport, gauging the machinery and how difficult it would be to use it to find the missing transport or the mound. “Find the transport, find how Talos got off this planet. Then find—”

“Talos.” Her voice brightened. “Let’s get this to my ship.”

Lepsi moved behind the transport and pushed. “The transport won’t fit in the elevator.” He pointed at the doorway smothered in black smog. “We’ll have to use the tunnel.”

“I hate the smog shit.”

“No amount of smog can keep us from Talos.”

That was all the motivation she needed. She climbed in and steered the transport while Lepsi kept pushing. The transport wouldn’t move otherwise. He stopped before entering the smog and tapped on Dialhi’s shoulder. “Grab onto me before we go in, ‘n promise you won’t let go.”

Glancing back, she nodded and gripped his wrist. She didn’t sneer this time. Maybe she would eventually forgive him.
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Surrounded by jars and tanks and vats of creatures from every dream and nightmare Talos had ever had, his stomach refused to settle. The Seuk, the race of aliens who had brought forth the Quassers, had left Talos in a bizarre library, expecting him to solve the galaxy’s biggest problem.

“I’m not a scientist, I’m an explorer,” he said to the library of specimens. He had the constant sensation of things crawling up his spine.

Talos didn’t know where in the galaxy he was. There were no windows in the library of beings, and his access to the Seuk information systems excluded his location. Frowning, he flicked a flame-colored crystal tube. The crystal fluttered and projected a star system. The original home of the Quassers.

On that world, the Quassers had been an intelligent lower organism that could generate power. The Seuks had augmented the primordial Quassers’ natural abilities until the microbes became what they were… monsters.

Although images remained of the planet, its location had been lost. Talos poked at the holographic image. “The answer is on that planet. I know it is.” He raised his voice. “We have to go there. It’s the only way.”

An overhead light glared, casting the harshest light on a metal desk at which Talos sat. The Seuk didn’t answer. He had already given his orders. The Seuk wanted Talos to bioengineer the answer to the Quassers, not to go traveling to other worlds.

Talos raked a lanky hand through his blue hair. His skills didn’t include bioengineering one predator to take out another. What if what he created resulted in more problems? Worse problems? The Backworlds didn’t need worse bothers.

“Won’t you talk with me?” Talos said to the dark corners. Where else could the Seuk be lurking? “Talking together is how we can figure things out.”

The Seuk sauntered out from a row of specimens three levels up. Tall and graceful with an imposing stride, Vezcheto narrowed his somber eyes. His head sat atop three necks. The slender neck descending from the Seuk’s nose vibrated. A hole in another neck, perhaps a tiny mouth, bobbed up and down. “You sstall, human. Your kind iss about to be extinguished. There’ss your motivation for figuring thingss out.”

“How long have you been here?” Talos tugged on the lapels of his worn gray coat, which fell below his knees—the hem and cuffs in tatters.

“We do not measure time the ssame.”

“I didn’t expect we would. To me, to the calculations of my kind, I have been an occupant of this… lab for sixteen months, four days, and nineteen hours. How long have I been here to you?”

“Twelve thousand ssaahth.” Vezcheto descended the stairs and stood on the other side of the desk. His large black eyes reflected the scant light, shining with menace.

Talos tapped the Seuk’s reply into his tab—a flexible, thin communication and information device the size of a card. “So how many saahth have you been here?”

“Nine million ssaath.”

“Jeez.” Talos blinked at the numbers on his tab. “That’s over fifty years.” The Seuk was older than he appeared. Talos laughed at his own naivete. The glacial planet of Seuk cities had been uninhabited for centuries. He should expect the Seuk to be older. “Did you grow up here?” Talos gestured at the many vats. “In this… library?”

“Mosstly. I wass left here.”

“By whom?”

Having two shoulders like most humans, Vezcheto shrugged. “By the otherss. Ssomeone needed to watch over thiss lab.”

