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Part I

Kal’s Fall
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KAL PUSHED AGAINST a giant felled tree. Most of her forest brothers and sisters could have easily moved the log. She brushed her black hair from her light green skin and heaved, and it barely budged. Her goal was to add it to a pile of wood and rocks at the bottom that she had collected from the Life Mother. Kal planned to build a cabin by herself. She had even snuck a few tools from the commons.

Kal enjoyed her trips into the woodlands, and no one seemed to notice she was missing. In the forest, she was free to do as she pleased and never asked to perform the tasks of the elderly because of her frail form. Kal had begun the project to display her strength to the tribe. She would prove that she could move stone for the new town larder and not weave blankets for the young. 

However, the cabin would never be finished if she couldn’t get the materials down the hill. She had dragged what would become the main load-bearing beam a long distance, only to get it stuck in a rut. She pondered the situation, and a voice interrupted her thoughts.

“You know, that’s easier with two people.”

Kal jumped and whirled around. She had been alone in the forest every afternoon for almost three weeks and had never seen a soul. The being, to her shock, was a star species.

It was strange, with thin twiggy arms and a small chest to match. It had black skin and was bald on top. Kal stood a good six inches taller. The alien was not of her world, but even so, Kal couldn’t help herself. She touched the stranger to make sure that he hadn’t fallen asleep.

“Okay, okay,” the star species laughed. “I get it. You’ve never seen a human before.”

“HU-MAN?” The clunky word did not roll off her tongue. “You mean star species?”

“Right.” The HU-MAN glanced at a device on his arm. “The translator doesn’t have the word human. Call me Oliver.”

“All-LIV-ER?” Kal had trouble making the words.

“Ah, hell, just Sarge. The folks back in my service days used to call me Sarge.”

“Sarge,” Kal pointed to him and then pointed to herself. “Kal.”

“Thank God for small favors, a local who has half a brain. You couldn’t spare some of that jerky, could ya? I’m mighty hungry, and I don’t know what’s good to eat or what will kill me on this planet.”

Kal looked at the jerky in her belt pouch. She seldom ate it anyway, even though her mom always insisted that she should bring it during her hikes, so she gave the entire amount to Sarge. The HU-MAN was grateful. He devoured the meal, and a unique friendship was born.

***
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THE NEXT DAY, KAL BROUGHT food from the commons, and Sarge helped build the cabin in exchange. Over the next couple of weeks, he traded labor for food. Sarge had all sorts of questions and seemed particularly interested in learning survival skills for her planet, especially what trees and herbs were suitable for mending wounds. 

She taught him how to live off the land, and he told her about the universe. Sarge was obsessed with fair trade, a foreign concept to Kal since no one from her village would ever let anyone go hungry. They shared their knowledge without the expectation of gaining something through trade.

During the first few weeks of their friendship, Kal realized that Sarge did not have a home. She caught him sleeping in a nest under a tree like a wild animal. She resolved to give him the cabin when they finished. 

They talked as they built. She taught him her words, and he taught her his. The words she found the most interesting were about space. The universe was more extensive than she could imagine, with more stars in the sky than those she could see. Around every star were planets. Most were without life, but there were also many worlds like Kal’s. The universe was teaming with tribes, so many that it would be impossible to meet them all.

When she listened to Sarge speak, Kal felt like she understood her father for the very first time. He had disappeared when he went to fight in the Teristaque Wars. Violence was an act of deep shame, and her village would not speak of her dad.

***
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WHEN THE CABIN WAS finished, Sarge packed his bags.

“Where are you going?” Kal demanded.

“You don’t have any more work. I think it’s time to move on,” Sarge said. “Got to put food on the table somehow.”

“You don’t have a table.”

“Don’t rub it in,” Sarge said as he started towards the woods.

Kal chased after him, saying, “I bring you food because you are a being, not for your work!”

Sarge laughed, loud and free in the open air. “Oh, is that how it is?”

“Yes, this house is also yours because you are part of the tribe.”

“I got nothing to trade for a house.”

“I already have two homes, my home in the village and this one. You have no home, so naturally, the house should be yours.”

“I don’t know how it works here, but where I come from, you pay your way,” Sarge said as he turned to the woods.

“But winter is coming! There will be nothing to hunt, and you will not survive without the shelter and warmth of a home!”

Sarge turned back to Kal and lowered the bag from his shoulder.

***
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A FEW WEEKS LATER, Sarge cooked a kill over the flame like Kal had taught him. The leaves were beginning to turn outside. As the smoke billowed from the chimney, the smell of fresh banjer meat made Kal’s mouth water. 

The cabin was a single room with a pitched roof to protect against the winter snowstorms. They had made a bed small enough for a human as well as a few chairs and a table. The cabin was sparse, but it was never intended for more than one person.

Sarge looked around from basting the banjer with the tree sap mixture Kal had taught him and said, “You’re just in time for Sarge’s homemade barbeque! Reminds me of home. Ain’t nothing like Kansas City barbeque!”

Kal didn’t remind him that the recipe was a village tradition and not from the Kansas City tribe. She figured that Sarge was homesick, so she didn't argue whenever he said something tasted or smelled like his home. Sarge’s fantasies made perfect sense to her; she often fantasized about being anywhere other than where she was.

After Sarge set the table for dinner, Kal noticed blood stains on his shirt. On closer inspection, she could see a daniyup leaf tied to his chest. Daniyup leaves stopped bleeding and numbed wounds.

