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  Foreword



   


  Coming home from the war in Iraq was difficult. I lost too many friends and gained a few injuries and was generally screwed up in the head. The doctor’s called it survivor’s guilt, PTSD, TBI, and a slew of other names that don’t bother repeating. All of this amounted to me spending a lot of time at Veteran’s Administration hospitals. I sat in so many waiting rooms that I had seats that were recognized as mine by the staff. They weren’t comfortable ones either, but such is life. I nearly went insane while I sat waiting for answers. They sent me to classes so I could learn to cope, but it was all just so dull. 


  Due to my head injury, I couldn’t even read to pass the time. This was a personal tragedy; it made my life miserable, I’ve always loved to read, but there was school and in college that limited my pleasure reading. Some of the assigned reading was interesting, but it wasn’t the science fiction and fantasy I read to escape. I’d always promised myself that when I was done with school, I would read just because I liked the title – I was finally in that place. I was home from the service, and college was a distant memory; sadly, my broken brain got in the way. Reading gave me migraines that almost brought me to tears. Large print books were better, but even those weren’t always big enough for me on the bad days. Feeling like your brain is in a fog is not fun.


  My wife never gave up on me. My parents never gave up on me. My doctors never gave up on me. In the end, they introduced me to this thing called the Kindle. I was able to magnify the sizes of the text to something that works for me. Hallelujah! I could read again. But the Kindle books were so expensive, and I didn’t have money for expensive books right away. Instead, I started looking through the free for $.99 stuff. That’s when I stumbled onto Joe’s Star Wanderers novellas. 


  I loved every second of his stories. Whenever the times got too dark, and I thought about giving up on treatment… and on myself… I remembered that there was another book for me. So, I didn’t give up on life, at least not that day. I didn’t know what happened so that I could put off that self-deletion for just another day. 


  Before I knew it, days became weeks, and now here I am years later. I can now say, without any uncertainty, that I’m here because of his books. I’m passionate about his work because they literally saved my life. They’re good, but don’t take my word for it… dive into one of the vast space opera adventures of our time. It is a classic in the making, so what are you waiting for?


  Respectfully,


  JR Handley


  INF SGT, 101st Airborne (ret) 




  ARIADNE





  The Star Wanderer



   


  The yellow sun shone bright against the deep blue sky, a combination of colors that felt so alien and yet so right. Beneath it, Noemi gazed out across the grassy meadow. A fresh mountain breeze blew pleasantly cool against her skin, tossing her short brown hair. She took a few steps and shivered with delight as the warm grass tickled her feet.


  Such a beautiful world, she thought. It could almost be home. 


  Almost, but not quite.


  A light flashed in the corner of her vision. It was a message from her father. Sighing heavily, she opened it with a wave of her hand.


  URGENT. COME HOME NOW.


  What is it this time? Noemi wondered. She’d already finished all her chores. Still, she obediently tapped her thumb and middle finger, ending the simulation.


  The mountain meadow flashed out of existence, replaced by an all-consuming darkness. It only lasted for a moment before she came back to reality.


  The first physical sensation to hit her was her aching stomach. That always happened when she missed one of Megiddo Station’s carefully rationed meals. She opened the dream monitor’s visor, blinking in the artificial light. Gone was the blue sky and wide-open landscape, replaced by aging bulkheads. The taste of recycled air filled her mouth, while the slick synthetic fabric of her clothes clung to her skin.


  She took a deep breath and sat up. The ergonomic couch creaked as she slipped her legs over the edge, but she ignored that. All around her, dozens of couches stretched out radially from the computer cores, with clusters of wires running across the ceiling.


  “Out of the way,” muttered a tall, twenty-something man. He shoved her aside to take her place. Before she could protest, he had already fitted the dream monitor over his head.


  Noemi glanced at the doorway and saw a long line of people waiting for their turn in the simulators. The sight made her heart sink. Pretty soon, they’d have to start rationing time in the dream worlds, too, which would bring an end to the long creative sessions that she loved so much.