“How did you learn your science? To make other creatures like the Quassers, er…, Sphericals?” The Seuks called the Quassers Sphericals.

“I do not know how. I merely guard.”

Talos tapped his finger against his lips. “So, you’re not a scientist, ‘n you need a scientist. That’s not me, mate.” He snapped his fingers. “I have a buddy who has done some experimenting. He would love—”

Vezcheto pounded his fist on the table, millimeters from Talos’s hand. “No. Nolae ssent you. No one elsse, or you die. Then you can’t ssave thosse you love.” Whirling on his heels, the Seuk stormed off into the shadows.

Fingers quaking, Talos laced his hands together. He took a deep breath and dared to glare after Vezcheto. “You is wrong. So wrong. None of this should be here.” He pushed back from the table, and the stool scraped loudly against the tiles. “You is wrong,” Talos said louder, trailing after the Seuk. He couldn’t stay in this sick library much longer. Not without going mad.

A force shield prevented Talos from leaving the main part of the library, pushing against him so brutally, he stumbled back against the laboratory table.

“Do your job,” Vezcheto hissed from above.

From the floor, a current buzzed and vibrated, scratching at Talos’s nerves, sending a throbbing ache into the hinges of his jaw. The sensation came with a clear impression of rage. “Something is off here.”

“If you don’t work, your ssituation will get worsse.”

“I don’t think it’s you.” Talos scanned the vats lining the myriad shelves. “This isn’t you.”
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The plains of Photwit remained bare of Vines beneath Craze’s racing shuttle. Boulders and ruts and subtle rises in elevation made his low-altitude flight as dangerous as the enemy. Less than a meter off the ground, he pushed the shuttle at top speed. He had to risk it, had to get as close to the merged Quasser-Vine as possible. Twenty meters and closing, the Quasser-Vine didn’t stir.

Blood ceased to flow normally in Craze’s veins—thick and cold, and air hung at the back of his throat, heavy and resisting. The automated systems in his suit kicked in and compressed his chest, forcing him to inhale with a long, grating gasp.

“Come on,” he screamed. He didn’t slow the shuttle. He didn’t swerve. If the shield didn’t work against the merged enemies, Craze had to tear the enemies apart. He would ram them and blow them up with his fiery crash. With any luck, none of the other Vines and Quassers would get the idea to unite.

His death was an acceptable risk, but he had to get what he learned about the shield’s capabilities and the merged Quasser-Vine to his commanders. “Transmit collected data,” he ordered the shuttle before impact.

The information beamed into space, to the battlecruiser hiding inside the dark moon from where Craze’s mission had begun.

Craze swallowed past the tightness in his throat and prepared to ram the Quasser-Vine. He yelled at the top of his lungs, ready for the ultimate battle, ready to find peace in the Afterlife. He sure hoped there was an Afterlife.

Ten meters out, the Vines vacated the Quasser and fled toward the seething jungle of their brethren. Craze sent out a radiation burst and fried the Vines. No way would they communicate to the others what it had been like to work with the Quasser. Unfortunately, he didn’t have a way to destroy the Quasser. He had to hope the brief merger had been nothing of note.

“They never thought to ally before.” Craze rubbed at his helmet, frustrated he couldn’t reach his chin. For sixteen months, the two enemies hadn’t shown any sign of wanting to work together. What had changed? “The shields. They figured out they was stronger together. Damn. It’s my fault.” He punched the hull of the shuttle. There wasn’t enough room to get much oomph into the punch, and he growled. This mission was nothing but frustration.

“Time to go, ‘n I really need to quit talkin’ to myself.”

He followed the Quasser into the atmosphere and left Photwit far behind—a planet brimming with an endless garden of green and cloudy skies, a planet looking much more pleasant than it was.

Craze returned to one of Photwit’s moons—a moon so dark, it blended with the cosmos. He darted to the far side, ducking into the shadows, entering a deep fissure in the terrain—a fissure made larger by the battlecruiser. He maintained radio silence until he reached the warship his Fo’wo allies had stolen. Round and spiky, the ship didn’t inspire any good thoughts, yet Craze had come to call it home with a band of Backworlders and Foreworlders dedicated to defeating the Quassers.