“Did you hurt yourself?” Kal inquired.

“Oh, that? Just a minor wound. I slipped when I was hunting the banjer and fell on a tree branch. Hit that sucker between the eyes, though! Not bad for my first solo banjer hunt.”

Kal nodded in agreement and listened to the story of his hunt while they ate his “World Famous Kansas City barbeque.”

***
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AFTER THEY HAD FINISHED their meal, Sarge rolled a smoking plant into a giant wrap he called a stogie. They sat on the porch listening to the faint chirping horn of the lasaile bug. They would usually watch the stars, but tonight was different. Kal wanted to know about her father, and a man as well-traveled as Sarge would surely know about the Teristaque Wars. Kal pulled her father’s uniform insignia from her from her belt. It had a fierce bird of prey holding a lightning bolt.

“I have something to show you,” Kal said and produced her most treasured possession. Sarge took the patch and looked it over. Kal could not read human expressions, but it seemed to strike Sarge peculiarly. Sarge bellowed with laughter.

“It seems you got a genuine artifact on your hands!” Sarge howled.

“It was my father's.” Kal hadn’t yet figured out if his laughter was good or bad. Sarge laughed a lot, but sometimes it seemed a cover for dark memories.

“Don’t that explain everything! It was your pop's!” Sarge laughed.

“My mother said it was a part of his uniform.”

“Of course, it was... and all this time I was wondering....”

“Wondering what?”

“... About you!” 

“You know of my father?”

“Not personally, but I can tell you where to find him.”

“He is alive?”

“Of course, he’s alive! You think they fight with sticks like the people of your village?”

“My people do not fight.”

“Well, shoot. No wonder you lost the war.”

“What do you know about my father? Please tell me! I have to know.”

“Listen up, kid. I’ll tell you everything you need to know about your father, but I need you to do one last thing for me.”

“What? Anything!”

Sarge rummaged through the house until he brought back a tiny blinking stone. It was beautiful and terrifying at the same time. There was a deep red light inside.

“What is it?” Kal couldn’t take her eyes off the light.

“It’s how I stayed ahead. And now, I’m giving it to you. It’s very valuable and will set up your village for a while.”

“We have no need for money because—”

“I know, I know. I don’t need to hear no hokum fancy crap. You will need money one of these days, and this is your ticket. Now listen up. You put this in your parent’s house. Bury it under stones or something. Keep it safe.”

“But—”

“I don’t want no arguments. Come back to me tomorrow, and I’ll tell you all you want to know about your pop.”

Sarge dropped the stone into Kal’s hand and closed her palm. It felt warm to the touch, like it had an unnatural heat. The slow blinking light transfixed Kal.

“Now, run along home.”

“But I don’t have to be back until Sat’Re’Nik rises.”

“Go home. Git.”

Kal knew Sarge was serious, so she went home early. She ran through the forest, and her heart pounded. Her father was alive. And she would finally know more about him. Maybe Sarge would even take her to the stars to meet him.

***
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LATER THAT NIGHT, SHE hid the stone under the floorboards of the kitchen. She covered it with a pile of rocks to mask the blinking light. Once she knew it was safe and out of view, she climbed back up the stairs to her bedroom. Luckily, no one had awoken while she secured the precious gift.

***

[image: ]


KAL HEARD THE MOST terrifying noise of her entire life. She stumbled from her hardwood bed with a mattress stuffed full of soft bearuga leaves.

A giant beast roared outside, and the villagers screamed, “Teristaque! Teristaque!” 

A lump formed in Kal’s throat. Her father’s enemy had come at last. She had heard that the Teristaques were savage and fierce. They would eat children whole. Kal thought about sneaking out to warn Sarge but knew he was better off hidden away in the cabin.

She heard her family home’s front door burst open and the screams of her kin. She searched frantically for a weapon and ended up breaking a leg off her chair. Seconds later, a Teristaque kicked open her door, sending ornamental rocks tumbling from her dresser. She roared and smacked the thing invading her room. The makeshift weapon bounced harmlessly off its hide. It tore the chair leg from her hand and kicked her to the ground.

The Teristaque was fearsome to behold. It was bipedal, like her, with smooth black skin. Tubes connected its hulking chest to its face, where a deep abyss served as eyes. Warpaint covered the body. A ferocious bird unlike anything she had seen on her world was tattooed on its chest. It was a hulking mass that could contend with the most muscular villager. The Teristaque pointed a giant club at Kal.

“Move,” the Teristaque said in a deep growl. “Outside, now!”

***
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TERISTAQUES SWARMED the village. They shoved families out of their multi-story homes, and they were corralling them up in the town square. A mechanical beast was hovering over the area as black as the Teristaque’s skin.

Villagers who didn’t comply were kicked, punched, and knocked into submission. The scene was chaotic, and families huddled together. Children wailed in fear. Kal’s mom tried to comfort Kal with a hug, but Kal pushed her mom away and stood to wait for the Teristaques to speak.

One member of the crowd panicked and broke free. The Teristaque soldiers yelled orders to halt. The man, with brilliant green skin and orange hair typical of her tribe, continued to run. A fireball spewed forth from the Teristaque club, and her forest brother dropped to the ground, a smoldering mess.

