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      The air tasted of bitterness and oil. Like week old algae kibble rolled in engine fluid. Sid smacked her dry lips together, trying to wash away the taste, but it clung to the roof of her mouth, unwilling to budge.

      “WARNING! WARNING! THE EMERGENCY SELF-DESTRUCT MECHANISM IS NOW ACTIVE!”

      The ship’s high pitched, mechanical voice boomed over the sound system as Sid skidded across the floor of the spacecraft. Sweat beaded down her olive brow, threatening to fall into her large-set eyes. She unzipped the top of her suit without losing momentum, ripped the top layer off her drenched body, and rushed past the med bay doors. 

      Her legs sliced through the air and she briskly grabbed a toolbox off the dining table without breaking her sprint. The box screeched as she dragged it across the steel tabletop, making Sid’s thighs quiver with discomfort. The ship’s corridors were a maze of twists and turns, a maze she knew like the back of her hand, having spent the majority of her days fixing the never-ending malfunctions of the system. She didn’t mind passing all her time fumbling around with wrenches and grips; after all, time is something she had plenty of. The ship was a puzzle that only she knew how to solve and keep together. What did bother her, however, was that lately the ship, her ship, seemed to be missing too many pieces. Her puzzle was incomplete.   

      “DANGER! CARBON DIOXIDE VALVE FAILURE! ALL ON BOARD MUST EVACUATE VIA THE EAST WING ESCAPE PODS!”

      “Oh, shut your metal starhole!” she yelled to the ship, hoping it might actually come to life at her words. The Arcturus had been her home for almost thirteen years, but at times like this, she wanted nothing more than to hop into an escape pod and watch it drift off into eternity. “I’m almost there, you metal piece of junk!”

      Two more rights and a sharp left and Sid slid to a determined stop in front of the greenhouse control room. The normally fogged glass doors were dripping wet and a small puddle was already starting to form at the base of the panes. Air production was failing quickly.

      “Starspit!” Sid hissed, immediately regretting her words. Even alone, she hated the roughness of the swear rushing from her lips. 

      She wiped a sweaty palm on the base of her suit and raised it to the key lock. The system beeped maniacally for a brief moment before a green light flashed and the doors slid open. Sid bolted to the control panel, dropping the toolbox with a shattering bang and dug out a set of ratchets. Her fingers fumbled through the sizes, landing quickly on the correct one. Not missing a beat, Sid raised the tool to the faulty valve and began to twist. Her callused palms, red from the pressure, ached immediately. The skin ripping on the unforgiving roughness of the metal.

      With each turn, the force of the ratchet slowed as the valve refused to be turned back into its place. “Oh, for the love of the Star! Come on!” she cried and continued to work. She had fixed the faulty part four times in the last month alone, not counting all the other valves rusting around it, waiting to break. 

      Sid wiped her now soaked brow and tried to remember the date of the next supply shipment. Colton said he would pack a few spare valves to help with air control. The pressure on her head and chest was making her lose track of the dates. When was the shipment? Next week? Or was it the one after next? Whenever it was, it wasn’t in the next ten minutes, so there was no point figuring it out. 

      Tightening a fist around the ratchet handle, she offered an annoyed huff and turned the tool again. 

      “THE SHIP WILL DETONATE IN T MINUS FIVE MINUTES! MANUAL CLIMATE CONTROL OVERRIDE WILL SHUT DOWN IN TEN, NINE, EIGHT…” 

      “I thought I told you to keep it down!” she yelled, pushing her entire body weight into each twist. 

      At her minimal height, Sid was nothing if not resourceful. If she needed to be stronger, she willed herself to be as strong as a hundred droids. If she needed to reach something off a high shelf, she built a system of pulleys to help her. There were a million ways to die living alone on a dusty, old spaceship and if there was one thing Sid knew for certain, she wasn’t dying because of some broken valve. 

      “SIX, FIVE…”

      She dropped the ratchet and twisted the chain until her hands grabbed the largest tool in the set. Her arm stretched behind her, Sid gathered her strength and slammed the ratchet on the valve. 

      “Not today, you pathetic piece of space garbage!” she screamed, delivering another blow. 

      “THREE…”

      Sid swung again. The blow landing squarely in the middle of the valve, causing it to bounce back into position. She tossed the set of tools to the ground and turned. One twist. Then one more. Turn after turn until she was sure the stardamned thing was secure and no longer leaking gas. Her hands shaking, she stepped back, raising her palms in surrender. Her head swung around, waiting for the next announcement. 

      She grit her teeth. “Come on, come on, come on.”

      Silence.

      “Come on!”

      Sid balled her hand and brought it down to the wall with a thud, immediately regretting the decision. The pain hit her as soon as her bones met with the metal. She jerked her hand away, shaking it to bring the feeling back and hissing under her breath.

      “Oh, for the love of⁠—” 

      “CARBON DIOXIDE VALVE SECURE. SELF-DESTRUCT MECHANISM DISENGAGED. ALL SYSTEMS NORMAL.”

      Sid let out a sigh and leaned against the cold steel next to her, sliding slowly to the floor. She reached for the goggles on her head, stretching the band to wipe the fog from the glass, then popped them back on; covering her cat-like gray eyes and the thin vertical pupil that ran across them. Obstructing the one thing that singled out her species from view. “You know, one of these days, you’re going to kill me, Rusty.” She sighed. “And I’m starting to think you might be happy about it.”

      Silence enveloped her shaking body. 

      “Rusty?” She raised her gray eyes to the ceiling, searching for the camera lens. She cleared her throat. “Arcturus?”

      A red light blinked in the corner of the room and a small lens adjusted until it was centered on her face.

      “ALL SYSTEMS CHECKED. DETECTING NO ANOMALIES AT THE PRESENT TIME.”

      “Muck. Now I have to reprogram your command recognitions, Rusty.” 

      She watched as the camera offered a few more lens twists and returned to the base. Rolling her eyes, Sid picked up the set of ratchets from the floor and tossed them back into the toolbox. Maybe she could get her metal friend back to normal before dinner. She’d have to remember to ask Colton for a new speech module for the ship’s computer. Sid would sooner space herself than spend the rest of her life calling it Arcturus. It sounded like one of the incurable diseases she’d learned about in her history projections. The ones that made Colton’s people come to Neostar in the first place. Well, her ship wasn’t a disease. Her ship was regal and strong and⁠—

      Drip!

      Sid wiped the water from her eyes and looked up, tracing the drip to the now leaking ceiling above her. 

      “Time to get you patched up again!” 

      With a loud huff, she tugged her suit back on and made her way out of the greenhouse, her fingers running along the lightly yellowing leaves of the plants as she passed.  

      “How about a nice red leaf broth and a frigger egg for dinner, Rusty?” she asked the ship. “I think we deserve it.”
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      “Stardaughter!” Sid cursed as air began hissing from the pipe above her. She had been splayed beneath the belly of the ship’s engine for hours and every time she had managed to patch something up, another problem reared its head. The Arcturus reminded her of an old man on his deathbed, making bargains with the nurses to help him transition to the afters. Except in this case, she was the nurse, and she hated every minute of it. 

      “SUCH LANGUAGE IS IN DIRECT VIOLATION WITH THE NEOSTAR ORDER’S RULES OF CONDUCT,” the ship’s voice echoed in response.

      “Shut it, Rusty!”

      “COMMAND OVERRIDE ACCEPTED.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Sid sighed. She had managed to restore the voice commands to her preferred settings after yesterday’s meltdown and was quickly regretting not deleting Colton’s original codes for language control. While she was fully aware that rough language was not something dignified little girls lived by, the occasional slip of the tongue did not strike her as something to be scolded for by a two-hundred-ton metal scrapyard. As soon as she was done patching up the oxygen pipes, she’d have to reprogram the beast to a more acceptable social standard. At least, as social as a standard could get on a ship with a population of one.

      Her legs pushed against the metal grid beneath her feet, causing the glider base to slide out from under the engine. Without rising—or looking—Sid’s hand found the bracket in the mess of parts next to her and she pulled herself back into position. Her tongue curled up to touch her top lip. “Come on, Rusty. Let’s get you breathing nice and proper, so we can have time to shower before Colton calls.” 

      “IMPROPER USE OF WATER WILL CAUSE A BREAKDOWN OF THE SHIPS ELECTRICAL CIRCUITS. PLEASE ADVISE ON A NEW COMMAND PRIOR TO ENGAGING IN THE UNDETERMINED SHOWER PROTOCOL.”

      “Oh, for the love of the star, Rusty. I didn’t mean you! Fine, no showers!” She lifted her arm and inhaled quickly. “On second thoughts, maybe just the one shower for me then.” 

      Sid reached into her suit pocket and popped a few screws into her mouth, readying them for the job. She tightened the first screw, then the next, each one leveling the pipe’s angle slightly closer to where it should be. Everything was just a few inches off from where it should be on the ship. On any other day, Sid wouldn’t mind playing around with parts until she figured out a way to solve a problem, but today was different. Today was the day of her scheduled weekly call from Colton and she had to be on her best behavior. Not that Colton cared much for how she looked. He had seen her at her worst and still took care of her, as much taking care of as someone can do from two hundred thousand klicks away. 

      A burst of air shot through the crack in the pipe and she jerked her head to the side to avoid it, completely forgetting the trusty goggles that tightened around her eyes. Sid had sported the deteriorating eyewear since as long as she could remember, one of the first gifts Colton had sent to her with a supply delivery. To protect you, she remembered him saying. Protect her from what, exactly? The only thing she needed saving from was the utter boredom of spending years alone on a ship orbiting a star she was not allowed to step foot on. 

      Sid did not remember much of her young years before her life on the Arcturus. There were flashes of memory here and there, but all of her knowledge of Neostar came from self-led lessons on the ship’s database projections. Colton had laid out a strict regimen of lesson plans for her to follow and being the good girl that she was, she ingested the information hungrily—almost as fast as she ingested her dinners each night. 

      She pressed her palm against the crack, letting the pressure of the cold air pound against her skin until it burnt. Yanking her hand away, she reached for a small scrap of metal in her suit pocket and the welding torch resting next to her. Her back arched for leverage as she carefully traced small circles with the flame around the edges of the scrap. The metal bubbled and she let out a soft chuckle, impressed with herself for a brief moment. A very brief moment indeed. As soon as she had patched up the leak, the pipe creaked and groaned, as if upset for her caging it. Sid was just about to attempt a second patch when the scrap of metal shot from the pipe and fired into her eyes. 

      “Rusty!” she yelped, touching her finger to the now cracked glass of the left goggle. “Get it together!”

      She fished out another scrap of metal and forcibly shoved it against the leak. “Fine! If that’s how you want to play, that’s how we’ll do it!” 

      Her palm heated around the metal, the blood within her bubbling with energy and fire. Sid squeezed her hand tighter around the pipe, unyielding at its screams beneath her fingers. Her entire body shook as she directed all of her energy into the metal in her grip. She could feel the scrap melting, slowly at first, like the slow drip of molasses from a cut tree. Then, within mere seconds, the molecules of the metal bid her command and liquified, unable to contain their solid form. She pulled her hand away and wiped the excess molten metal with a handkerchief, forcing it into the crack. As soon as she was no longer in contact with it, the metal settled and formed a rigid tissue in the pipe. 

      Sid tapped the pipe in encouragement. “See, Rusty?” She raised her left arm, lining up the scar she got from fixing the last air leak to the shiny metal line now running through the pipe. “Now we’re twins!”