No doubt, Captain Kaesare waited in the hangar, waiting to kick his ass into the next solar system. One side of his mouth curled at the thought of her. The loathing she had once stirred up in his gut no longer existed. He couldn’t remember why he had hated her, and it didn’t matter. Together, they fought an unwinnable war, united in wanting the Backworlds to survive.

“My hatin’ her had somethin’ to do with her rippin’ me off once.”

Craze laughed heartily. Her mercenary ways were the same ones he used to have. Over the years, his hunger for profits and a successful business had vanished. People were more important. Peace was more important.

Kaesare had softened too. Since losing her best friend at the hands of the man she had once loved, business was no longer her primary concern. Finally, she and Craze agreed on something.

Craze landed his tiny shuttle in the bay. The door swung open, and he stumbled into the hangar. The cramped quarters of the shuttle had done his legs no favors. Both feet were numb and hummed with prickles as he limped across the floor.

The hatch leading to the rest of the ship opened, and Captain Kaesare rushed in. Like Craze, she was big-boned—substantial in height and breadth. Like him, she had living hair, a dusky complexion, and skin softer than velvet butter. Her eyes were as green as leaves on a tree, and her hair had more red in it than most Verkinns, but she was only half Verkinn. She didn’t have ear holes, but actual ears, and she didn’t go into hibernation when low on oxygen.

Craze removed his helmet and slapped a control on his chest to fold his suit up into a disk. He bent to pick up the folded suit, and when he straightened, he found Kaesare’s fist in his face.

“You is the stupidest son of a bwat in this quadrant of the galaxy.” Spittle sprayed from her lip and red-tinged her cheeks. “Your mission was best done by someone else.”

Craze pushed her fist away. “No, it wasn’t.” He headed out of the hangar toward the nearest galley. Almost dying had brought on his appetite.

Like most space-faring vessels, the interior of the battlecruiser was comprised of a dark, unremarkable carbon composite. The floor had a sheen and would light up with directions. The walls displayed information and officer locations.

Craze didn’t wait for Kaesare, weaving through corridors. “We’ve some things to discuss.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Is Sanjy around?”

Sanjy emerged from a doorway on the other side of the galley. “I’m here.” Almost as tall as Craze, she narrowed her steely blue eyes. Her copper hair had grown long, and she wore it in a single braid—a wimpy, thin one. “Did I miss Kaesare kicking your ass?”

Sanjy Strom had been the ambassador of the Foreworlds. She and Craze had forged the ill-fated alliance between their two peoples. He figured he had grown on her when she decided to join him in the fight against the Quassers.s

“Just a verbal lashin’,” Craze said and met her stare. “We isn’t goin’ to win this war by playin’ it safe.”

“We don’t need to be stupid either.” Sanjy sat at a nearby table.

The galley consisted of tables and benches bolted to the floor, and walls lined with drawers and cabinets. Food, utensils, dishes, and cookery were tucked inside to keep everything in place, even if the battlecruiser flew upside down. Out of one drawer, Craze pulled vegetables and cheese, and a bowl and knife from another. Sliding out counter space, he roughly chopped the food and tossed it in a bowl.

“Want any?” He asked Kaesare and Sanjy.

Sanjy shook her head.

Kaesare held up a hand. “Serving me a good meal isn’t going to save you. Listen, you is general now. You can’t go off as a half-cocked hero. We need you.” She sank beside Sanjy.

“So you keep sayin’. I’m beginnin’ to think you’ve gone sweet on me, Kaes.”

She laughed, and a slight blush colored her cheeks. “Only in your effer-luvin imagination. What the frick was that shit on Photwit?”