  Not that it really mattered. In a couple of months, their food stores would finally run out, and everyone would starve to death. Life outside the simulators was sure to be a living nightmare then, but at least it wouldn’t last long.


  Clusters of starving beggars huddled around the edges of the main hallway. A group of half-naked children ran past her, while a nearby service bot cleaned up a pile of human waste. Noemi covered her nose and walked a little faster to get past the smell while the overworked ventilators chugged as they recycled the dirty air.


  At the doorway to her family’s apartment, she glanced up at the image of Saint Oriana and made the sign of the cross. In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Intelligence, she prayed silently. The shortages had driven some people to godlessness, questioning how an all-powerful God could let them suffer like this. Noemi didn’t have all the answers, but even if it was His will for her to die, she wouldn’t betray her faith.


  The door hissed open, revealing a short, unlit hallway. “How could you even think to whore out our daughters like this?” her mother all but screamed as Noemi stepped inside. “By the Father-star, what’s this universe coming to?”


  “Quiet, woman!” her father shouted. “Can’t you see it’s to save their lives?”


  “But they’re only—”


  “Silence!”


  Noemi froze as her mother ran off crying to the back room. Her father’s face was red, but his anger passed the moment he saw her.


  “Come in, Noemi. Don’t mind your mother.” He wore the black vest of his official uniform, with his cybernetic eye enhancements retracted.


  “What’s going on?” she asked, her legs stiff and wooden as she stepped inside. The jeweled table, a family heirloom used only for holidayshifts and special occasions, sat on the rug at the center of the room.


  “An important guest is coming.”


  “What kind of guest?”


  “A star wanderer. He’s young, he’s single, and most importantly, he has a starship.”


  She frowned. “What’s he doing here?”


  “Hoping to trade. Apparently, he doesn’t know how bad it’s gotten.”


  “And he’s coming here… why?” Even as she asked, the answer began to dawn on her.


  “I’m going to let him choose one of you to take to wife. Your mother may be against it, but I’ll be damned before I let you all starve to death.”


  Noemi’s knees went weak. “You—you’re going to do what?”


  Her father sighed. “I don’t like it either, but with our food stores so low, this may be our only chance to save one of you.”


  “But will he expect us to—to—”


  “To sleep with him? I don’t know. Probably.”


  Her eyes widened. She opened her mouth, but her father silenced her with his hand.


  “It’s for the best,” he said, more to convince himself than her. “I’m doing this because I love you.”


  “Yes,” Noemi whispered. It wasn’t herself she was worried for—she was under no illusion that the star wanderer would choose her. But to think of a stranger bedding one of her younger sisters…


  “Go on,” said her father, shooing her toward the back room. “Get changed—he’ll be here any minute.”


  “All right, Father,” she whispered. Biting her lip, she slipped silently through the door.


   


  * * * * *


   


  The back room was a flurry of activity. Marta primped in front of the mirror, turning her head to get around the crack that ran down its center. Elsa and Bekka were in various stages of undress, while Eva tried in vain to console their mother. She sat on the threadbare divan with her head in her hands, weeping as if she were losing them all at once. The sight made Noemi’s heart fall.


  “Oh, hi, Noemi,” Marta greeted her with a smile. She seemed oblivious to their mother’s sobs, preoccupied with preening herself.


  “Hi, Marta.”


  “Missed the last ration, didn’t you? Don’t worry, I snuck you out some. It’s in the napkin on the dresser.”


  Noemi took it eagerly, even though she knew their father would object. She was so hungry. Inside the napkin was half a synthmeal bar, tough and tasteless but better than nothing. She ate it quickly.


  “Why does father want us to dress up?” Bekka asked as Elsa helped her put on her white pajama dress.


  “Because,” said Elsa, as if that were an answer. She wore her favorite dress, the sleeveless light blue one that barely stretched to her knees.


  “What are you going to wear?” Marta asked. She’d put on a loose-fitting chemise, pink with little sparkling sequins. The thin fabric revealed almost as much as it covered. The famine had reduced her normally curvy body, but she was still attractive enough that Noemi had little doubt the stranger would choose her.