      There was a light rustle at the end of the corridor and Sid sprang up, her breath catching in her throat. If anyone saw her use her magic, there’d be no escaping Colton’s wrath on their call today. She was never to use her magic. No exceptions. That was Colton’s only rule, and she hated breaking it. But what could she do? It’s not like he was here to help her with this mess. Besides, who could even be on the ship? Colton locked her away in the piece of junk and drifted her off. Why did she even need to hide? Why couldn’t she live with him on Neostar? Sid knew the answer to that, but it didn’t make her resent the notion any less. Colton was waiting for the right moment to bring her down, waiting until she was older and stronger. But she was strong enough! She wasn’t the little kid he had saved from parents who threw her away like a shipment of garbage. She didn’t need to hide. Why couldn’t he see that?

      The rustle sounded again, this time louder—more defiant—and Sid instantly recognized it. There were a few sporadic clicking sounds and then a whoosh of air sounded through the pipe above her. Just the air control system kicking back in. 

      “We don’t tell anyone about this, Rusty,” she said, raising a threatening fist in the air. “You’re no rat, right?”

      She watched as the camera lens rearranged gears and focused on her face. 

      “IN THE FIRST YEAR OF THE NEOSTAR ORDER, ALL THOSE IN SUPPORT OF THE AL’IIL WERE DEAMED AS CONSPIRATORS AGAINST THE QUEEN AND EXECUTED UPON CAPTURE. THEY WERE LABELED AS DOMER RATS BY THE MASS PUBLIC OF NEOSTAR.”

      “That’s what I thought.” She winked and lowered her fist. “We’re no Domers, you and I.”

      Even as she said it, Sid’s mouth dried. She truly disliked that word. In all of her studies, it was the one thing about the Neostar Order that she didn’t support. Something about it didn’t sit right, like it was wrong. Worse than all the swear words she whispered under her breath when she was angry. Domer. It was too jagged of a term and even though it described the inhabitants of the domes so perfectly, it tasted sour in her mouth. 

      She had once asked Colton about it, but he simply shrugged it off. According to him, when his people first created the domes to preserve the future of Neostar and everyone’s harmonious survival, the term wasn’t widely used. Someone probably just threw it around and it stuck, he said, you know how these things are, nothing for you to worry about. But she had no idea how things really were. All she knew were whatever scraps of information she could stitch together from her lessons; that Colton’s people saved the star, and everyone was grateful for their blessings. Without them, the star was on a path of self-destruction and the technology they delivered saved the entire native population from extinction. They had developed the Circulum System as a means of life support for the dying star, using it to work hand in hand with the magic of the Al’iil; though no one called them that anymore. Most of the original inhabitants stayed in the domes with their own kind, which led to the name Sid had developed such a distaste for—Domers. It fit, but it was too descriptive for her to ever get used to. 

      “I don’t think I’d like to live in a dome, Rusty.” She smirked. “You’re a way better home.”

      She knew, of course, that when she finally got to go to Neostar, Colton would do no such thing as shove her into the domes with the rest of the workers—she was sure of it! She’d get to live with him in the towers. Above them all, in the fresh air. Sid closed her eyes, imagining her future. She would spend her days learning the intricate webs of the technology Colton had told her so much about, the saving grace of the star. Her nights would be spent exploring Tower City and getting to know each and every fine Citizen that crossed her path. Sid was determined to meet them all. “The queen, Rusty!” she yelped with excitement. “I’d get to meet the queen!” 

      She sucked in a breath of air, picturing the day she would finally lay eyes upon the beauty of Queen Leona. Not in some projection, but in real life, Sid would be so close to her she’d be able to smell her. She would smell like star flowers and power. 

      Sid stretched the goggles from her eyes and popped them back in place on her messy bangs, rubbing the dent the elastic left on her temples. She took another sharp breath and coughed from the dust that trapped itself in her throat. 

      Right. Until that day comes, she was still stuck floating around in circles in the belly of the ship’s metal grip. Stuck imagining the life she would have and getting glimpses of it from Colton’s stories and…

      “Stardaughter! Rusty? What time is it?”

      “CURRENT TIME IS TWELVE MINUTES TO STARSET.”

      “Time to go!” Sid yelled out and ran down the corridor towards the ladder leading to her sleeping quarters. She had twelve minutes to make herself look less disheveled before Colton called in. 

      She was halfway down the corridor when she stopped in her tracks and ran back to the pipe she had just repaired, tossing the stained handkerchief in her pocket over the metal scar and the imprint her fingers made when she melted it. Better safe than sorry, she thought and tied a tight knot to bury the evidence of her magic use. Maybe it was alright to hide for just a bit longer.
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      Sid tugged at her finger, trying to rip off the dead layer of skin that had formed on top of one of her calluses. She had been sitting on the upper deck of the ship for seven minutes, eagerly awaiting Colton’s call. He was late and Colton was never late for anything. In fact, the last time Sid lost track of time and kept him waiting, he’d scolded her on the importance of punctuality. Your word is the only thing that matters in this world, he said when she asked why she needed to be punctual in the ghost town that was her home. 

      “Where’s your word now, Colton?” She scoffed and averted her gaze from the blank screen. “I thought your people were all about good timing?”

      The ship’s manual controls flashed green, red and yellow; casting a kaleidoscope of lights over Sid’s small frame. Though she hadn’t met anyone of her own species, she assumed that she must have been the smallest of her kind. All the visuals of the Domer population portrayed in the telescreens had been of tall, brute people, and Sid was nowhere close to that. At just over a meter sixty, the only thing that showed her resemblance to the native population of the star her ship orbited were her unnaturally large eyes. Her gaze trailed the vast darkness beyond the observation windows, landing immediately on Neostar. The current orbit position of the ship was at such an angle that the star looked like a red ball floating in space. Sid had never seen a beach ball in real life but she imagined it would look exactly like this, covered in red leaf trees and decisively peaceful. She was too far to make out any detail, but on particularly dark nights, Sid was certain she was able to make out the star’s jungle to the smallest leaf; a lonely imagination was good for finding life where there was none. Within a blink, she saw the Circulum System power up and the ring began to spin around the star. The bright yellow light of energy reflected off the star’s surface, coating it in a warm shade of orange as it passed that made Sid wonder how exquisite it must look from the surface. A star-sized energy ring that shone the color of gold would be hard to miss. She wondered if it shone extra bright when it was right above one’s head, if it was so bright it obscured the two moons entirely? There were no images of the Circulum System in action from the surface of the star, so Sid often had to rely on her own assumptions based on what she could see from her ship’s windows. And what she saw was beautiful. Beautiful and so very timely. 

      The ring’s movement could only mean one thing; it was Starset.

      There were only two rotations scheduled for the Circulum System daily; one at Starise and the other at Starset. The ring’s own movements mirrored those of the white sun and two moons that shared Neostar’s orbit. As one slept, the other two awakened. When Sid was a kid, Colton once told her that the ring made two passes because it didn’t want to miss out on anyone’s company. She actually believed the story until she found the common sense to ask for astrology texts. Though to this day, she still had to admit that she liked Colton’s version much better. It was poetic somehow and Sid loved a good story!

      Something glimmered in her sightline and Sid jerked her head to the opposite side of the observation deck, spotting the bright, white light of the Jericho sun in the distance. Yep, definitely Starset.

      “Oh, he’s definitely late now!” she chirped just as the holographic display flashed on in front of her. 

      “I’m so sorry, Sid,” Colton said, still settling into his chair. “There were some urgent NSO matters that ran longer than anticipated.” 

      “It’s fine. Neostar Order always wins out in the end,” she shot back with a sigh and slouched into the plush command chair, allowing the fabric to almost swallow her whole.

      Colton’s face contorted, and he brushed back his thin gray hair in defeat. “Don’t pout. No one likes a pouter.” He joked, raising a bushy white brow in her direction. Why did he always know how to make her smile when she was upset? It was infuriating. 

      “Fine.” she perked up in the chair. “What happened? Not the droids again?”

      “No, no, we repaired those last week.” Colton rubbed the bridge of his nose and she traced her eyes along the shape of it. It looked so much like her own. Same slant, same bone structure, even almost the same length. Sid knew he was not her biological father but sometimes she wondered if they were somehow related. At least she had hoped they might be. After all, he was the only family she actually had. An impossible dream, since they weren’t the same species. Colton was Colton and Sid was Sid. That was the end of it. 

      “So, what is it? The Starblades? The Magistras?” She guessed, naming every faction she could think of. “Stardaughter! Not the queen?”

      “Hey! Language!” 

      “Sorry.”

      Static coated the hologram for a moment and Sid sat forward in her chair, her heart beating faster in fear of losing the connection. Their call had only been severed once in the thirteen years they’d been communicating, but it was enough to ruin her entire night. She let out a relieved breath when Colton’s blue eyes appeared again on the screen. 

      “Leona is fine. Better than fine, really. She’s taken on a new Magistra and the training is progressing splendidly. This girl is quite the bright, little student!”

      There was a pang of jealousy settling at the base of Sid’s stomach. To be a Magistra had been a lifelong dream for her. As far as she was concerned, the queen’s ladies-in-waiting had the most glamorous job in Neostar. Sure, the guards and Starblades guarded the city and domes, and The Arcane held the keys to the ring and the star’s entire existence—but to be that close the queen at all hours? Nothing could be better. 

      “That’s nice,” she said and forced a meek smile that barely reached her eyes. “But why are you avoiding my question?”

      Sid squinted her eyes and trained her gaze on Colton. Either the static was infringing again or there was sweat pooling at the top of his brow. Was he nervous to tell her what happened? What was he hiding?

      “Not at all!” Colton finally said. “There was a disturbance in one of the domes, but it is all taken care of now.”

      “A disturbance? What kind of disturbance?” she asked.

      Colton jumped back in his seat and rubbed his ears. “For the love of the Star, Sid! There’s no need to yell. It was nothing, and it’s handled now.”

      Her bottom lip quivered and her nostrils flared lightly. She hated being lied to, and Colton was most definitely lying. As soon as their call was done, she was going to get to the bottom of this. If something happened in the domes, there’d be coverage of it on the telescreens. Just because he wasn’t going to tell her about it didn’t mean she wouldn’t still find out. She was nothing if not resourceful.  

      “I’ve gotten through all my lessons,” she boasted, hoping to change the subject. “I’m all the way through to the end of the Metal Years now. I had no idea how much your people did for the star.”

      “That’s wonderful, Sid! You’re really getting through this. I’ll make sure to send you extra plans on this shipment. And a few small gifts.”

      Sid knew exactly what that meant: sweets, her favorite. She was hoping for soy puffs, a combination of a bean paste and sugary molasses. Sid could eat those for the rest of her life without wanting anything else. There was one time when Colton had sent an entire box of them and she managed to gorge herself on the treats for a few hours straight. Needless to say, she was not exactly well the next morning, but as far as Sid was concerned, it was worth it! An overdose on soy puffs was a blessing and not to be taken lightly. 

      “Colton?” she asked sheepishly.

      “Yes?”

      “When can I come to Neostar?”

      He cleared his throat and sat up taller, leaning into the screen slightly. “Sid, we’ve already talked about this. It’s not safe right now.”

      “I know. But when will it be safe? I’m strong, Colton! I can handle it!”

      “Oh darling, I know you’re strong. You’re the strongest kid I know! It isn’t you I’m worried about.”

      “Then what? The Domers? My parents? You said it yourself, they ran off into the jungles and the Al’iil probably killed them by now. They won’t come looking for me. They didn’t want me in the first place.”

      “The NSO is in the middle of a very intricate situation. I can’t say much, but let’s just say that we have had a few,” he paused to think of the right words. “Indiscretions within the domes that we are currently investigating.”

      “What kind of indiscretions?”

      “Nothing too serious right now, but threats have been made. Threats against the ring.”

      “The ring? Why? Why would someone threaten the one thing that holds the entire star together?”