“We need the Vines to take out the Quassers. The Jixes can help. I’m the only one who has a chance at recruitin’ the Jixes. If we can woo them to our side, maybe we can negotiate with the Vines ‘n win them as an ally.”

“The Jixes?” Kaesare’s brows shot up. “For a Jix is why you went down to the planet on a effer-luvin suicide mission? Flying at Quassers in a shuttle wasn’t enough of a thrill for you?”

“She’s right,” Sanjy said. “You can’t run off without planning with us.”

The Backworlds and Foreworlds had never agreed so much in Craze’s life. A chuckle rattled his chest, and he opened another cabinet to place his bowl into the cooker. He opened the sink and wetted a sponge with cleanser. “I wasn’t goin’ to die.” There was no point in explaining how he almost had when dealing with the merged Quasser-Vine. He wiped off the counter and slid it back into place. “The field tests with the shields proved my safety.”

“The field tests were from a distance, chancing no lives. You were only supposed to fly into high orbit above the Quassers and see if they noticed you.” Sanjy brushed a stray scrawny hair away from her eyes.

Unable to resist showing how her hair should be done, Craze’s dark hair braided itself into five plaits that spilled down his back to his hips. “Which would have told us shit about whether the shield could repel the dastards. Only gettin’ up close ‘n personal could give us the data we need. However, I messed up. I think it’s my fault the Vines ‘n Quassers got the notion to work together. The shield is less effective when they is merged.”

“Noted.” Kaesare toyed with the pull of the zipper on her dark green jumpsuit, the same color as her eyes. “The information you sent is disturbing. We can’t have the Quassers ‘n Vines allying.”

“The moment they do, or the Quassers win, this hiatus is over.” Sanjy chewed her thin lips. “We’re not ready.”

“Their joinin’ was brief. We shouldn’t get overly excited. It may never happen again.” Craze scooped a huge spoonful into his mouth and licked the clinging cheese off his lips.

Kaesare leaned forward and grabbed his wrist. “You isn’t worried? That’s bwat turds, ‘n you know it.”

“I broke them up. The Vines is crisped into ash, ‘n I chased the Quasser enough that it probably forgot about mergin’ with the Vine.”

Sanjy pressed her lips so tightly together they disappeared. “Did the shield work when the Vines ‘n Quassers were together?”

“It was perfect on the Vines ‘n Quassers individually. Merged, the shield wasn’t as effective. I had to get much closer before they ran off.”

“The galaxy can’t give us an effer-luvin break.” Letting go of Craze, Kaesare banged her fist on the table. Everything on the table jumped.

Craze clutched his bowl. “Take it down a notch, Kaes. The shield did work. We have to figure out how to make it stronger if the enemies merge is all.”

“Is that all?” She scowled as if he had grown three heads. “It took sixteen months to get one defensive shield.”

“I just proved the shield isn’t nothin’. It’s a place to start, ‘n for the good of the troops you have to put your full faith in the shield.”

“If only Wef was still here,” she sighed. Wef was once her best friend and had been a genius at creating new technology. Unfortunately, the Quassers murdered him when under the command of Lepsi. She hadn’t forgiven Lepsi yet, and her grief hadn’t subsided.

Sanjy placed a hand on Kaesare’s back. “There are so many to miss. We’ll persevere so Wef and the others are never forgotten.”

“In the meantime, we need to mend fences with the livin’. Any word from Temerity?” Craze doubted it. There hadn’t been when he left the battlecruiser. His sister had flown off to find folks to join their little army and fight the Quassers. Neither the Backworlds Assembled Authorities (BAA) nor the Foreworld Civil Senate had amassed an army or weapons or defenses. Stuck in a cycle of bickering and petty grievances, humanity couldn’t get its act together.

“She sent a message eighty-six minutes ago. Three central planets will pledge their patrol ships if we provide armor,” Kaesare said.

“I gave the last piece of armor we had to the Jixes.” Craze stirred what remained of his meal in his bowl. “I’ll try to reach Meelo again.” The resources of three more planets were a few more somethings in his arsenal. A few more somethings and perhaps a strategy would emerge.