Once the Teristaques had rounded up the remaining villagers, the soldiers formed a circle around them. Some forest brothers and sisters prayed to the Sky Father and others to Life Mother. Children whimpered; mothers and fathers comforted their families. Most of the young and able-bodied stood with grim, blank expressions. 

A Teristaque with much more adornment and many tattoos walked toward the crowd. The soldiers made way for him and looked as if they treated him with reverence. He stopped at the front of the mass and lifted the face of a quivering forest sister with deep blue hair.

“So beautiful,” the leader began. “I don’t like destroying things of beauty.”

A dagger ejected from his forearm, and he stabbed her through the heart. Kal understood for the first time why her father chose to fight. Two of the Teristaque soldiers dragged the body away. The leader turned back to the crowd.

“But I will destroy anything beautiful and every last one of you unless you tell me where you are hiding the fugitive,” the leader barked.

The village elder with long silver hair and green skin faded by the daylight, Kan’Uj’Tar, came forward. “There is no one else in the village aside from those you see,” Kan said to the creature before him.

“That is a lie. And you know what? I hate it when Mots lie.”

There was no direct translation for the word Mot, but Sarge had said Mot was a term star species used for people from Kal’s planet. Her home star system was named Nigramoto after the first human to explore it. In his world, the star species who first made it to a system got to designate it. The people living on her planet were named Nigramotoians, but the term got shortened Motoians then to Mots. 

When Kal had asked him why the forest people didn’t get to name their own planets, Sarge had laughed, “You clearly don’t know a lick about how the universe works.”

The word Mot rolled off the Teristaque’s tongue with hatred. It had to be more than just a term to identify the people living on this planet. Kal wondered if there were other connotations of the word Mot that she didn’t know about.

“I’m not lying. You may search the village if you’d like,” Kan said humbly.

“Trust me, we will, but I’d rather not waste time. I’d rather have you tell me where he is.”

“I cannot produce what we are not hiding.”

“That’s too bad.” The leader’s dagger extended into a sword. He brought it high towards the sky, and with one swoop, the elder’s head popped off. The body crashed to the grass, staining it purple with blood. As the entire village began to panic, the soldiers pointed their fire clubs.

“Calm down! Calm down!” the leader bellowed. He lifted his sword and grabbed a small child, not yet old enough to lift stones. “No one else needs to die. I merely want you to produce the prisoner.”

Kal thought about the stone Sarge gave her. Could he have known about the impending Teristaque attack? Did he intend for Kal to bribe her way out of it? Kal had grown up on stories of the legendary greed of the Teristaque. Their nobles dined in large, luxurious towers. They would throw their bones from the top and watch the lower classes fight for the scraps. They were ruthless and greedy, and Kal had something valuable. She stepped forward. “I can help.”

Kal’s mother yelled, “No! Kal, don’t!”

“A brave one,” the leader said and let the child go. Squealing in terror, the kid ran back to his mother. The leader walked a circle around Kal. His gaping black eyes drank in her form. “I like bravery. Tell me, where is the prisoner?”

“I need to go to my house,” Kal said. She knew the leader would not believe a mere villager would have such a valuable stone and decided she needed to show it to him.

“To get me the prisoner?” asked the leader.

“I have something at my home! It will help you!”

“Show me,” the creature’s voice lightened, but it was still a growl by comparison to the villagers. It nodded, and two soldiers grabbed Kal, dragging her towards her home. 

Her mom screamed, “Kal, no!”

A soldier hit her mother with the butt of his fire club. Kal winced at the scene. She almost cried out, and she wanted to save her mom but knew she had to be strong. She let the soldiers drag her away and left her mother heaving in the grass.

***
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THE SOLDIERS TOSSED Kal into her family home with no compassion in their eyes. More and more, Kal understood why her father left to fight the Teristaques. Even though the members of her village hated violence, these creatures were a menace. There had to be situations where violence was warranted. Kal vowed that if she made it out alive, she would join her father’s fight.

“You have two minutes,” one of the soldiers said as he pointed his fire club toward Kal.

She scrambled into the kitchen and pried open the loose floorboard. It came up with ease, and Kal reached inside for the stone. The Teristaques aimed their weapons at her. She pulled out the object and displayed it to the soldiers. The pair glanced at each other, and one moved in to swipe it. Kal yanked it away. “I will only give it to your leader.”

“Why don’t we kill you now and take it for ourselves?” one soldier retorted.

“How will you explain that to your boss? He doesn’t seem to be very forgiving.”

The soldiers considered what she said. Without another word, they dragged her from the house. She held tightly to the stone, knowing it would be her salvation. Sarge would never let her down.

***
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THE TWO SOLDIERS PUSHED Kal down at the leader’s feet. She ate a face full of grass but still managed to clutch the stone to her breast. The leader looked down wordlessly as she lifted the prize up. His head cocked at the sight of the object, and he tore it from Kal’s hand.

“Where did you get this?” he barked.

“You can have it, but you must leave my village and never return,” Kal said. 

Her mother broke free from the crowd. “Kal, don’t! You don’t know what you are saying. Don’t listen to her.”

“I don’t like to repeat myself. Where did you get this?” The leader's voice lowered to a deep, terrible growl.

“You have the stone. There are no others like it! Leave us,” Kal said. She knew it was time for courage. The beast was greedy, just like the Teristaque legends. She had to be firm.