      “Sid,” Colton said in his usual deep voice. “I’m certain you’ve come across mentions of the Domer resistance in your studies. Not everyone we saved wanted help. Some were quite happy going down alongside a dying planet. When Leona’s mother—” he paused to collect himself “—when the queen’s mother brought forth the concept of the chips, of using them to power the ring, it didn’t exactly go over smoothly with some of the star’s native population. Some of the inhabitants were weary of the idea, some were even violent.”

      Her mind raced through history lessons, landing on the texts she’d read about the creation of the Circulum System. From what she was able to gather, the queen’s mother was part of the original landing that delivered Colton’s people to the star. When they arrived, they had realized that the electrical magic the native population possessed was overpowering the star’s resources. The queen’s mother was a brilliant mind and began to work out the plans for a ring system, a system that could use the magic of the natives as a means of producing power. Power they could use to sustain the technology they brought with them. Power that could save the star and offer a means for both races to live together without putting strain on the star’s Eco-system. They developed chips that could access the magic of the native residents and feed into the ring, which then redistributed the power to a generator. That generator powered Tower City, the three towers that housed the Citizens, and the domes; assuring that all the resources needed for survival were self-sufficient. They took nothing from the star and, in return, the star allowed them to live. 

      “But I thought everyone who was against the chips ran off into the jungles?” 

      Sid never understood this part. If she could get some dumb chip installed into her neck and have it save the entire star, she’d never dream of saying no. Sid held an immense amount of anger for the deserters. Running off simply because they didn’t like being chipped or living in the domes or some other such nonsense. Selfish barbarians, that’s all they were. What was the point of having any magic at all if they wouldn’t use it to help bring peace and life to their home? Idiots. She was glad they ran, hopeful that the wild jungle had swallowed them whole for their cowardliness. Sid would take their place without a question and she wished Colton could see that. She wished he could understand what being un-chipped made her feel like she was the same as the deserters. A coward, just like them.  

      “Ah! Looks like you have been doing well in your studies!” Colton yelled, impressed by her ability to retain information. “And yes, you are correct. Most of them did, but some of them stayed. Maybe to give the new ways a try, or maybe to revolt from within. We’re not certain what their reasons were, but what we do know without exception is that the Circulum System must be protected at all costs. If it falls, we all fall.”

      “But it won’t fall, right? You and the Starblades will protect it?”

      “Of course we will. Queen Leona would never let anyone jeopardize the life she has built here.”

      Something about the way he emphasized her name made Sid feel uncomfortable. Like he was trying to tell her something without actually saying it. She shrugged the feeling off, convinced that she was probably just hungry and trying to find a mystery where there was none. 

      “Besides,” he continued. “There is no way we’d let anyone near the Arcane and without them, access to the ring is as good as buried.”

      “So, when can I come down, then?”

      He sighed. “Not yet, Sid. Soon, I promise, just not yet. Not until we figure out who’s making the threats and stabilize the situation.”

      “But you’ll bring me down? Soon?”

      “Yes, Sid, soon. As soon as I can.”

      That didn’t sound like very soon at all. He was lying again. She wasn’t sure when it happened, but lately, Colton had been keeping quite a few things from her. It’s not fair. How come he can lie, and I have to tell him everything? She wanted to yell at him, to throw something at the screen, to send a wave of her powers all the way down to Neostar to strike him in his seat. “Ok,” she said instead, and lowered her head.

      “I have to go now,” Colton announced. Then, as if sensing her turmoil. “What’s the number one rule, Sid?”

      “Never use your magic. Especially if you’re not alone.”

      “Good girl.”

      Sid reached to disconnect the screen when she saw Colton shift in his seat. 

      “Oh, and Sid?” he asked, leaning in again. “You need all three.”

      Then the screen went dark.

      “What?” She shouted. “Colton! I need all three what?”

      He couldn’t hear her, she knew that, but her bewilderment overtook her sense of logic. Sid’s breaths grew shallow, the air catching in her throat and tickling her tonsils. She wanted to scream—or to cry—anything but sit here in front of a blank holographic display. Anything but be completely alone again. 

      “Rusty?” She swiped the tears forming in her eyes and looked up. “Pull up Neostar’s telescreens. Look for a disturbance in one of the domes from earlier this evening.”

      “THERE WAS ONE SOCIAL DISTURBANCE FOUND IN THE SYSTEM’S CATALOG. AN ATTEMPT WAS MADE TO DESTROY ONE OF THE WORKER PODS HEADED INTO THE TOWERS. THE SUSPECT HAS BEEN IDENTIFIED BUT NOT YET CAPTURED.”

      “Pull up the suspect’s image, please.”

      She slumped her chin in her hand and stared at the face on the screen, chewing the edges of her fingernails. Something about the green eyes that stared at her seemed so familiar. They looked like hers. Wide set with the same thin pupil. But there was nothing strange about that. All those native to the star had the same eye shape. Colton said they look like feline eyes, which led to even more of her questions about what felines were. Turns out they were a sort of animal from Colton’s home planet. From everything Colton had told her about felines, they seemed like an entirely useless creature that contributed in no way to a person’s life. She supposed people liked them because they were soft and small enough to fit under crevices. A useful trait to have if one was to lose something in a tight space. 

      So, what was it about this woman that made Sid feel like she had seen her before?

      “Rusty, any information on the suspect?”

      “THE SUSPECTS NAME OR LOCATION HAVE NOT BEEN DISCOVERED.”

      “Or announced,” she retorted. “We both know the telescreens don’t post every detail.”

      “WOULD YOU LIKE TO RUN A SEARCH ON ALL MISSING DETAILS FROM TODAY’S SCREENINGS?”

      “Stars no! I want to eat.”

      She hopped off the seat and waved her palm to shut off the projection, eager to get some food into her stomach. Whoever this woman was, she was not more important than the steaming bowl of broth waiting for Sid in the diner. 

      * * *

      “What do you think he meant, Rusty?” Sid asked, her hands tenderly massaging the yellowing leaf of a nearby plant. She loved spending time in the greenroom, especially when her mind was racing with thoughts. Something about the soft sound of rustling leaves and the scent of fresh oxygen made her feel like she was safe. Even the loud clanking of the carbon dioxide tanks brought a sense of meditative peace that she could not find anywhere else on the ship.

      “PLEASE CLARIFY THE INTENT OF THE QUESTION.”

      “Ugh! You’re really useless sometimes. Isn’t he, Beanie?” She patted the spreading leaves of the soybean plant in her palm. “That I need all three. Obviously! Do you even listen to the calls? Aren’t you supposed to be recording them? And everything else, for that matter.” 

      “I AM UNCERTAIN OF THE NATURE OF THE COMMENT. THERE ARE MANY THINGS THAT COME IN THREES. STAR ATOMS, FRIGGER EGGS, SOYBEAN LEAVES,” the ship listed off without pausing. “YOU WILL NEED TO CLARIFY THE INTENT OF YOUR QUESTION SO THAT I CAN CALCULATE THE MOST LOGICAL RESPONSE.”

      “Forget it. And I obviously know that many things come in threes. Are you going to stand for that, Beanie?” She poked the plant and laughed as it bounced back, hitting the small bush next to it. “Hey! Do I need to separate you two? No fighting in the greenroom!” 

      She picked up a watering hose and waved it in front of the plants. “If you keep this up, you’re going to bed without dinner!”

      Sid let a few drops of water pour into the feeding tubes, mesmerized by the trickle of liquid as it pumped into the pipes before being absorbed by the soil at the bottom of the plant trays. The soil darkened from the moisture but turned an ashy gray again within moments. She let out a frustrated sigh; these plants were eating up water by the gallons lately. It wasn’t long ago that she used to be able to water them once a week and have new sprouts pop up each month. These days, no matter how much water she gave them, the soil remained dry and inconsistent while the leaves yellowed and dried. Sid hated when her plants suffered. They weren’t just a food source; they were the closest thing to friends she had on the ship. And she’d hate to lose her friends to poor air circulation, especially since they were such great listeners.

      “Rusty, when is the next shipment due to arrive?” 

      “THE SHIPMENT DEPARTED FROM NEOSTAR EARLY THIS MORNING AND IS SCHEDULED FOR RECEIVING IN APPROXIMATELY ONE HUNDRED AND EIGHTY-FOUR MINUTES. WOULD YOU LIKE FOR ME TO SET A TIMER FOR ITS ARRIVAL?”

      “For a hundred and eighty-four minutes? No, thank you!”

      Hopefully, Colton had packed a spare carbon dioxide valve for her this time around. She had asked for one repeatedly and he promised he would send it with this shipment. She wasn’t sure how long her makeshift repairs were going to hold, and judging by the state of these plants, the entire air pump could be in trouble. 

      Sid rubbed her dry eyes with fisted hands and walked over to the system control station. 

      “Run an air control diagnostic report,” she commanded, swiping her palm in front of the sensor. 

      The station buzzed, flashing a projection of codes from the center of the base. Sid watched the numbers roll through until she caught sight of what she was looking for. “Stop there!” 

      Using the tip of her finger, she flicked at the display, scattering the codes she had no interest in in all directions. She squeezed two fingers together to expand the number sequence on the screen. All the saliva in her in her mouth evaporated. 

      “This can’t be right! Five thousand and fifty minutes of air remaining? But that’s only one week!” Sid tapped the screen ferociously. “Run it again!”

      The code flashed before her eyes and rolled to a stop on the same number sequence. Her heart raced and her head felt lighter than a neutrino in a zero-gravity chamber. “Rusty! How did you miss this in the last systems check?” she asked, steadying her shaking body on the metal table.

      “THE SYSTEMS CHECK INDICATED A CONSIDERABLE DROP IN OXYGEN PRODUCTION BUT IT HAD NOT YET REACHED CATASTROPHIC LEVELS.”

      “And it didn’t occur to you to warn me?” She howled.

      “MY COLLECTION OF DATA SHOWS NO SIGNS OF LIFE-THREATENING DAMAGE TO THE SHIP’S ATMOSPHERE.”

      “Use your head, Rusty!”

      “WOULD YOU LIKE FOR ME TO RUN A SYSTEMS CHECK ON THE SHIP’S STARBOARD?”

      “Not that head! I meant to think, Rusty! Think!”

      “I HAVE NO PROGRAMMING FOR THAT COMMAND. SHOULD I RUN THE SYSTEMS CHECK NOW?”

      Sid looked over her shoulder, her eyes widening. How did she not notice the state of the greenhouse? How did she let it get this far? She rubbed her eyes again until she could feel the gray in them turn to a frosty pink from the pressure. The shipment was due to arrive in a few hours, and she needed to keep a cool head. Colton would send the valve; she was certain of it. It should only take her twenty minutes to replace it and once that’s done, she could forget about this entire ugly turn of events. 

      Her palms clammed up, and she rubbed them on her suit leg to wipe the dirt-caked sweat off. She raised one hand in front of her face and let the energy particles ripple off her skin. They danced in front of her in a harmonious symphony of lights; red and yellow like the blissful shine of the ring itself. 

      Sid shut her palm, letting the energy of her magic settle back into her body. There was no point getting upset over something as silly as a faulty valve. She straightened her back and petted the dying leaves of the soybean plant. “Don’t worry, Beanie. I got this.”

      Then looking up at the camera lens, said. “You better hope that valve is on the shipment, Rusty.” 

      The ship did not respond, leaving her in a void of nerves and panic and a feeling she had become much too accustomed to. The feeling of being stranded in the dark—lost, scared, and so utterly alone.
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      Tubes of vacuum packed frigger eggs spread out across the docking bay as Sid frantically tore apart the Neostar shipment. Her fingers dug through the packages, pushing them out of the way until she had cleared the capsule of all its contents.

      “Where is it?” She shouted, rushing over to inspect the mess on the floor. “He said it’ll be here!”