“Pardeep Station remains silent,” Kaesare said.

“Then we’ll just show up ‘n knock on the door.” Craze quickly finished eating. After cleaning up, he went to his quarters to ping Meelo. Maybe she would answer this time.
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The confines of the underground city often drove Meelo to the surface of Pardeep Station. The request from Craze was as good of an excuse as any. She needed to inhale the frigid air and fill her thoughts with the pale blue sky. The ruined city and the enormous graveyard broke her heart, but not enough to keep her below.

There were so many bones. Painstakingly, she and Doc identified each and every one, burying the bodies with names and memories. No traces had yet been found of Pauder and Dauffer. Meelo rubbed at the ache they left in her heart.

“Craze is comin’.” Meelo kept her gaze on the horizon, tired of looking at misery. “He needs more crusties to make more armor.”

“Did he say the Quassers is coming?” Doc asked. Her screaming-red curls were piled on top of her head by a piece of cloth artfully woven through her lush curls. The profile of her face resembled a crescent moon, and despite rarely smiling in years, her slitted eyes made her appear as if she always was.

“Doubt the Quassers will return,” Meelo said. “They’ve no reason to.”

“Unless they remember we escaped. Some of the Lepsis saw. They probably snitched us out. Plus, we harvest the crusties from which the armor is made, which keeps folks out of the clutches of their mind control. They will want retribution at some point. Vengeance is universal.”

Meelo caught Doc’s hand and squeezed. “The Quassers’ need for domination is bigger than our small moon.” So Meelo hoped. She didn’t want to lose another home. Her original home, Teerant, had been destroyed by the Fo’wo’s. “Pardeep will keep us safe.”

Natural limestone caverns had been expanded into an underground city in which the residents of Pardeep Station could live safely until the Quassers haunted the Backworlds no more. That way, Backworlders wouldn’t go completely extinct. That had been the plan and was still the plan.

Letting go of Doc, Meelo picked her way among the ruins of the military base, searching for anything meaningful, using her two tails to keep her steps steady. “Staying busy will help manage our worries. Have your crew gather more crusties, ‘n get going on making the armor. Craze is counting on us.”

It was habit for Doc to scowl when hearing Craze’s name. She couldn’t forgive him for allying with the Foreworlds. The Foreworlds had been responsible for unleashing the Quasser that had destroyed Doc’s planet. “He’s nuts. His name suits him. There’s no way to defeat the Quassers.”

“The armor you developed is a bit of hope. The galaxy needs that hope, Doc, ‘n I trust you’ll welcome him civilly when he arrives.”

“I’ll work with the others to get more armor made. Beyond that, I promise nothing.”

“We need to make peace with each other. The enemy has enough hate to fill three universes, we don’t need more.” Meelo poked through a pile of rubble, revealing more rubble.

“Do I deserve a truce?” a weak voice said. A silvery woman crawled out from a heap of wreckage twenty meters away. She had sharp, pointy teeth, giving her a jagged grin. The iridescent scales comprising her skin were smooth and shining. She was a Water-breather and had been imprisoned when the Quassers attacked. No one had known what had happened to her. Until now.

Trying to stop the sensation of her skin crawling, Meelo swatted at her arms. Idothy had that effect. She was as much trouble as a Fo’wo and couldn’t be trusted. That was what every Backworlder said about Water-breathers. ‘Don’t trust ‘em.’

“No deals,” Meelo said. “You screwed me over too many times.”

“I have a sickness, a wrongness,” Idothy held out her pale, shimmering hands. “Anyone who isn’t me is an enemy. It’s the flaw of my kind, ‘n why I’m the only Water-breather left. How I was made is despicable, ‘n the Quassers is worse. They must die.” Her silvery eyes glinted.

“You is no ally. You helped Backworlds scum conquer Pardeep ‘n kill us.”