The Teristaque leader pointed his fire club at her mother and pulled the trigger. Kal screamed as the red ball of flame tore through her mother’s head. Falling to her knees as her mom’s smoldering form dropped to the grass, Kal cradled the charred corpse that had been her mother. The crowd of villagers gasped and screamed. 

Kal’s head turned towards the creature. Her eyes narrowed. The two soldiers held Kal back as she struggled towards him, bellowing with rage. Perhaps it was the part of her father that dwelled within her; most of the villagers cowered with fear while a bloodlust filled Kal’s heart.

The leader had turned the thunder fire toward Kal when one of her forest brothers, Per’Et’Tal, stepped forward. “I know where she got it. She got it from the man in the woods. I followed her one day after hearth story and saw the man. The man is a star species!”

Per’s two fathers and mother pleaded for him to stay, and the soldiers silenced them with their fire clubs.

“Can you take me to him?” the leader asked.

“Yes, Kal made a cabin for him. I know where it is!”

“Excellent, let this be a lesson to anyone who attempts to defy our orders. Things go smoothly when you listen. Mots die when you don’t. Bring the bitch. Watch the others. No one leaves the town square until I get back.”

A few soldiers grabbed Per and Kal. They placed a box on Kal’s wrist that produced beams of light binding her hands together. Another contraption was put on Per. The soldiers pushed Kal and Per forward, and the leader brought up the rear. Kal began to formulate a plan to warn Sarge.

***
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THE GROUP APPROACHED the hill that hid the cabin from view. Kal had learned a few things about her enemy on the journey through the woods. They didn’t seem to be as flexible or as fast. Their hulking bodies slowed them down, but they didn’t seem to fatigue. Kal also knew they possessed amazing strength. If she were to break away from the group, she would have to use speed and smarts. 

She saw a patch of foliage that would be too dense for the Teristaques, as even Per would struggle through it. Cutting through the area would be a shortcut to the cabin. Kal could cross the side of the hill rather than climb to the top like the Teristaques would be forced to do.

Once she was close to the bushes, she darted from the group. 

“After her!” the leader roared. Two blasts of the fire clubs exploded trees around her before she slid into the foliage. The Teristaques stopped pursuing after they discovered they couldn’t hack through as fast as she could wriggle through it. For once, her “fragile” form was an advantage.

Kal bolted toward the cabin, her hands still bound by the beams of light. She stumbled through the trees and made it to the front door in no time.

“Sarge! Sarge!” Kal yelled as she burst inside. The main room was empty. Sarge had picked a lousy time to go on a hunting trip. “Sarge!”    

She looked through the cabin, inside and out, and there was no sign of the man. Furthermore, there was no evidence that he had ever lived in the place. All his possessions were gone. The only clues that a human had occupied the house were some ashes in the cooking fire and the human-sized furniture. Kal had no time to contemplate his disappearance. The Teristaques burst through the door.

Upon seeing the empty cabin, the leader screamed with rage and shattered the table and the chairs. He kicked the cooking pot from the fireplace, pointed his fire club at the bed, and fired. He turned to Kal and dragged her outside by the hair. She kicked and punched, but the Teristaque’s skin was cold to the touch and as tough as tree bark.

He tossed Kal into the dirt outside the cabin, and as she choked in the dust, she noticed Per’s body at the top of the hill. They must have shot him in the back as soon as they saw the place. Kal’s anger boiled as the image of her mother replayed in her mind. 

She hated the Teristaques and was powerless to stop them. She wished her father would return; she wanted to learn the ways of the warrior. Instead, she would die face down in the dirt, crying over her dead mother. Recalling when her mom had offered to comfort her, Kal regretted not accepting.

She heard the giant lumbering clomp of the Teristaque’s feet behind her. Kal knew she would be struck down by fire just like Per, but nothing happened. She was slumped over with her back to the Teristaque. She trembled for the longest time as the leader circled and lifted her head, forcing her to gaze into the deep abyss the Teristaques called eyes.

“Do you know what this is?” the leader asked as he showed Kal the stone.

“It’s money,” Kal sputtered. “Sarge told me all about money.”

“No. It’s a tracking device. It is surgically implanted into all prisoners.”

“But... Sarge...”

“Sarge lied to you. But I’ll tell you what, I’ll go easy on you because I bet it’s the first time anyone has ever lied to you. Besides, I don’t like destroying beauty.”

The leader lifted Kal to her feet and pushed her toward the hill.

“Torch it,” he said, and one soldier pulled a rock from his belt. He pulled a pin from the device and lobbed it into the cabin. Seconds later, the structure exploded in a brilliant blaze. Kal felt the heat of the flames on her back as the leader dragged her forward.

***
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WHEN THEY REACHED THE outskirts of the village, Kal could see all the people huddled in the town square. Most of them were sitting and waiting. The earlier panic had transformed into a kind of nervous unrest. The soldiers were no longer pointing their fire clubs. The leader turned to them, giving an order in a language Kal couldn’t understand, and the translator wouldn’t translate. 

As the soldiers moved to comply with the orders, he said, “I like your bravery and tenacity. You stepped up in a way that most Mots don’t. I’ve been on this rock for a while now, and every Mot I meet is a push-over. You could rape their daughter in front of them, and they’ll forgive you for it. Not that I condone rape. There have to be limits, or your troops won’t respect you.”

Kal’s blood began to boil. She wanted nothing more than to slit this Teristaque’s throat, but she was powerless. She doubted a mere knife would pierce his tough skin, and wrestling the fire club out of his hands wouldn’t work either.