      Sid had been counting down the minutes to the arrival of the shipment and lunged on it as soon as air control stabilized and it was safe to open the dock doors. She ripped through every piece, hoping to find the valve Colton was supposed to deliver. When she was done going through the contents, she rummaged through them again—and again, and again—until all that was left was an unruly mess of a dock and a breathless Sid on its floor. 

      “He said—” she gasped “—it’ll be here! Where is it? Why is it not here?”

      Her fist met with the metal grate beneath her and she let out a scream as she continued to pummel the floor. Sid’s eyes were stinging from the tears. It had been days since she felt anything but dry discomfort and she swatted at the wetness in between hits. Did Colton forget to pack the valve? Why would he do that? He knew how important it was; she’d asked him for one for weeks now. 

      “Where is it?” She gasped in between tears. “Where is it?”

      Her hands were shaking, red welts already forming from the blows. Unsteadily, she opened her palms and patted the tear stained flooring beneath her. It’s alright, it’ll be fine. I’ll just call him and ask him to send one right away. Tell him it’s urgent. She pushed herself up to stand and dusted off the debris trapped in her suit. Still breathless, she kicked her way through the remnants of the food and headed for the observatory. 

      “Rusty! Get a line out to Colton! I need to speak with him immediately!”

      “YOUR CALL WITH THE NEOSTAR ORDER GENERAL IS NOT SCHEDULED AS PART OF TODAY’S ACTIVITIES. WOULD YOU LIKE FOR ME TO CHECK THE CALENDAR AND LET YOU KNOW THE EXACT TIME OF YOUR NEXT APPOINTMENT?”

      “I don’t care if it’s not scheduled, Rusty! Get him on the line! Now!” 

      Sid punted a pack of concentrated fruit paste, splattering the blue substance all over the wall. This was not the time for following rules, too much was at risk. She knew Colton wouldn’t be pleased with her interrupting NSO business, but he left her no choice. She needed to get a hold of him. 

      The sound of her footsteps echoed down the corridor as she made her way to the observatory, slamming doors in her ascent to the top. 

      The back of her suit was drenched with sweat, but whether it was from fear or anger, she couldn’t be certain. As she sped up her steps, her palms danced against each other, letting the sparks of electricity she created flash against her skin until it looked like she was holding a massive ball of fire. “Don’t use your magic, Sid. It’s not safe, Sid.” She teased, expanding the electrical shots into an even larger mass. 

      Her fingers tingled from the sparks, each one sending a jolt of energy back into her body. “The only thing that isn’t safe is this piece of space garbage you trapped me in, Colton! And you better help me fix it!” she yelled down the corridor before dropping the hold on her magic and taking off at a sprint up the stairs. 
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        * * *

      

      “Again, Rusty.” Sid sighed, exasperated from listening to the repetitive sound of the comm trying to connect the line. 

      “COMM LINK ESTABLISHED. ATTEMPTING SIXTH WAVE OF COMMUNICATION.”

      The screen blinked rapidly in front of her face as the beeping of the signal intensified before silence enveloped the observatory. Sid stretched out her legs and let her eyes wander to the glow of Neostar in front of her. She used to love having a three sixty view of the star as her ship circled around it; it felt like they were caught in a dance, a moment shared between lovers. What was the name Colton used for slow dancing on his home planet? Waltz? Another dumb word, Sid thought. The star’s waltz felt excruciating to her, slowly moving in its usual path, as if completely unaware of the danger she was in. 

      “One more time, please,” she huffed.

      “COMM LINK ESTABLISHED. ATTEMPTING SEVENTH WAVE OF COMMUNICATION.”

      “You don’t have to count them every single time, Rusty!”

      “I AM SIMPLY NOTING THE CALLS FOR YOUR RECORDS,” the ship echoed. “SEVENTH ATTEMPT- NO ANSWER ON THE RECEIVING END.”

      “If we can’t get a hold of Colton, we’re as good as dead. Do you get that?”

      “I’M SORRY. I DO NOT UNDERSTAND YOUR REQUEST. I HAVE NOT BEEN PROGRAMMED WITH A CODING SEQUENCE FOR DEAD.”

      “Show off,” she said under her breath. “Again, please!”

      “COMM LINK ESTABLISHED. ATTEMPTING EIGHTH WAV⁠—”

      “Shut up, Rusty!” she screamed, throwing her hands forward. A burst of energy shot from her palms and barreled at the small comm on the table in front of her. Before she could stop it, the bolt of lightning cannoned the device. Sid watched as the comm burst into sparks of orange, red, and yellow. Fuming for a moment before the screen above it disappeared and the comm device let out a puff of smoke; fried. 

      Sid looked down at the charred box in front of her. “No!” she cried and leaped forward, her hands reaching for the few wires that seemed to have been left intact. “Rusty! Try again!”

      “EIGHTH WAVE OF COMMUNICATION WITH NEOSTAR FAILED DUE TO A COMM LINK MALFUNCTION. I CANNOT ESTABLISH A CURRENT LINK OF COMMUNICATION WITH THE RECEIVER. ALL COMM SYSTEMS ARE DOWN.”

      “What have I done, Rusty?”

      “I CANNOT BE CERTAIN UNTIL I RUN A FULL DIAGNOSTIC OF THE SYSTEM BUT IF MY PRELIMINARY CALCULATIONS ARE CORRECT, YOU HAVE DISLODGED THE INTERNAL WIRING OF THE INTEGRATED AUDIO SYSTEM.”

      Sid held up a handful of blackened wires. “You think?”

      Her legs buckled. She slowly slipped back into the chair, letting her head hang heavily in her hands. This time, she’d really messed things up. Colton told her not to use her magic. He told how dangerous it could be. And what did she do? The first time she got angry, she fried the only way she had of communicating with him. The only way she had to send him a request for the missing valve. The only chance she had of salvation. 

      He’ll figure out something’s wrong. He’ll figure out something’s wrong when he can’t reach me and he’ll come here. He’ll save me.

      “Right, Rusty?”

      “RIGHT. SOMETHING THAT IS TRUE OR CORRECT TO THE FACT,” the ship ran off the definition of the word. “THE BEST OR MOST APPROPRIATE CHOICE FOR A PARTICULAR SITUATION.”

      “Let’s hope so, Rusty. For the love of the star, let’s hope so.” 
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        * * *

      

      Blue light illuminated the observatory as Sid flipped through the videos on the large projection in the center of the deck. After her outburst with the comm earlier, she’d decided to take a break and get ahead in her studies, hopeful about getting her mind off the trouble she was in. Sid spent hours trying to come up with yet another temporary solution for the valve malfunction. The problem with temporary solutions was just that; they were too temporary. A makeshift rotator would not give her enough control over the carbon dioxide production, and fusing the valve in place would only render it useless. Sid had run through possible fixes a million times in her head and the answer was always the same; she needed a replacement part. She was furious with Colton about leaving her stranded; even more furious with herself for not reminding him to send it on their last call. 

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered and patted the grate beneath her folded legs. “I really messed things up this time.”

      Her eyes scanned the videos again, landing on a telescreen recording of a Starblade being attacked on the train dock of one of the domes. She tapped her finger on the projection, shifting it to the front of the video loop. “When was this screened, Rusty?”

      “THE RIOT IN THE SOUTH-EASTERN DOME WAS TELESCREENED LAST MONTH.”

      “What happened?”

      “A JUNIOR STARBLADE WAS ATTACKED BY RESIDENTS OF THE DOME WHILE PATROLLING THE TRAINS. THERE WERE SEVEN CASUALTIES TOTAL.”

      “All Domers?”

      “SIX RESIDENTS AND THE PATROLLING STARBLADE.”

      “They killed him?”

      “THE NSO ISSUED A STATEMENT THAT IN ORDER TO PREVENT CIVILIAN CASUALTIES, HE HAD EXERCISED PROTOCOL 207 AND IMPLODED HIS BLADE.”

      “He killed himself? And the Domers?” Sid yelped.

      “THE STARBLADE COMMAND HAS ONLY THREE OBJECTIVES. NUMBER ONE: PROTECT THE ARCANE. NUMBER TWO: PROTECT THE QUEEN. NUMBER THREE: UPHOLD PEACE AND ORDER IN THE DOMES.”

      “How is suicide and murder peaceful, exactly?”

      “BY TAKING OUT THE OPPOSING FACTORS, THE STARBLADE SUBDUED ANY FURTHER THREAT THAT COULD RESULT IN A HIGHER DEATH COUNT.”

      “So, kill seven to save thousands?”

      “THAT IS A CORRECT ESTIMATION OF THE CALCULATION. ONE THOUSAND THREE HUNDRED AND TWENTY-SEVEN RESIDENTS WERE SAVED FROM POSSIBLE HARM.” 

      “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard, Rusty. You said he was a junior? So he was just a kid!”

      “THE STARBLADE ON DUTY IS REPORTED AS BEING SEVENTEEN STAR YEARS OF AGE. THAT IS TWO MILLION SIX HUNDRED AND⁠—”

      “I don’t need the minutes, Rusty. I get it. He was young.” Sid rolled her eyes. “What I don’t get is…” 

      Her eyes widened, and she pinched her finger on the corner of the screen. “Stars! Do you see that, Rusty?”

      “I DO NOT HAVE A VISUAL FUNCTION INSTALLED HOWEVER I CAN CALCULATE THE POSSIBILITIES OF A SITUATION BASED ON A SIMPLE EQUATION OF⁠—”

      “Never mind! Can you just enlarge the bottom right corner, please?” 

      Sid squinted as the image parted into countless triangles. Pieces flew off screen, disappearing from view as they hit the borders of the projection. She watched intently as the part of the video that caught her attention reformed in front of her. Piece by piece until she stood, slack jawed, staring at a pair of familiar green eyes. The same green eyes she was drawn to from her last search of the telescreen recordings. The Domer suspect from the so called ‘disturbance’ Colton was trying to hide from her.

      “Run recognition software to the suspect in the recording from three days ago.” 

      The screen split in two, pulling up a still frame of the woman’s face from the previous recording. Code flashed across both screens, pausing intermittently to match a sequence of numbers before continuing to run the check. After a few seconds, which to Sid seemed like an actual eternity, the number sequences paused. 

      “UPON RUNNING A FACIAL ANALYSIS AS WELL AS BODY TEMPERATURE CHECKS, THERE IS A NINETY-NINE POINT FOUR PERCENT CHANCE OF IDENTITY MATCH.”

      “Why was she here? Has the NSO said anything?”

      “THERE HAS BEEN NOTHING TELEVISED ON THE CONNECTION BETWEEN THE TWO ATTACKS.”

      Sid’s head ached. Why was the same woman at both attack sites? And why had the NSO not made the connection? Worse, if they had made the connection, why were they hiding it from the public? 

      She took a deep breath, trying to calm her rising nerves. She didn’t know why she was obsessing over this matter when there were much more important things for her to worry about. Things that posed a danger much closer to home. But something about this woman made her uneasy. What made Sid even more uneasy was her connection to the attacks. She was present at both scenes. Not just present; front and center, watching. But why attack the trains? Or a junior Starblade, for that matter? If you’re going to be starting some sad, little revolution, just go straight for the queen. You’d get nowhere. Worse, you’d get yourself killed over it, but at least you’d get some attention. Who cares about some stupid trains?

      None of it made sense to Sid.

      Out of the corner of her eye, the ring made its majestic rotation around Neostar, sending rays of shimmering yellow in all directions.

      “THE CIRCULUM SYSTEM HAS JUST COMPLETED ITS STARISE ROTATION,” the ship announced.