“Those days is so long past, stars have died since. You don’t have to trust me, but you need Pardeep’s secrets. I’ve seen them.”

“Heh.” Meelo wanted to walk away, but she didn’t dare turn her back on Idothy or the possibility there could be undiscovered resources to possibly help in the war. She took a step closer.

“Such a good planetlord you is. You want to know what I know. I smell it.” Idothy grazed her fingers over Meelo’s arm and sauntered away from the rubble, heading north.

“What is it you want?” Meelo planted her feet and tails, unwilling to go darting off like a grain of dust caught in the wind.

“The ash seas isn’t what they seem. The asteroids creating them isn’t what they seem.” She grinned over her shoulder and sashayed toward the dusty dunes a hundred meters away.

“Crap.” Meelo raked a hand through her hair and frowned at Doc. “If there’s a chance she’s telling the truth, we have to know what she’s found.”

“You is planetlord,” Doc said, scanning a fragment of bone for a matching identification. “You don’t need my permission.”

“I don’t want to be alone with her.”

“What about the Cytran who was trapped in the ash sea? She should be able to corroborate what Idothy claims if there’s any truth to it.”

“Brilliant. I’ll ping Craze. He’ll know how to find the Cytran.”
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At a table carved from wood and stone, Rainly slumped. She blinked away tears and stared at the message from Craze on her tab. After all her travels and transformations, she had managed to hang onto her original tab from Pardeep Station. Well, her sister had kept it safe for her.

Rainly’s transparent fingers traced the smooth lines of the table  the man she loved had crafted. He spent his time building things on this new planet. She spent her time questioning her decisions. She had made some poor ones recently. Could she make the right one now?

“The messages is o’ nothing but woe. Those I love is going to die, ‘n we is just sitting here doing nothing, blathering on about safety ‘n security o’ the Cytrans. I don’t think I can ignore Craze’s request. He says Meelo needs your help. You have to tell her what you know about the ash seas, Prezsha.”

“If you insist, I will. Keep in mind that if we communicate with your friends, we are betraying Fio and our sisters.” Other than Prezsha’s hands being chrome instead of clear and her irises red instead of pink, they looked exactly alike. Prezsha reached for Rainly. “You are not responsible for the fate of the galaxy. The Backworlds will muddle on with or without the Cytrans.”

“But I am responsible.” Rainly sat up, and her white plastic-like hair stuck in her eyelashes. “I am the first Cytran, the one who created the Fo’wo’s. The Fo’wo’s then created the Backworlders n hated them. If the Fo’wo’s hadn’t warred with the Backworlds, the Backworlds would be stronger, more whole. Then they might stand a chance against the Quassers.” She finally gulped down a ragged breath. “I can’t turn my back on the state o’ affairs in this galaxy. It’s wrong.”

“The original four Cytrans brought the seeds of humanity to the stars, not just you. We are not responsible for how Earth’s descendants squandered their second chance.”

“We was entrusted to be humanity’s caretakers.” The wires in Rainly’s fingers sparked pink when she squeezed Prezsha’s hand. After a few seconds, she dropped her sister’s hand and stood. Five steps took her from the table to the railing enclosing her alcove on a high mountain, looking out over a meadow of endless wildflowers and graceful creatures with slender, long necks and bubble-like bodies. Having had turned off her temperature sensors, Rainly didn’t feel the numbing air in its full force, only enough to fill her lungs with a soothing chill.

She sighed heavily. “Do you think Earth is like this planet? I imagine it is. This is so divine, ‘n Earth remains sacred. Maybe we should go there ‘n see it. Seeing is believing, ‘n I need to believe the Backworlds still matter. Finding our own kind is huge, really huge, ‘n I love being among our sisters. But I’m not sure isolating our kind from the galaxy is better. Not helping people survive is the same as killing in my mind. As Rainly, I didn’t kill. When reverted to my original programming, I killed. Which makes me wonder whether our son ‘n Tria made it to Earth. Maybe they can find the answers for us. Probably not. Barnabus probably still hates me for killing him. I would still hate me. Murder is not a forgivable thing.” Gripping the railing, the wood groaned, and tears tumbled down her cheeks.