“You’re unlike your Mot friends,” the leader continued. “You have got the spark. I saw it in your eye, so I’m going to give you a chance.”

The leader gave the soldiers a nod, and they turned toward the gathered crowd and opened fire. The fire clubs blazed with fury as fireballs made no distinction between old, sick, weak, man, woman, or child. Kal rushed forward, but the leader held her back. The villagers screamed in terror as they dropped from the barrage of flame one by one until no one was left standing. Kal wailed and fought, attempting to struggle free, desperate to save the villagers.

“Most Mots fear death, yet you run towards it,” the leader pondered. 

Kal collapsed on the ground, choking on her tears.

“You can’t do anything for them,” he continued. “They harbored a fugitive of the law, and the penalty for harboring a fugitive is death.”

The massacre was followed by the explosive stones being thrown into the houses and onto the pile of bodies. Blasts rocked the homes. Debris tore through the village. The skin of the Teristaques seemed to protect them. The flames devoured everything. Soon, the whole town was an inferno. Kal had no more tears. She mourned for her mother and her forest brothers and sisters and forced the image of every villager into her mind. She wanted to remember their faces.

“I told you that I would do you a favor,” the leader said. “Since you were helpful and cooperated, I’m going to have your sentence commuted. You will serve out a natural life term in prison. And think about it this way: when I catch Sarge, and I will catch Sarge, he’ll join you, and you will get your chance at revenge.”

Heat from her burning village caused sweat to pour from her brow. Kal vowed to herself that she would get her revenge, but it wasn’t Sarge she would be after. A Teristaque soldier placed its fist on her neck. A needle slid from its forearm and injected her with a burning liquid. She felt woozy and tumbled into a deep sleep where she would relive the tragedy again and again.  

Part II

Kal’s Truth
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Kal laid in a metal prison cell gasping for air, the sound of her people dying and the village burning still fresh in her mind. Her eyelids were heavy, and her body felt like it was buried in the sand. Upon awakening, she could remember a human male with gold and silver teeth and black rot infesting his mouth. He wore a white coat and had a bright instrument that blinded her. Unlike Sarge, his hair was gray, and his pasty skin creased with the wrinkles that came with age. But unlike her people, this man had spots. Only later would she learn that humans developed a condition called liver spots.

The man in the coat had turned and said something to a Teristaque in the background. Her memory was incomplete, like the patchwork of one of her mother’s quilts. Every moment was a snapshot. Two Teristaques had dragged her through a hallway, and her possessions were locked in a box. Her body was stripped and sprayed with a burning liquid. More dragging. Another exam from the human with the rotting gold and silver teeth. Finally, she woke up in a prison cell. 

While Kal’s eyes adjusted to the darkness, she heard a low grunt from the corner of the room. The noise sounded like a krikshek beast back home. They were fierce creatures with a dire disposition and two large horns that could impale a villager. Kal attempted to scramble to her feet, but her muscles felt like she was moving through a thick goo, and she fell back down.

Something slid from the shadows. It had a sizeable bug-like body and three spiny appendages, and it dragged its abdomen on the ground. There were stubs where other limbs should have been, and its body was a shade of brown. The eyes were hideous, enormous, and clouded gray. It sent shivers down Kal’s spine. She scrambled backward, but she could not get very far and hit her head on a metal cot. The bang would have hurt if her systems weren’t suppressed.

“Don’t be afraid,” the bug said in a deep voice. “You are recovering from sedation.”

“You speak Village Tongue!” Kal said, looking for the universal translator on what she thought would be a wrist.

“There is a translation field covering the prison,” the bug said.

“What do you mean? I was under sedation?” Kal said. She still wasn’t sure about this creature.

“They sedate all criminals during interstellar travel.”

“I am not a criminal!”

The bug laughed. Unlike Sarge, the bug had a slow wheezing laugh. Kal still didn’t quite know what to make of laughter. She had no room for it. The nightmares of her village were too fresh in her mind.

The bug must have sensed that its laughter made her uncomfortable and stopped. It reached out an appendage to comfort her. “Do not fret, my dear. Everyone here believes they are not criminals, and you’ll find that some do belong here even if you do not.”

Kal pushed the thing’s arm away. “I do not need your sympathy.”

She turned to inspect her cell, finding two metal cots. One small cot for her and a large one for her buggy cellmate. The walls were smooth and metal, with bars lining one side. There were two toilet facilities, one for a humanoid of her size and another for something more significant. The toilets were located in two coves on the back of the cell, providing at least a little privacy from her cellmate, though guards had a full view of both.

“I don’t offer you sympathy, my dear. Only advice. You will find friends hard to come by in this place.” 

“I don’t want your advice, either,” Kal snapped.

“As you wish. You could have had a worse roommate, you know. Grannork’s cell also has room for one more.”

“Oh yeah? At least Grannork probably won’t talk as much as you.”

“Grannork is an Orcandu from the Tristar cluster.”

Sarge had told Kal about the Orcandus. They were brutes and one of the few species that the Teristaques feared and were massive creatures of pure muscle with a jagged horn on the center of their forehead and fierce, razor-sharp teeth. Almost every ritual in their culture was meant to induce pain. Rumors spread that Orcandus had miswired brains, and they experienced pain as if it were pleasure. Kal shuddered to think about what it might be like to share a cell with one. At least an old, disabled bug could be managed.