      “Right.” Sid nodded and jumped to her feet. “Time to feed the plants!”
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      The greenroom was nothing more than a graveyard filled with hopelessness and the reeking carcasses of dead plants. One of the Drowsy Vines Sid had spent half her life nurturing slumped across the floor like an exhausted reptile. She stepped over its thick trunk; her chapped lips parted as she took in the state of her once prideful garden. The familiar rustle of leaves was barely audible and the carbon dioxide tanks sounded like they had developed a wheezing cough, struggling to filter air with each pump. Sid could barely manage full breaths herself so she could imagine what the plants must have felt in that terrifying moment. The ones that hadn’t already died were in rough shape, their leaves crumpled in batches of brown tones. 

      She blinked rapidly, trying to wet her eyes without success. Everything on her body felt like it was covered in scorching hot sand. Sid had never set foot on Aria before—one of the twin moons that orbited Jericho alongside Neostar—but she imagined that this was what life must have been like there. Colton had told her that the reason his people never settled on Aria was because of the moon’s uninhabitable desert-like atmosphere. It was the exact opposite of Ceon, the second moon, which consisted entirely of water. Sid always said that they should smash the two together; it seemed pointless to have two perfectly good masses taking up space without being at all useful. 

      “Well, at least you match your name now.” She smiled, tugging at the faded yellow stems of the Yellow Tongue bush. “Looks good on you!”

      If Sid’s eyes weren’t so dry, she’d be bawling. She couldn’t stand what was happening to her plants. Aside from Colton and the ship, they were her only friends. Losing each one was like losing a limb: painful and crippling. 

      The valve gave out another rough groan, and she shot a slanted glare in its direction. “Trust me,” she said to no plant in particular. “I’ll stardamn fix this.”

      With that, Sid turned on her heels and marched out of the greenroom, determined to save everyone on board. 

      * * *

      Sparks the color of fire shot in all directions as Sid twisted the last wires of the comm device together. She jolted back from the shock, quickly recalling that she was immune to the heat of electricity. The perks of having the star’s magic coursing through her blood. She pinched the metal coil and stepped back. 

      “Give it a shot, Rusty.” 

      There was a crinkled sound, like someone had crumpled a piece of paper in the next room, then smoke billowed from the device and the wires ripped in opposite directions; tearing apart the work she had just put into them. 

      “Oh, for the love of star, Rusty! Just this one time, can something work on this heap? We need this! We all need this!” 

      Sid fell to her knees, forcing the two wires back together again. She slowly coiled the exposed metal and planted a small kiss on the twist. For luck, she thought and crawled away. “Try it now!”

      Crinkle, crinkle, crinkle.

      POW!

      The wires repelled again, this time almost ripping out from the comm device entirely. 

      Sid wanted to scream. No, she wanted to chuck the stardamned device out of the dock bay. Why was it so hard to get a comm operational? She had been fixing everything on this floating junkyard for over a decade. There was nothing that Sid couldn’t fix. Except, it seemed, a box of wires the size of a water jug that broke by simply being on the wrong side of her anger. “Rusty! That’s it!”

      Sliding on her knees, she shifted herself closer to the comm, stubbornly coiling the wires back together. “Broken by magic, fixed by magic!” She hollered and continued to twist. 

      She landed another soft kiss on her masterpiece. “Now, Rusty! Do it now!”

      This time, as the ship tried to turn on the fried comm, Sid squeezed the metal coil tightly in her fingers. Her blood shimmered beneath her skin, the vessels electrifying with power. Sid had no idea how the magic within her worked. Colton had refused to teach her anything about it and if it wasn’t for a happy accident unloading a shipment when she was eight, she never would have found out. All she knew was that when she let her mind clear, let herself feel the gravitational pull of Neostar, her blood somehow reacted to it. It wanted to be free of her body’s vessel, wanted to come home. Once the electrical energy flowed within her, she could direct it anywhere she wanted. And right now, what she wanted was for the stardamned comm to work. 

      Smoke started to form at the base of the spiral and Sid directed her magic into her clenched fingertips, fusing the coil and sending a wave of electricity into the wires at the same time. She closed her eyes. “Please…”

      Sid had never understood what praying was when Colton explained the concept of religion to her. All she could think of was a bunch of people in a room talking to air. It seemed very impractical to her. Though at that moment, floating in an abyss of doubt and counted days, she could do nothing more than ask for help. She had no idea who she was speaking to but if there was anything out there other than her, her ship, and Neostar; now was the time for it to make its mark. “Please, please, please,” she repeated in a whisper. 

      The wires sparked again, this time staying put in their place, and Sid yelped with glee as the comm device powered up. 

      “It worked! Rusty, it worked!” she shouted, hopping in giddy twirls around the observatory’s starlit floor. “Connect to Colton!”

      The ship was silent.

      “Sorry, connect to the NSO general’s line, please,” she corrected herself, biting her lower lip hard enough to draw blood. 

      The comm’s screen projected in front of her. It flickered gray for a brief moment before shutting down. 

      “I AM UNABLE TO FORM A CONNECTION WITH THE RECEIVER.”

      “What are you talking about? Try again!” she yelled.

      The screen appeared once more and once more it shut down in front of her panicked face.

      “I AM UNABLE TO FORM A CONNECTION.”

      “Rusty! Why can’t you connect to him? The comm is working perfectly fine!”

      “THE COMMUNICATION DEVICE IS FULLY OPERATIONAL. THE RECEIVERS LINE IS NO LONGER ACTIVE. THE NSO GENERAL’S LINE APPEARS TO HAVE GONE OFFLINE. I AM UNABLE TO FORM THE CONNECTION.”

      Sid’s legs buckled, and she found herself sinking into the grated metal floor beneath her. Her face flushed as small drops of sweat ran down her back, steadily soaking the base of her suit. 

      “Rusty, I don’t want you to panic,” she whispered. “But you might want to think about this thing called ‘praying’. It’s supposed to help in times like this.”
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      Sid woke to the sound of the ship’s alarm ringing through the corridors. Her back was drenched and pieces of her short, platinum hair clung to her forehead and cheeks. Why was she covered in so much sweat? She opened her mouth to speak, but immediately felt her lungs constrict. Her hands clawed at her throat as she managed a few jagged breaths in. 

      No! Not yet!

      She jolted upright, her forehead colliding with a low hanging pipe above her head that knocked her back down. She fell asleep in the engine room again. Sid was known for sleeping anywhere but her nightly quarters—her preferred spot being in the freedom of the observatory—but in the last few days, she had trouble keeping her eyes open and found herself dozing off in the most peculiar places. She wasn’t sure if it was the lack of air on the ship or simply exhaustion from trying to fix a problem that didn’t seem to have a plausible solution. After the failed attempt to contact Colton, Sid had spent every waking hour trying to repair the valve without progress. 

      The bruise from the collision with the pipe was already forming into a bump, and she shook off the sharp pain before springing to her feet. 

      Her heart raced, and she raced against it, climbing step after step to get to the greenroom. 

      Running against time she didn’t have.

      Sid couldn’t remember getting to the upper deck. Couldn’t remember opening the greenroom door. Couldn’t remember when she started screaming and crying. On her knees with her hands fisted around batches of plant stems; lifeless, yellowed and stiff. 

      “They’re dead,” she managed to whisper in between small breaths and sobs. “They’re all dead.”

      The greenroom was a shambled mess of destruction and death. The limp carcasses of her plants were strewn across the trays and floor. She didn’t understand how it happened or how long she had lost consciousness for this time. It looked as if the plants had died within the last few hours, and soon she would be dying with them. Sid found it ironic that the place that had sustained her for most of her life would be the thing that kills her. “At least we’ll all go together.” She smiled at a blank spot across the room. “Maybe we should float ourselves? A proper burial and all?”

      Suddenly, her eyes brightened, the grays turning to an almost transparent white, and the pupils contracted until they were nothing more than thin lines. Floating! Of course! 

      She was on her feet within seconds. “Rusty! Try to connect to the NSO general again! We need the activation codes for the escape pod! There’s no time to get my notes!”

      Not wasting any time, Sid slid through the sliding doors and ran. Her legs hurt, and her entire body felt like it was turning to mush, but she pushed forward. She shifted her stride and made a turn toward the dock bay. She could see it in the distance, just past the connecting vestibule. Sid picked up the pace and bolted forward. Halfway down the vestibule, she caught something in the corner of her eye, just on the edges of the outer layers of the ship. Feet grinding to a screeching halt, Sid pressed her face to the clear panes of the vestibule. The parts of her skin that made contact with the panes froze immediately. There was even less time left than she thought. The ship was leaking oxygen. And fast. 

      “Rusty! The NSO general!”

      “I AM UNABLE TO ESTABLISH A LINK. THE LINE IS NOT OPERATIONAL.”

      “Keep trying!”

      Her hand slid across the vestibule’s pane, leaving a streak of droplets behind as she hurried to the doors. Each step was slower, heavier. Sid’s heart went from trying to burst through her rib cage to barely stirring. Squeezing two fingers behind her ear, she tried to count the beats. One, then silence. A moment later, a second beat. Too long of a moment, Sid thought. Her body was starting to shut down. 

      She leaned against the doors, using the last of her strength to prop herself up. “Ru⁠—” 

      Her voice cut out, and she heaved over her knees, a sharp pain in her lungs. Slowly, Sid raised the palm of her hand to the door, hoping she was at least in the same general area as the scanner. To her relief, the door offered several beeps of recognition and slid open. Sid collapsed through and tumbled onto the dock bay floor.

      Using her arms and the last ounce of muscle strength in her upper body, Sid pulled herself across the bay to the escape pod. She wanted to call out for help, but knew it was pointless. No one could help her. No one even knew she was up here except Colton. She needed to preserve whatever air the ship had left and shouting commands or panicking was only going to speed up the failure of her vital functions. 

      The grated floor tugged at her skin, causing red streaks to run down her forearms, but she continued to crawl. Two more tugs and she was at the base of the escape pod. Her lungs felt like they were going to collapse. 

      Sid raised a shaking finger to the keypad. She was kicking herself for not exchanging it for a proper sensor. Running number combinations in her head, she started to work the lock. Seven, four, three. Sid entered her name into the keys and waited. Nothing. Maybe her full name? Seven, four, three, two, seven, four, eight, seven. Still nothing. 

      She tried to enter in Colton’s name, his birthday, her own, even the ship’s date of creation. Nothing worked. The keypad blinked infuriatingly, as if mocking her errors, but remained closed. 

      Her head started to spin. She looked down at her hands, that had turned a very dominant shade of blue. The pain in her chest vibrated against her ribs. She tried to take another breath without success.

      This is it, she thought. This is how I end.

      Then, as a last resort, Sid slumped her palm against the keypad, pressing each and every number. She grit her teeth, almost breaking the canines right out of her jaw, and pushed a small amount of electricity out of her body. The blue of her skin flashed a brilliant orange as her magic rushed down her arm. It hit the keys with such force that the lock shattered in her hand, blowing bits and pieces across the bay floor. 

      A tearful smile formed at the edges of her lips as the door of the escape pod screeched and slid open. Sid pulled herself across the threshold and used her magic to override the keypad on the other side, shuffling her legs out of the way just in time before the doors slid shut. 

      “POD AIRLOCK SECURE.” the ship’s comforting voice sang over the speakers. 

      Sid’s eyes widened, and she filled her lungs with air until she was no longer able to contain in. She let out a loud sigh and sank against the doors. 

      “What now, Rusty?” she asked. “How much time do I have left in here?”

      “THERE IS APPROXIMATELY FOURTEEN HUNDRED AND EIGHTY MINUTES OF AIRTIME REMAINING IN THE TANKS.”

      “Two days, more or less. Where can we go in two days, Rusty?” she asked.