Prezsha joined Rainly at the railing, the warmth of her arm pressing against Rainly’s. Her white plastic-like hair had once been longer, but she had cut it into a bob like Rainly’s. That had been years ago on a tragic day filled with pirates and Fo’wo’s. A day that was a lifetime ago.

Brushing Rainly’s tears away, a wan smile settled on Prezsha’s lips. “I love you. Your man, Dactyl, loves you with a devotion I’ve never otherwise witnessed. Your friends in the Backworlds rejoice at hearing from you again and still call you friend. On this side of the galaxy, our Cytran sisters need you desperately if they are to evolve. That adds up to your loyalties being divided. There is no way to stay loyal to the Cytrans without betraying the Backworlds. There isn’t a way to help Pardeep Station without defying Fio’s commands. No matter the path you select, I will be at your side. My loyalty is to you.”

“How can you be so blindly devoted? I’ve made such terrible decisions. Leaving Pardeep Station the way we did killed thousands. That’s my fault. I should have stopped us.”

“It wasn’t your fault or mine. Our son, Barnabus, tapped into our long-forgotten programming and summoned us. We couldn’t say no, and we didn’t understand what we were then.”

“Do we now? I don’t feel as if I know anything.”

“You are growing and becoming something Earth didn’t foresee. That is the way of life, dear sister. We grow and become something new. Does our growth involve returning to the Backworlds or staying with our sisters?”

“I want to stay, ‘n I have to help my friends. How can a brief message hurt anybody?” Rainly stared into her sister’s face and saw her own—the same steep cheeks, the same tiny nose. “I owe Pardeep Station. People I loved died.”

“If we had stayed on Pardeep, we may have died too.”

“I can’t add to my friends’ losses. Just a quick message. Then one more brief one to Tria. Both messages will be so short, they won’t even add up to one. I want to know what she thinks. Is she sorry she left the Cytrans? Plus, she can tell Barnabus how my soul aches for what I did to him.”

“He’s alive in a better way now that he has a perfect chrome body like us. He was a brain in a box before. You didn’t really kill him. He’s practically an AI.”

“Semantics.” Rainly leaned on her elbows, her gaze following the motions of the beasts in the meadow. “I wish I could be as mindless as those animals, without worry or care.” In this position, she couldn’t see the Cytran settlement below. “What’s one little deception? I hid the incoming communications. I can hide two short outgoing messages. I promise to keep them short. Tell me what Meelo wants to know about the ash seas.”

“Hiding the truth is lies and how we ended up so far from home and so unsure of what to do. So much was hidden from us. Do you want a path of more lies? Fio will eventually discover what we’ve done and banish us.”

“Eventually. Maybe by then, she’ll have evolved enough to forgive us.” One corner of Rainly’s mouth twitched. “Us. That means you’ll help me send the messages.”

“Finding our kind has been a dream. It wraps my heart in such joy, but, again, I am yours. I will not leave your side. Without you, I’d be nothing. I’d be as mindless as a box. For you, I risk being exiled. For you, I’d do anything. You’re my north star.”

“You is so precious to me. I can’t bear to ruin your joy. I can’t ask you to give up life with the Cytrans.” Rainly gripped her sister’s hand. “We should ignore the message.” A fresh batch of tears wetted her chrome cheeks.

“Obviously, we can’t. It breaks your heart to turn your back on Craze. He did a lot for you, and I understand why you are compelled to help him. You should help him. You have to. If you don’t, you’ll come to resent the Cytrans. As much as I don’t wish to anger Fio and be sent away, neither can we leave the Backwrolds to flounder until they are no more. Not without doing what we can.”

“You is a true sister, Prezsha. We’ve been through so much together. If we is going to do this, now is the best time.”