The bug finally gave up and dragged itself back to its side of the room. Kal traced the cold metal wall with her fingers. She thought about the village that she practically rejected, even though it had embraced her despite her differences. Now, she wanted nothing more than to be a part of it again. She thought about the warmth of her bed and the wood grain of the ceiling. She used to see faces in the wood grain and would make up stories about them. Now the top of her cell was a smooth metal surface with no defining features. She could almost hear the humming of her mother from the kitchen as she drifted off to sleep.

***
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A LOUD BUZZER SOUNDED. A distant female voice garbled over a speaker. Kal fell out of her cot from the rude awakening. “Prisoners will proceed to formation for morning roll call. Prisoners will proceed to formation for morning roll call.”

Kal realized the bug was poking at her with its disgusting limb. “Get that thing away from me, or I will break it off.”

“You shouldn’t miss roll call. They don’t need to do it; we have trackers surgically installed. Roll call is just a ritual to remind us who is really in charge.”

Kal stumbled to the toilet to relieve herself. As she peeled off her prison jumpsuit, she noticed the scar on her chest for the first time. The spot was in the exact location as the leaf Sarge had used to heal himself. Kal felt the bumps where her flesh had been seared together. 

The bug was sliding itself out of the door with its slow shambling gate. “Hurry up. Hurry up. You make me look fast.”

Kal forced herself to stand. Her legs were still feeble, and she felt as if she could barely move as she also shambled to the open cell door. Her forest brothers and sisters used to watch a comedy show of a figure that moved with the aid of string. She felt like one of those figures now: her movements were awkward and clunky.

“You haven’t used your body in a while,” the bug said. “It happens on long space flights.”

This wasn’t exactly how she imagined seeing the stars. On the outside of the cell, she almost fell off the railing into a bottomless abyss. Their enclosure was located in a large spiral of cells that seemed to stretch to infinity in either direction. The interior was more extensive than any cave she had ever seen, and she felt woozy at the size of the cellblock. Star species of all shapes and sizes trudged down the spiral walkway towards the bottom. Every being was new to Kal, and Life Mother had devised new and beautiful ways to construct folk. If Kal hadn’t been a prisoner, she would have been awed and would have wanted nothing more than to watch the creatures pass by.

Hundreds of Teristaques hovered in the center of the abyss on floating platforms. They all bore tattoos like the ones who burned Kal’s village. However, they must have been from a different faction because the tattoos were not an exact match. Their faction symbol was a head with glowing eyes instead of a bird of prey. The Teristaques had fire clubs similar to the ones who murdered her village. A fight broke out a couple of levels up, and a few of the Teristaques hovered over to break up the squabble with quick and brutal force.

Once the progression of star species made it to the lower floors, Kal saw the prisoners banging on the cells near the end of the line. They weren’t the barred cells like the one she and her cellmate shared. They were solid metal doors with only a small food slot on the bottom.

“Why are they doing that?” Kal leaned over to the bug.

Her cellmate looked back, “Don’t let anyone know you’re new; they will target you. But if you have to know, the last few levels are the cells for Teristaques. They get their own cell block because most of the prisoners here would kill a Teristaque for sport, even if it meant the rest of their days in suspension.”

Kal wanted to ask more but kept quiet. She banged on the Teristaque cells as she passed, enjoying her moment of tormenting them. She hoped that every bang would horrify the occupant of the cell. She imagined the Teristaque cowering in the corner, and it made her feel good. She was far from the peaceful path her elders had taught her.

The prisoners all lined up in rows in the center of the spiral cellblock on the ground floor. The egg shape could be seen much more easily once Kal was in the center. She didn’t notice the dirty looks at first but saw some of the prisoners staring at her. Her cellmate’s words of warning echoed in her brain, and she stopped gawking at the ceiling.

The warden, a Teristaque with markings similar to the leader who killed Kal’s village but with the glowing eye faction symbol, stepped onto a raised block in front of the assembled prisoners. Other vicious-looking Teristaques surrounded him, pointing their fire clubs toward the population. He called out names, and the gathered convicts screamed their response. It was slow and methodical, and Kal didn’t know if she had the strength to stay standing. Her bug cellmate was named Haath-Nlo. The list seemed to be endless, even though her name was close. Her head grew heavy and knees weak. 

“Stay strong,” an ethereal, feminine voice said from a distant plane of existence. She wasn’t sure if she heard the voice or if it was in her head. Kal swore that it was her mother.

“Kal’Da’Hak!”

“Sir! Yes! Sir! Kal’Da’Hak reporting, sir!” Kal screamed like she had heard the other prisoners shout. Kal remembered watching her mother fall at the gun of a Teristaque. She wanted to go home.

***
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AFTER ROLL CALL, THE inmates were herded into a giant eating hall. Kal noticed the other prisoners eyeing her. They stared her down with various forms of ocular biology. Some of the beings assembled were giant. Some were small. Some had arms. Others had tentacles. Any way nature could evolve forms of sentient species seemed to be represented in the cafeteria. None had the deep eyes of the Teristaques. There were no Teristaques in the room, but plenty were patrolling with fire clubs on the metal grate above.