      Without waiting for an answer, her eyes drifted to the window behind her. She straightened her back and walked over, placing her hand over the red leaf covered ball floating in front of her. Sid fell back, buckling herself into the control seat and snapping her goggles in place over her eyes. 

      “Set course direction, Rusty. Destination Neostar.” 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      By the time Sid opened her eyes again, she was surprised to find that the pod had been traveling for almost a full day. The chaos on The Arcturus drained her entirely and though she didn’t remember sleeping, she felt as if she had been out of consciousness for weeks. The ride in the pod was far from comfortable. Every slight change of course sent her rocking from side to side and she had intentionally kept the seatbelt on, only occasionally getting up to stretch her legs and inspect the remnants of her oxygen deprived ship in the window. Despite the way in which it ended; Sid wanted nothing more than to be back in its metal hold. Safe and secure in a space whose crevices she knew inside and out. She most definitely did not want to be tumbling through space in a tin can, hurtling at impressive speeds to the one place Colton told her she could not step foot in. 

      It’s just until I find him, she convinced herself. I’ll find Colton, get the valve, and be back on the ship in no time.

      The more she repeated the words, the more finite they became, as though they resonated with her blood somehow, forming a promise that she intended to keep at all costs. 

      Sid spent the rest of her time on the pod in a tidy state somewhere between lucid and dreaming. Each time she fluttered her dark eyelashes and opened her eyes, Neostar appeared closer in the observation window. And each time, her heart sank even more. A mixture of fear and excitement. Mostly fear. 

      It was within this dream state that Sid felt an unbearable shake take hold of the pod. When she opened her eyes, lights flashed past the window, making her feel like she was being spun through space in a decent that was picking up speed. 

      Which is exactly what was happening to her.

      “Rusty! We’ve broken through the atmosphere! Initiate landing thrusters!” she screeched, waiting for the creak of the thrust mechanism to take hold. 

      Her command fell into nothingness. “Rusty! Landing thrusters! Now!”

      The pod’s silence broke her into pieces. What in the name of the stars was wrong now?

      “Rusty!” she commanded. Then, added. “Forget it! I’ll do it myself!”

      She ripped off her belt and fell onto the navigation pane, her fingers frantically searching for the manual engage button. Each second it took for her to locate it was one second less she had to correct the landing. She was moving too slow. 

      Her eyes beaded at Neostar, its landscape coming into focus rapidly. She was so close she could almost make out each tree on the horizon. 

      Sid tightened her fingers, landing a fisted blow to the button. In the background, somewhere in the heart of the pod, she could hear gears clanking in an odd combination. She had gained control of the engine. Without pause, she reached for the landing thrust lever and pulled. Sid pulled until her palms burnt. A grunt escaped her lips as the lever smashed down into place. The pod jerked roughly back and Sid flew forward, using her hands to block her face from colliding with the window. 

      The pod was slowing down. It was still spinning maniacally, but it was slowing down.

      She glanced up again. It wasn’t slowing down fast enough! She could see the ground clearly, lush red leaf trees and not a mass of water in sight. She was going to crash right into the stardamned jungle! 

      Sid pushed herself back into the seat and strapped in, snapping her goggles into place and catching a glimpse of herself in the window’s reflection. 

      Is this what I look like with these things on? She laughed, trying to see at least a glimpse of her eyes. 

      “Next time, warn a girl if she’s walking around looking like a stardamned fool, Rusty,” was the last thing she said before the pod crashed through the trees and her world went dark.
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      If life was anything like the alternate reality projections Colton described from his home planet, Sid would have been seeing stars when she woke up in the escape pod. Then again, she also would have been a two-dimensional creature with a fuzzy exterior and a ridiculous name like Bugs or Mickey. Regardless, her head felt like she had spent an hour hammering in gutter rivets using only her forehead.

      She glanced up, quickly realizing that up was down and that she was hanging in the pod suspended at the hips by her seatbelt.

      “Muck,” she hissed through gritted teeth and reached for the eject button.

      Her left shoulder hit the ground with a thud and she rolled over, yelping in pain. Sid’s eyes scanned the pod’s interior as she tried to determine the extent of the damage. The rough landing had dented one of the convex walls but aside from that and several torn wires, it was surprisingly in decent shape. Sid headed straight for the bay doors but the first step she took left her winded. She leaned against a wall, trying to stop the nausea inducing vertigo from taking hold. That was her first mistake. Her second was to land an angry fist on the metal wall.

      Before she could make a run for the seatbelt, the pod shifted its weight and rolled. No, not rolled. It plummeted.

      Sid’s body crashed from side to side with occasional breaks of being pushed down into the walls as the pod leapt into the air in between landings.

      “Aaaahh—” Her scream cut short as her back slammed into the control panel.

      The seatbelt swung teasingly in front of her and she made no hesitation in tearing her hand toward it. She grabbed hold of the rope, using her own weight to stabilize herself. As the pod rolled, Sid matched its momentum until she was bouncing off the walls with each turn, her hand gripping the seatbelt for support. Dents formed in the pods interior each time it hit a sturdy object outside. She felt like she would be rolling forever.

      She wasn’t.

      As quickly as it had started rolling, the pod slowed to a halt. When she was sure the ground below was flat and stable, Sid let go of the belt. “Well, at least we’re upright.”

      Taking carefully calculated, light steps, she made her way toward the doors again. Without thinking, she reached for the keypad. “Ugh, right.” She sighed, remembering that her last interaction with the lock had rendered it useless. Her head was still pounding, a random beat beneath her temples that sent a shiver down her legs with each hit. Pushing the dull ache aside, Sid rubbed her hands together and took a deep breath in. She closed her eyes in concentration, breathing in air and breathing out electricity through her cells. The skin on her palms tingled as her magic made its way to the surface. It was minimal at best, her body still recovering from the crash, but she managed to create a large enough jolt to jump start the lock. The wires flickered franticly and moments later, the pod doors screeched and slid open.

      “Stars be damned,” she whispered.

      Sid stretched the sleeve of her suit and used the worn fabric to wipe the grime off her goggles. Even through the caked film of dirt, the brightness of Neostar was nearly blinding. Unsteadily, her hand gripped the doorframe as she stepped through to the other side. Her heart raced, and she tried to contain her attention, focusing on the view ahead.

      Sid had never seen anything more beautiful.

      Sure, she’d spent endless hours memorizing every detail of Neostar in her lessons but nothing could have prepared her for the sight that unfolded in front of her now. She wasn’t certain where the pod crashed initially, but after the endless rolling it had come to a stop in what seemed to be a clearing. Or at least an area laden with rocks and bushy, purple shrubs that fought their way through the gaps in the surface. Star flowers coated the clearing in a rainbow of colors, each one shining brighter than the next. There was a small peep of friggers ahead, their small beaks poking at the ground for lost seeds, feathers ruffling in the light breeze. Sid looked beyond the vast emptiness of her landing pad to the jungle before her. She had no words. For the first time in her life, Sid was speechless. The densely packed jungle of Red Leaf trees with vines as thick as the corridors on her spaceship stretched well beyond her view. Over their bushy tops, she could see protruding rock formations that were so overgrown with shrubbery, they looked like purple puffs of smoke. And beyond them… Sid’s pale eyes watered as she saw the light of Jericho reflect off the tips of the towers. The glass construction peered over the jungle’s heart like crystal. The bright white of daylight danced over the panes, glistening as though it were dancing to some secret beat of music she wasn’t privy to. Three perfectly pointed tips, one for each tower. It was magnificent.

      And the sound! Sid felt like she had spent her entire life in a silo when she finally let her heart calm down and listened. The star sounded like her greenroom but amplified, the rustle of the plants drumming its repetitive beat, mixed with screeches and whistles she’d never heard before. It was as if the entire star was breathing. As if it had been sleeping and her less than docile descent had woken it up. Sid crouched, listening to the stirring of the world around her more attentively. Trying to isolate each sound; a task that would have otherwise been easier to accomplish if she knew what she was hearing in the first place.

      Sid had no idea what any of it was.

      She knew the sounds the plants made, knew most of them by heart in fact. It was everything else she couldn’t put her finger on. The shrilling, high-pitched yodels that echoed in the distance were nothing like what she was used to on her ship. Those aren’t plants, she thought and tightened her suit around her. Whatever was beyond the rows of trees at the edge of the clearing was alive. Something whistled in the distance—closer than the previous sounds she heard—and Sid jumped to attention.

      “Hello?” She beckoned but received no response.

      Instinctively, her hands balled into fists and she took a small step back, fingers so tight they left small imprints in her skin. The whistle sounded again and Sid could have sworn she heard a rustle in the trees in the distance. Something was out there. Something big.

      Without hesitation, she turned on her heels and sprinted back into the pod, locking the door briskly behind her. She didn’t know what lurked outside but there was one thing she knew without a doubt; she wasn’t alone in the jungle.

      Sid peered through the dusty, oval viewing pane. The trees were silent, peaceful almost. Maybe she was just imagining things, her fear tugging at her still clouded mind and drawing on nightmares instead of staying rational in the situation at hand. There was no time to waste. It was getting close to Starset and if she waited any longer, she could be trapped in the maze of the jungle in the dark. She definitely did not want that.

      Her gaze landed on the navigation pane window. The ring’s yellow light was nowhere in sight. The Circulum System had not yet started its Starset rotation. She still had time. How much of it was the real mystery though. Sid had lost track of time and with the pod’s system down, she could only guess at when the next rotation would take place. But guessing wasn’t good enough right now, she needed to get the pod back online. Maybe being on the star would prove to be useful, she might have a chance of reaching Colton from down here.

      Aside from the obvious dents to the pods hull, there didn’t seem to be any damage to the mechanism. At least none that she could see. Sid patted the pockets of her suit, eagerly pulling out the first thing she could grab. “Aha!” she yelled out excitedly, twirling a small screwdriver in her fingers.

      It only took a few minutes for her to unscrew the latch under the navigation pane.

      “Let’s see where you’re hurting,” she whispered and reached in to inspect the wiring.

      Her hand pulled out a few wires that looked like someone had chopped them into bits. The mess in Sid’s palm resembled one of her dinner preps, a roughly cut mash of random pieces ready for boiling. Except in this case, the outcome wouldn’t be quite as delicious. The pod’s motherboard was useless. “Well, that can’t be good.”

      She reached into another pocket, pulling out only a loose screw and a rolled-up piece of lint.

      “Great, just great,” Sid huffed, crawling out from under the platform. “Now what?”

      Her eyes scanned the pod’s interior in hopes of finding something that could help. Nothing. The pod was as empty as her gurgling stomach. For an escape pod, this thing was incredibly poorly equipped for survival. There was nothing in sight that could aid someone in an actual escape. Sid wondered who’d designed such a useless piece of junk, quickly remembering that she had been picking it apart for scraps to fix the Arcturus for years. She cursed herself under her breath. Stupid, foolish girl! How in the star’s name was she going to get out of this now? Unless…

      Sid slid back down and rested her hands over the pods wiring. The current within her spread in tremors, crackling with electrical waves. She closed her eyes, barely visible beneath the shield of her goggles, and let her magic loose. Not here, not where someone can see. The thought barely grazed her mind before she pushed it away, letting her magic flow into the pod’s core. Sid could hear the pod rustle as though it was struggling to awake. She closed her eyes, beads of sweat rolling down the back of her exposed, un-chipped neck. Just a few more…

      SNAP!

      Sid jerked away from the pane and jumped to her feet. Something cracked outside. A twig? A rock? Was someone here? Had they found her?

      With wild eyes, she inspected the landscape, jolting her gaze from the windows to the doors. The trees swayed lightly but there was nothing in the vicinity that screamed danger. At least nothing outside of being trapped in a dead pod on strange lands she was distinctly instructed to stay away from. Then she saw it. The yellow beam of light slowly rising over the horizon. The ring’s Starset rotation had commenced which could only mean one thing; she had a few hours at most before the star completed its rotation around Jericho and she would be covered in night.