Prezsha nodded. “Agreed. What’s the plan?”

“Let’s tap into our old programming to attain orbit. Flying is so fantastic, isn’t it? I never knew we could fly without a ship until Fio showed us. I wonder what else we don’t know about ourselves.”

“Discovery of the self is constant, or should be, whether Cytran or not.”

Rainly wrapped her arms around her sister. “I love you so much.”

Prezsha hugged Rainly just as fiercely. “I’m so glad you’re you again and no longer Una. I missed you dearly. Do you think Dactyl will approve of what we’re doing? Our actions affect him. Do you want to ask him before we go?”

Rainly released Prezsha and shook her head. “I may lose my nerve if he doesn’t agree. No matter what, he’ll continue to love me.” She swallowed past a lump in her throat. Lying had become too much a part of her life. She kept things from Dactyl and her friends, things she didn’t want to face about who she really was. She wanted to go back to being only Rainly, but she knew her original self, Una, lurked under everything, waiting for a chance to shine. Sneaking into orbit to send a secret message was more like Una.

Before another thought of conscience plagued her, Rainly leaped onto the railing and launched into the air.
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Barnabus Manalo yawned, shifting on his makeshift seat inside a box hurtling through space. His companion, Tria, and he had built the no-frills ship to return to Earth. He finally had hope for his people.

“Una sends her love,” Tria said, her violet eyes sparking brighter than usual, a sign another Cytran communicated with her. The distances over which Cytrans could communicate were astounding.

Although Barnabus was gifted with a Cytran body, the other Cytrans didn’t include him in their secret meetings. He could feel them talking, however. A slight hum tickled the back of his mind. Like Tria and her sisters, his chrome body was a mixture of biology and technology. Rainly pushed the Cytrans more toward the human and biological side, but Barnabus was more comfortable with the technological side. Before coming to space, he had spent most of his life as a brain in a box on Earth and had lived in a virtual world. He was highly adept at manipulating code and could break into the conversation if he wished.

Out of respect for the gal beside him and the leader of the Cytrans, Fio, he refrained. Fio had brought him back from the dead by creating a body which made him the first male Cytran. The biomechanical body was a gift that went beyond saving him. These wonderful bodies would benefit the population of Earth. He merely needed to figure out how to replicate himself and Tria.

Tria had volunteered to return to Earth with Barnabus. She promised to show him how to manufacture Cytran bodies.

Softly bumping her elbow, Barnabus smiled. “Una is Rainly again and wishes to be addressed by that name,” he said.

Tria scooted closer, her side nestled into Barnabus. “Very well. Rainly wants you to forgive her for murdering you. I wouldn’t forgive her, and I don’t.”

“You should. I don’t hold a grudge. What I did to her was just as horrible. I made her into Una again, a person she had given up being centuries ago. She must have had a reason for shunning her original self.” His arms wrapped around Tria, enjoying the warmth of her. He brushed her long white hair away from her face.

“She can’t be whole until she embraces all her selves.” Tria bent her head back, her gaze meeting Barnabus’s. “How can you so easily forgive murder? It’s a crime on every human world.”

“I’m better this way. This body is the best I’ve had.” Barnabus placed his mouth on hers, tasting the softness and moisture, relishing the building heat. “Bless Fio and her great work,” he breathed against Tria’s lips. “You will help me give my fellow Earthlings Cytran bodies, right?”

“You force me to answer the same question several times a day. Do you not trust me?” Her lower lip jutting out, Tria returned to her seat and crossed her arms.

Out the window, a dim star in the next quadrant became the focus of Barnabus’s attention. Zooming in, he traced a finger over the familiar planets, the ones always calling to his soul. There were two icy blue giants, a yellow giant with rings, a super gas giant with mesmerizing swirls of red, a terrestrial planet of red, a terrestrial planet of blue and green, and two more rocky planets closer to the sun. He lingered over the blue and green planet and sniffed back a tear.
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