Several food machines dispensed meals according to the dietary requirements of the species. Kitchen staff operated the devices. They punched in commands on a screen, and a meal was created from various tubes and lasers. A fair skinned human male with blond hair wearing a white apron operated the machine in Kal’s line. His face was much smoother and less creased than Sarge’s had been, so Kal had to assume he was younger. She found him attractive, even if he was a bit scrawny. Not that Kal had ever dated. She was too busy proving herself to the village to worry about chasing boys. Now that she was in a place where she would never date, she almost wished she had.

“What’ll it be?” The male asked, pulling Kal from her thoughts.

“Do you have banjer meat?”

“If by banjer meat, you mean protein supplement number three, we got tons of that,” he said as he dialed a few numbers on his pad, and a meal was created in seconds. As he handed it to her, she looked at the giant bowl of slop, a protein slab, and bread. 

“I don’t think this is banjer meat.”

The male laughed, saying, “You’re funny.”

“You’re holding up the line!” A giant hulking star species yelled. It was an Orcandu with a horn that looked as if it had been through many battles.

“You better take your banjer tartar before Grannork makes you his next meal.”

The male shoved Kal along. She sniffed the food, and her nose crinkled. Whatever he was serving, it smelled barely edible. She turned to the metal tables and benches filling up with prisoners. She found her bug cellmate among a table of equally crippled star species. For lack of any better options, she walked toward the rejects. Haath-Nlo whispered as she sat down, “If you sit here, you’ll appear weak. Now hit me and grab some of my food.”

Haath-Nlo’s food was a plate of writhing bugs and worms. Kal slammed Haath-Nlo’s head on the table and stuck her hand in a mass of writhing critters. Some of the other prisoners and even a few of the Teristaque guards turned to watch the spectacle. Kal was committed now. While keeping the pressure on her cellmate’s head, Kal scooped up a handful of bugs and chewed. It was disgusting, and she could feel them writhe in her mouth and down her throat. She grabbed one more handful for good measure and took her own plate of slop from the table.

Kal controlled the urge to vomit and turned away. She saw an opening on another table and sat down. A gray-looking star species with a snout and beady eyes sized Kal up and said, “You like that bug junk?”

Kal noticed that this star species food was very similar to Kal’s. “No, I just don’t like him.”

Kal took a sip of her slop and found that it tasted like boiled water.

“It’s better than this crap,” Kal added for emphasis.

The star species laughed and slapped Kal on the back. They broke out into prison conversation: what are you here for, hate for the Teristaques, the equivalent of convict small talk. The Orcandu gave her a cold stare from across the room. Kal tried to ignore it and focused on the group at her table. 

***

[image: ]


AFTER MEALTIME, THEY all gathered again in the roll call area. The guards called out the duty shifts, and the prisoners grumbled. Kal noticed that they mostly kept their complaints to themselves and never argued with the Teristaque guards. The prisoners dutifully accepted their shifts. Kal glanced around for the human male among the crowd but couldn’t find him.

“Kal’Da’Hak,” The Teristaque guard said. “You’re in training.”

“For what?”

“Ore processing.”

“I don’t know anything about ore processing.”

The other prisoners laughed, and her snouted friend, Seayolar, patted her on the back, “You don’t have to.”

***
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KAL STOOD ON A PLATFORM overlooking the chamber, waiting for her shift to start. It was massive and smelled like a chemical cocktail. A thick haze permeated the atmosphere. Soot covered the prisoners, and despite their breathing apparatuses, Kal could still hear painful, wheezing breaths. Kal’s thick rubber gloves, giant apron, breathing piece, and goggles all looked new, but she knew it wouldn’t take long before she looked like everyone else. 

The room was divided into many sections. The ore and raw material tumbled through massive tubes into bins where the largest star species sorted the rocks into carts. Other prisoners pushed the various carts to giant furnaces that would burn and strain the impurities away, leaving only a pure element. The liquid metal would pour from the machine into giant cauldrons that would eventually be dumped into brick-shaped molds. The bricks were cooled, then packed. Every step was staffed by prisoners. The machinery was massive, and the room was hot.

An inmate with several eyes and flowing wisps of white hair said to Kal, “I bet you wonder why they don’t just get robots to process the asteroids.”

Kal didn’t know what he meant by a robot. She was mesmerized by the scale of the operation. The furnaces looked like rock demons, breathing fire and bellowing with rage.

“It’s ‘cause robots cost more than us!” the wispy white-haired prisoner continued. “They don’t pay us and barely feed us. Robots need maintenance and technicians. You fall in the cauldron, and that’s one less mouth to feed. An expensive bot falls... That’s unacceptable.”

“Have many people fallen?” Kal asked.

“More than you’d like.”

A whistle blew, and the platform lowered down into the depths below. Once the prisoners from the previous shift were lined up, the Teristaque guards counted. Kal couldn’t fathom why they would do a head count at the end of the change. Unless they wanted to ascertain if anyone decided to commute their prison sentence early by taking a swim in the cauldron.

Once their platform lowered into the pit and the gigantic operation towered above Kal, she became nervous. Most of her life, she had to suppress her fear just to be noticed by the rest of the villagers. Whatever her forest brothers and sisters did, Kal had to work harder. Now, she wanted to disappear. All the fears of her townsfolk started to manifest in her mind. What if she was too weak for this work? Would she fall into the cauldron, too? 

A Teristaque guard yelled, “Move it! The last one to their station will get rim duty!”

The prisoners scrambled to begin work, but Kal didn’t know what to do. The guard turned to her and said, “You follow me.”