      Sid kicked the seat behind her in frustration. “This is pointless!”

      Tucking the screwdriver back into her pocket, she wiped the sweat from under her goggles and snapped them back on. There was no way she could fix the pod right now and there’d be even less she could do once it gets dark. She needed help. She needed Colton’s help.

      She closed her eyes and took a deep breath before opening the pod’s doors again. The light had already started to fade, painting the jungle in front of her a million different shades. Sid settled her gaze on the glint of the towers which seemed even brighter now. So far, she had only seen the towers rendered on telescreen recordings and televised drone footage. But even the drones never made it out this deep into the jungle. She wondered what they were afraid of and quickly realized that it was probably the same thing she should be afraid of too. If only she knew what it was.

      “Stop it!” Sid hissed at herself. “You need to find him. It’s the only way out of this now.”

      With renewed hope, she gripped the screwdriver in her pocket and stepped through the clearing into the jungle’s mess of trees, letting the light of the rising ring behind her guide the way.
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      The yellow gleam of the Circulum System ring cast a warm light over the jungle and Sid welcomed the change from Jericho’s bright white glow. While she knew the white sun provided the warmth that Neostar needed to survive, Sid was much more used to gentler shades of light. Having grown up hurtling through space in a dimly lit spaceship, her eyes took some time to adjust to Neostar’s dazzling views even with her googles on. Her muscles screamed for relief, exhausted and overly used from hours of walking through uneven terrain.

      The trail she had been following was wild with hills, forcing her to pitter patter down oily, slick grass the color of night only to have to climb a wall of rocks in her way. There was no rhyme or reason to how the jungle had taken shape. It reminded her of a puzzle Colton sent once of a three-dimensional reconstruction of the towers. What he’d failed to mention were the seven missing pieces in the game, pieces that made everything make sense and come together. Sid had spent days constructing globes and cubes, trying to force them together; except they never quite fit. No matter what she tried, she ended up with a mess of angles that didn’t look anything like the magnificent towers she had seen in her studies. The queen wouldn’t have stood for the catastrophic creation Sid had come up with. When she finally figured out that parts were missing, she called Colton, furious and crying over the lost time. He only laughed, telling her that she had learned a good lesson that day; life is full of hills and valleys, what matters is what you do to get across.

      As she stepped over a log covered almost entirely in purple star flowers, she smiled remembering Colton’s words. They could not have rung truer to her current situation.

      Sid’s head was starting to spin and her stomach growled from hunger. From a distance, her clunky steps and loud belly noises likely sounded similar to the rest of the jungle creatures and she welcomed the camouflage with a smile. If whatever she’d heard near the pod thought she belonged here, it probably wouldn’t try to eat her head.

      Smacking her dry lips together, Sid dragged herself forward with a smile. In her last few hours of stumbling through the jungle, the only thing she encountered that even slightly resembled water had been the dew that collected on top of the large, purple leaves of Hickerberry that seemed to crowd the base of every tree in the jungle. She knew there must be water nearby for such a lush environment to flourish and could have sworn she heard the rush of water somewhere in the background of the jungle’s cacophony.

      She carefully lowered herself down a rocky incline and sat at the base, her feet dangling off the edge and lightly brushing the cool flow of water in the river below.

      “Well, I’ll be stardamned,” she announced, reaching her hand into the chilled river. “This thing goes on forever!”

      The river stretched on for as far as Sid could make out. It looped and swerved in the distance, cutting the jungle in half. Over its surface, she could see vines the size of tree trunks growing from one side to the other, forming bridges and passageways that loomed atop the trickling of the water. The trees were denser here, stretching so high that she lost sight of where they ended. She traced their trunks, extending her gaze as far as it would take her, all the way up to the yellow glow of the ring.

      It must have been right above her now because the rays from the energy the ring collected from the Domer chips glowed through the treetops, forming glistening pools of light in the river.

      “Beautiful,” Sid whispered, lazily petting the Needling fern next to her. This was always one of her favorite plants though she’d never been able to sustain one into adulthood in her greenroom; the vitamins it required from the soil did not lend well to the artificial life she was able to provide. Regardless of her failed attempts, Sid would spend days tending to a young Needling, trying to coax it into existence. Something about the green shoots that grew sporadically out of its circular base made her think of a creature from Colton’s home planet. The porcupine or something silly like that. Why porcupine? She asked Colton once. His response was as useless as ever. Why not? Was all he offered and at that, she left the matter alone.

      The ring shifted somewhere high above her, causing the rays of light to duck behind an overly thick tree trunk.

      “Oh, for the love of!” she yelled, suddenly realizing that if the ring was over her head that meant it was halfway through its rotation. She had no idea how far away she was from the towers, knowing only the general direction towards which she should aim based on her view of them from the crash site. If Sid had to guess, she’d say she walked almost half the way there but there was no way of telling for certain. For all she knew, she’d gotten turned around somewhere and strayed even further off the mark. The last thing Sid wanted was to spend the night in the jungle alone. If the noises were scaring her now, they’d do a lot more damage when she couldn’t see a centimeter in front of her face.

      She hopped off the rocky edge and splashed her boots into the river. The water was low, just grazing the top of her ankles, and the bottom felt soft, almost like sand but with a sticky base that gave it some form. It was a welcome change from what she’d been climbing over thus far. She jumped up and down, giggling each time the water splashed back and hit her legs. This was nothing like the shower on the Arcturus. Sid laughed hysterically, kicking her boots in every direction, twirling and screaming for joy.

      “Grrrrrrrr,” a low, guttural sound emerged from the trees behind her, followed by a similar screeching, yodel to the one she heard earlier.

      Sid’s face paled, and she froze, each muscle tensing from trying not to quiver. Her eyes turned first, followed by her head moments later. A few very excruciating moments.

      “There’s nothing there. There’s nothing there. There’s nothing there,” she recited as she stretched herself up to look over the edge of the riverbank.

      And how mistaken she was.

      She saw its claws first, digging into the rocky terrain just above her. Claws that protruded from massive, muscled paws that looked like they were made for crushing. Her gaze traveled up the creature’s legs; although logs would have been a better way to describe them. Its entire body was covered in gray skin that had the pearlescent texture of scales. Can this thing swim? She thought. Oh, who cares! You need to get out of here!

      Sid ripped her attention away from the beast and started to run, turning only once to see it open its wide set jaw to growl. The beast’s teeth glistened with saliva; all two rows of them. She could see it dripping down the large patch of dreaded hair that hung from the lower half of its face. The only hair this thing had on all of its body.

      “Right, who needs hair when you have ten tons of body muscle to keep you warm!” Sid yelled, still running.

      The creature turned down its pointed ears and without hesitation, took off after her.

      Sid’s legs propelled her forward like she was hooked to a rotator engine. Each turn of the river slowed her down but only by a fraction. She could hear the creature on her tail, steps as loud as the crash of her pod must have been. She didn’t get the best look at the stardamned thing before she ran but she would say it was twice her height and that’s not counting it standing on its hind legs. Which is exactly what it started doing when she turned around again; getting up as high as it could before growling and charging after her again. It was like it was trying to show her just how big it was. As far as Sid was concerned, that wasn’t necessary. She understood the size of the beast. She was doing everything she could to not empty her bladder in her suit because of that understanding.

      “Leave me alone!” she yelled and tossed a rock behind her.

      The creature swerved right, the rock missing it by a few centimeters. Its eyes narrowed, and it huffed loudly, small puffs of smoke escaping its wrinkled nostrils. Great, now it’s mad.

      Sid jumped out of the river, climbing onto the bank opposite the beast. She caught its gaze. Something wasn’t right here. The creature wasn’t running at full speed, it was almost galloping next to her. Like it was trying to slow itself down to match her pace.

      At the next turn, Sid stomped her heels into the ground. Her body skidded to a stop, and she balanced on the tips of her dirt covered boots to stay upright. She turned to the beast, her eyes widening as she watched it do the same. “No way!”

      Sid took a few steps back. The beast followed. She hopped forward; the beast hopped after her. Well, attempted to hop. Its muscle-bound body barely left the ground, but she got the message. She ran as fast as she could and came to an abrupt stop. The beast took off, grinding down the ground until it skidded to the same mark across the river; its wrinkled half-tail shaking wildly. “Starspit! You’re playing!” she yelped and took a light step toward the edge of the river.

      One leg at a time, Sid lowered herself into the water. She was almost waist deep when the beast leapt past the edge and plummeted into the cold wet next to her.

      Sid wiped beads of river water off her goggles. She was soaked.

      Letting out a heart pounding laugh she stepped toward the beast, but it shrank away from her, startled by the sound.

      “No, don’t be scared!” she urged. “I won’t hurt you.”

      Sid raised her hand gently and inched it closer to the creature’s nose. She closed her eyes, standing as still as she could manage with her palm outstretched in front of her. Squinting, she opened one lid to a sliver. “Come on,” she whispered. “Come on.”

      Before she could reach her hand further, the beast lowered its weighted head and pressed its gray, wrinkled nose into her palm. Ew, she thought, feeling the wet of its nose slobber on her fingers. Sid moved in closer, this time the beast stayed firm, pressing into her hand agreeably. As she moved her palm up the ridges of its malformed nose line, Sid patted what she could only assume was a forehead. It was hard to tell with all the lumps in the way.

      The beast wiggled under her touch excitedly.

      “You’re just a big softy, aren’t you? With your stupid teeth and scary growls. You’re nothing but a giant pet!” she said, petting the beast furiously.

      The beast’s tail wagged enthusiastically. “You wouldn’t know which way leads to the towers, would you?”

      Silence.

      “You know,” she said again, pointing her hands above her head to mimic the shape of the buildings. “The towers!”

      The beast hopped back excitedly and shoved its nose as straight as it could get it in the direction opposite the flow of the water.

      “It’s that way? Really? Wow, I’m really turned around here.” She sighed. “I’ll never make it before Starset.”

      Sid slumped over her legs. She was stuck in the jungle. Over night; with no food, no water and no shelter. She wanted Colton. She wanted her ship, and she wanted home. Sid straightened up and looked at the beast’s questioning stare, its head tilted sideways as if trying to understand her sorrow. At least she had a friend.

      She was about to climb out of the water when two large paws outstretched in front of her. Her lips parted as she watched the creature lower its head and look up at her.

      “What do you want now?” she asked.

      The beast stomped its paws further into the riverbank and lowered its head so low it was almost close enough to take a sip. It wiggled its tail, then the rest of its body, watching her the entire time.

      “Wait, you’re not serious? You want me to get up there?”

      Sid pointed to the beast’s back, and it shook its head dramatically. “Climb on you? Really?”

      There was a mix of emotions rolling in her. This was by far the most dangerous thing she could ever do and if Colton was here, well, she’d never hear the end of it. Although if Colton was here, he’d likely have killed the creature already and she would never have gotten the chance to meet this spectacular animal.

      “What in the stars does Colton know, anyway?” She exclaimed and walked around the side of the beasts hunched body.

      Sid raised one arm up, patting its back to test it. It was definitely sturdy enough to carry her. Her and possibly even her escape pod with a few weights added for good measure. The animal next to her was the largest thing she’d ever seen! She wrapped a fist around one of the dreads of fur on the beasts chin and hoisted herself up. Well, this is weird.

      “So, what do we do no⁠—”

      Before she could finish asking, the beast shot up and Sid tightened her grip on its fur to keep from toppling over. It took a step forward, splashing waterfalls of the river from its paws. It was testing her, making sure she held on. “Clever little thing,” Sid mused and leaned in.

      Her new friend wasn’t exactly the best smelling thing she’d been close to lately but it still beat having to walk the rest of the way.

      “To the towers!” Sid yelled and tried to keep yesterday’s dinner in her stomach as the beast galloped forward.

      * * *

      The ride was faster than Sid expected and after a few close calls, she had actually gotten the hang of moving with the beast’s jerky strides. She leaned into the fast turns and lowered her body tight against its muscled back when it ran faster. All things considering, aside from the sour smell that came off the animal, this might have been an even smoother ride than the escape pod.

      They had long passed the river’s outstretched bank, making most of their journey through the dense jungle instead. Sid couldn’t see much as they zoomed past the trees but once in a while, when the beast slowed to catch its breath, she had a chance to admire the surrounding beauty. Wild and untouched, like the bottomless pit of her own heart.

      After an hour of riding, the trees began to part, letting the setting light of Jericho glisten over the horizon. She could see the outline of the ring in the distance, its Starset pass coming to an end. The beast halted, digging its taloned paws into the ground.

      It was then that Sid saw it.

      Not too far off from where they had stopped, the overpowering glitter of the tower panes sprouted before her. They were so much taller than she had imagined. It was as though they were mocking her simply by existing. Light reflected off every perfectly sculpted angle, making the towers look like a kaleidoscope of colors. Kaleidoscope—another word Sid never understood.

      “Look at that! Isn’t it something?”

      She patted the beast’s side, urging it to move, but it refused to budge. Sid tapped it lightly with the side of her boot but the beast only shook its head and continued to stand still. “You don’t want to go in, do you?”

      The beast shook its head again and slowly lowered to the ground. Its gaze downward in a melancholy refusal.

      “It’s alright.” Sid smiled. “Don’t feel bad. I can go alone.”

      She climbed off its back and started to walk toward the light, turning back to face her new friend.

      “Thank you. Really, thank you!” She said and waved before running to the larger-than-life steel and glass bridge that stretched out before her.

      * * *

      Crouching at the edge of the bridge, Sid was careful to stay out of sight. She could see a few Starblades patrolling along the sides of the bridge with a larger group closer to the entrance arch. She studied them carefully, taking in the glory of their perfectly tailored blue suits that formed seamlessly to every taut muscle. The material reflected in the light. Chromium, she thought, remembering that the suits the Starblades wore were more than just a fashion statement. Each piece was designed to offer the best chances in battle and each piece was constructed from a breathable metal that offered not only support, but an impenetrable shield of protection. Colton had once told her that on his home planet, his own people often participated in hand to hand combat and suits—much like the ones on the Starblades before her—prevented injury in immeasurable ways. The nanite-infused fabric acted not only as a safeguard but a lifesaving device, able to repair tissue damage if a Starblade was hurt in battle. Sid could never understand that part; if the two species of Neostar were at peace, why would Colton’s people need that much protection?

      The Starblades seemed lost in conversation, chattering about their day and laughing heartily at jokes Sid could only imagine were aimed at the Domers. Each held their blade upright, ready for attack. The spear-like blades were over a meter in length fashioned in the same light-blue shade as the Starblades uniforms. The tips of the blades beamed a pulsing blue glow, continuously recharging their power.

      Sid had studied the weapons for nights on end, learning everything she could about their mechanics. The spears drew their power from the ring, circulating across the shaft and sending electrical currents into the tips. On impact, the electricity collided with the victim, causing either paralysis or death, depending on the thrust and weight behind it. They were simple weapons that when used correctly, could take down an opponent in the blink of an eye. Sid had no doubt that if any of the Starblades spotted her lurking under the bridge, she’d be dust before she could curse the stars.

      There has to be another way in!

      Her attention shifted to the arch beyond the bridge. She could maybe climb in? The thought had barely made an imprint before she shook it off. Even if Sid could scale the web-like dome structure, she’d have to drop five stories down to make it into Tower City. And who knew what she’d be falling into, or if she could even survive the drop. Looking up at the entrance arch, that seemed like a very big if.       

      “Pod coming in!” she heard one of the Starblades yell out and turned to follow his gaze.

      Just beyond the rail under which she was hiding, an oval-shaped pod whooshed past her and came to a stop just meters away. Sid was so busy admiring the Starblades, she completely forgot about the worker trains.

      Yes! Sid shouted in her head. She simply needed to wait for the workers to pile out of the train and be led into Tower City. If she could blend in with them, she’d get past the Starblades and into the city without a hitch.

      She held her breath and waited. A few moments passed and Sid was almost blue in the face when the pod’s doors slid open and a mass of workers piled out. She counted fifty-seven, enough to hide her in plain sight.

      They rushed the pods doors, emptying out onto the bridge and staining it the color of rust and grime. The worker’s faces, covered in debris and oil, made them look like they had not bathed in weeks. Sid studied their mannerisms and the casual way in which they interacted with one another. A man slapped the back of a boy next to him and her eyes jerked to the scar on the back of the kid’s neck, still fresh from the chip injected in there. Her fingers grazed the back of her own, un-chipped neck and she smiled. Sid was glad she had at least one thing that made her different from her own kind. She was un-chipped and though she knew that having gotten to hold on to her magic was not something a Domer was allowed to do, it made her just that much closer to Colton’s people than her own. It seemed odd to her that the only things that made the two races different was the shape of their eyes and magic. She’d give both up in a heartbeat if it meant she could be nothing like the group before her now. As the last of the Domers stepped off the pod’s platform, the doors slid shut and the transport pod shot up into the air, leaving behind a windblown mass of workers in filthy clothes. A stark comparison to the group guarding the bridge. The workers attire was nothing like the pristine suits of the Starblades, tunics made of patches and random scraps of fabric—that Sid was certain were just more patches—wrapped around their bodies and tied off at the waist with long belts. While her suit did not look exactly like their ripped cropped pants and belted hoods, all the dirt she had gathered on it from her trip so far should help disguise her in the crowd.

      Sid stayed down until half of the workers were off the pod then made a run for it.

      The Starblades were so busy ushering in the crowd that no one was paying any attention to her hiding spot beneath the bridge. She might actually have a chance at this!

      Her hands were shaking and her goggles started to fog but she ran, nonetheless. She swerved past a group of workers who turned to grimace at her. One of them raised a threatening fist and Sid turned, shooting up her hands apologetically. She rushed through the crowd, trying to push her way into the belly of the hoard. To stay as hidden as possible.

      Muck! This is going to work!

      The smile had no time to reach her lips when Sid turned, crashing face first into a Starblade. Her feet twisted beneath her and before she could stop herself, she pummeled the man to the ground.

      Sid’s face met his chest plate first. Her hands followed soon after. She squinted her eyes, opening them one by one to face the Starblade, her body splayed directly on top of his. She started to hoist herself up to apologize when he spoke, his voice rough from having the breath knocked out of him.

      “Well, this can’t be good,” the Starblade noted.

      Sid followed his eyes to the floor. Her face contorting into a look of horror as she took in the bent, and very broken, light-blue spear laying next to them. 

      So much for blending in…
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      “I’m so sorry!” Sid squealed, scrambling to her feet. “It was an accident, I swear! I’ll pay for the damages!”

      The Starblade jumped to his feet effortlessly, dusting off the back of his perfectly fit suit. He was taller than Sid originally thought, though she couldn’t tell much of anything with her chest pressed awkwardly against his moments ago. Taller and a touch more attractive than she would have liked. She bunted her goggles up, straining to look up at him. The Starblade fixed his sky-blue eyes on her and she rapidly looked down at her filthy boots, hiding her flushed cheeks. He felt familiar to her somehow, and she got the sense that if their eyes were locked for much longer, she would be in serious trouble.

      “Pay for it? With what? Your little Domer dockets? We both know those are useless in the city.”

      So much for being attractive, Sid thought. This man is a stardamned fool!

      “I’m not a Domer, you imbecile!” she roared, raising her fist as if to strike him.

      The Starblade pointed a blue-gloved finger at her face. “You sure about that?”

      “What in the stardamned sky are you talking about?” Sid was furious. Who did this kid think he was to go around pointing fingers and assuming she was some sad, little worker? Wait ‘til Colton hears about this, he’s going to rip you into pieces!

      “Oh, my. That’s quite some mouth you’ve got there.” The Starblade chuckled. “I meant your eyes. They’re, you know, different.”

      Of course. Sid had forgotten that without her goggles, the only feature that differentiated her from Colton’s people was out there for anyone to see. When she first realized that every native of Neostar had the same, dreadful feature, she cried for days. Colton tried to console her, telling her she wasn’t like any of the Domers, that she was special. But she didn’t care for his words. She didn’t want to be special. She wanted to be just like him and his people. Just like Queen Leona and this insufferable Starblade that was standing in front her, judging who she was based on a set of eyes. Colton was wrong, she wasn’t special. She didn’t want to be anything of the sort. Didn’t want the Starblade to look at her like she belonged on that worker train. Didn’t want him pointing out that she will never be like him.

      The Starblade smirked. “You’re either a Citizen or a Domer. Can’t really be anything else.”

      Sid’s mind played out a dozen scenarios all ending with him slumped on the floor with a bloody nose from her angered blows. Instead, she snapped the goggles back over her eyes. “Right,” she whispered because he was right. There was nothing else for her to be down here.

      “So, what are you?”

      “Someone who’s going to help you fix your stupid blade!” she howled and kicked the remnants of the weapon on the ground.

      “And how do you plan to do that exactly?”

      Sid was getting quite tired of this fool’s constant smiling. If she saw any more of his teeth, she’d be tempted to knock them right out of his perfectly shaped skull. She picked up the two pieces of the blade, studying the torn edges where it snapped. “I just need replacement wiring and a soldering gun,” she finally said through gritted teeth.

      “Impressive. You some kind of mechanic or something?”

      “Or something.”

      “Well, that’s not saying much, is it?”

      She rolled her eyes. “I’m not here for the conversation. There’s somewhere I need to be so either you want your dumb blade fixed or not. Your call.”

      The Starblade raised his hands in defeat. “You’re really feisty for someone who just broke NSO law.”

      “Wait, what?” Sid’s eyebrows raised so high you could almost see them over the rim of her goggles. “What law?”

      “I mean, you technically attacked an officer of the queen’s guard. And broke his weapon. Sounds like an act of rebellion to me.”

      “Attacked? What are you even talking about? You were in my way! And I didn’t break anything. I’m trying to help you fix it, mister officer of the guard!” She hissed. Annoyed that a mere Starblade would dare consider himself a member of the queen’s own guard. Starblades were the last on the chain of command. Well under the guards that held such high status in the NSO regimen.

      The Starblade crossed his arms and Sid tried not to be impressed by the bulge of muscle tightening against his suit. “I’m just saying that you could probably stand to be a little nicer to me. Considering the fact that I haven’t had you detained yet.”

      “Yet?”

      “Exactly.” He smiled forcibly. “I’m not having the best week here so my judgment is likely not great.”

      “Oh, what happened? Your perfect little life giving you trouble?” Sid offered sarcastically. “I don’t have time for this! Either take me in or get out of my way.”

      “Well, that’s one way to make friends, I guess.” The Starblade grabbed for his blade, yanking it out of her hands abruptly.

      “I’m not trying to make friends,” Sid said defensively.

      “Yeah, no kidding. What’s your business in the city again?”

      Muck.

      Sid had to come up with a story, something believable and simple. She couldn’t very well ask where Colton is; the Starblade assumed she was a Domer and a Domer would have no business with the NSO general. She could tell him she’s there to see the queen, perhaps pretend she’s an apprenticing Magistra; she could be a lady-in-waiting, right? Sid looked down at her dirt stained boots and fingernails blackened by motor oil. Well, that won’t work.
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