Kal followed the Teristaque through the web of metal, heat, and ore. The wispy-haired man stumbled on the way to his station and was assigned to the edge of the cauldron. Rim duty involved rotating a giant stirring device in the liquid metal. The heat was at its worst, and the task was repetitive and endless. Kal began to understand why people wouldn’t last long.

The Teristaque took Kal to where they were sorting the rubble that crashed through the tubes. Grannork was there digging through the piles and putting them into the various bins.  

The guard tilted his head and said to the air, “She’s right here. Copy that.”

The guard told Kal to wait, pulled out one of the floating discs from its backpack, and lifted into the air. Grannork eyed Kal with disdain.

“They punish us all if someone isn’t pulling their weight,” the Orcandu said.

“The Teristaque told me to wait here,” Kal answered.

“I don’t like you.”

“That’s good to hear. I almost thought you were initiating the mating rituals.”

“You have disgusting parts protruding from your chest and a waist that is so thin it will break like a tree branch.”

“You’re pretty ugly yourself.”

“You dare insult me! I am Orcandu royalty! You will feel the wrath of my-”

Kal tuned out the rest of the diatribe as the guard caught her attention. He had floated up to a level where the Teristaques patrolled. He was engaged in conversation with a Teristaque adorned with different tattoos than the guards. They were the markings of the same tribe that had slaughtered her village. While she couldn’t be one hundred percent certain, she knew there was a bird of prey in their insignia. She had to find a way to that level.

“I will feast on your entrails and sacrifice—”

“How do you get up there?” Kal said as she began taking off her apron and goggles.

“What?”

“Up there! The Teristaque level.” The breathing apparatus was the last to go, the air was thick and nasty, but she didn’t plan to stay very long. 

“I don’t know,” the Orcandu said, clearly confused, “We cannot go.”

“Has anyone ever climbed the machinery?”

“The guards will strike you down.”

“Not if there’s a distraction,” Kal smiled as she picked up a chunk of ore. Before the Orcandu could react, she tossed the lump at a massive reptilian star species with particularly vicious teeth. Since Kal’s bones would break when she was tackled during Rock Ball back home, she was very adept at throwing. The rock pegged the reptile square in the back of the head, and the lumbering creature turned around. By the time it had a chance to survey the situation, Kal had disappeared into the rubble pile, and the Orcandu stood foolishly by itself.

“You will pay, Orcandu scum,” the beast bellowed in a slow deep growl. Its charge was anything but slow. The Orcandu attempted to gore the creature, but it came in low. They tumbled into a fierce grapple. While the two titans clashed, a wave of screams and cheers pulsed through the prisoner population as they scrambled for a view. The cauldron operator was too busy watching the fight. The metal overflowed and spilled onto the floor, causing a fire. Kal used the chaos to sneak up the rubble pile.

Once she could make it no further on the rocks, she jumped to the underside of a metal platform. The Teristaque guards were swooping down on their flying discs to break up the fight and control the flames. No one noticed Kal climbing level after level. Back home, most of her hunting trips ended with her scrambling up a tree after picking a fight with a beast too big because she always felt she had to prove herself to her forest brothers and sisters. The Orcandu below put up a good fight. Even though the reptile was a size and a half larger, the Orcandu had training. Maybe he was a prince back home.

Kal made it to the top level. The only Teristaque left was the one with the different tattoos. She recognized him immediately as the one who ordered the execution of her village. She would never forget his tattoos and rank insignia. Kal roared with hatred and rushed towards him. He was just turning when she crashed into him, sending them both sprawling to the ground. She pounded her fists on his chest with little impact. His skin was made of metal, and she ended up bloodying her hands.

The Teristaque grabbed her neck and squeezed to the point where her breath grew short. She struggled against his grasp, but it was no use. He stood up and held her thrashing form over the railing. She looked into the deep abyss of his eyes and saw nothing. 

“Ah, the girl from the Mot village. I knew there was something special about you. Most Mots run from conflict. You seek it out.”

He tossed her to the floor and stepped on her chest. She was determined not to cry out from the pain. The rough sports of her forest brothers and sisters trained her to endure pain, but this was too much. She could feel herself about to pass out from the pressure on her chest.

“What’s your name?” The Teristaque said.

“Kal...Kal’Da—”

“I don’t need to know your life story. Kal will suffice. I guess you should know mine, Captain Makiuarnek. Now, so we are clear, Kal. If you attack me again, I will end your pitiful life right then and there. But as it stands, I need you. You see, there’s a prisoner who used to work for Sarge. I think this person will be invaluable for insight in regards to capturing him. You may have a better chance of getting the information than I will.”

Makiuarnek let up on the pressure on her chest. “Why should I help you?” She could barely wheeze between gasps.

“I think we both have a mutual interest in capturing the man. After all, it was his betrayal that put you here.”

Kal held her tongue. She had mixed feelings about Sarge. She wanted to know why he gave her the tracking device. Surely he knew what the Teristaques would do when they caught her with it? Still, she couldn’t help but think that maybe something had gone wrong. Perhaps he felt that he deactivated the tracking device, and it would have fetched a large sum of money on the black market. Makiuarnek had no excuse. He was a vicious terrorist, unworthy of pity or love. Had their situation been reversed, and Kal had been the one with metal skin and Makiuarnek a flesh and blood creature, she would have snapped his neck long ago.
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