  “Oh, I don’t know,” Noemi answered. “I really don’t think—”


  “Try the yellow one!” Marta exclaimed. “I think it suits you—here!”


  She held it up to Noemi’s chest. It was almost the same as hers, except with little pink flowers instead of sequins. Noemi blushed.


  “Well, go ahead,” said Marta. “What are you waiting for?”


  Noemi sighed and undressed, keeping the jeweled silver cross that dangled from her neck. It was her most precious possession—indeed, perhaps the only valuable thing she possessed. As Marta slipped the chemise over her head, she was careful to make sure it didn’t snag on the fabric.


  “Here, stick your hand through—there we go.”


  To Noemi’s horror, the hem barely stretched two handbreadths below her hips. She tried in vain to stretch it lower. The sleeveless straps rubbed uncomfortably against her bony shoulders, but the front was conspicuously baggy and loose.


  “Do you want to borrow one of my bras?” Marta asked. “I can stuff it with socks if you’d like.”


  Noemi shook her head. “No, that’s all right. I’m sure he won’t choose me.”


  “But you’ve got to at least try,” Marta protested.


  She feels guilty because she’s already betrothed, Noemi realized. She doesn’t want to be unfaithful, but at the same time, she’s terrified of dying with the rest of us. 


  A couple of months ago, that same fear had gripped Noemi. For weeks, she had wet her pillow with her tears. But now, the fear was little more than a dull throb in the back of her mind. Death came for everyone. With the way Marta’s hands trembled, it was clear she hadn’t yet accepted that.


  “Don’t worry about me,” said Noemi. “From stardust we were made, and to stardust we’ll return.”


  Marta nodded and hastily crossed herself. The moment she was finished, she pulled Noemi in front of the mirror.


  “Well? What do you think?”


  Noemi cringed. Her arms were long and lanky, her legs thin and pale. Unlike Marta, she was almost devoid of curves. Her chest was so flat, if she cut her hair short, she could almost pass as a boy. Her only redeeming physical quality was her eyes, but that hardly set her apart, since all Deltan women had beautiful eyes.


  She smiled so as not to hurt Marta’s feelings. “It looks good,” she lied.


  “Needs something, though,” said Marta. “How about a headband?”


  Noemi shrugged. What difference did it make?


  As Marta tied a matching yellow headband across her brow, the front door chimed. “He’s here!” Eva shrieked. Mother let out a low, disconsolate wail.


  Marta grabbed Noemi by the arm and pulled her to the door, where Eva and Elsa were already listening. The room became suddenly quiet. Noemi’s heart pounded in spite of herself, and her palms felt warm and sweaty.


  “It’s him!” Marta whispered. Her voice betrayed just as much fear as excitement and hope.


   


  * * * * *


   


  Jeremiah knew something was wrong the moment he left the Ariadne. The locals had an eerie look about them. Their faces were gaunt, their skin sagging. It was almost as if they were sizing him up.


  I just need to make the trade and unload my cargo, he thought anxiously. Once I’ve gotten clearance from the station master, everything should go smoothly. 


  The traders at the last system had warned him about this place. “You be careful,” they’d said. “We few see go, since six revolutions not anyone come back.”


  Jeremiah hadn’t thought much of it at the time. Star wandering traders didn’t follow any set routes this far into the Outworlds, and the more isolated colonies always had problems of one sort or another. But now that he was here, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d made a dangerous mistake.


  The station master’s door had a creepy image of a half-cyborg saint tacked above the lintel. Jeremiah keyed the chime, and it opened almost immediately.


  “Come, come!” the station master ushered him inside. “You Captain Jerem-ahra?”


  The man was short and balding, with a rotund face and a cybernetic implant in his left eye. He wore a simple blue jumpsuit with an insignia on his arm that probably denoted his rank.


  “Yes,” Jeremiah answered, bowing respectfully. “Are you Master Korha?”


  “Korha? Yes, yes.”


  Jeremiah followed Master Korha into what appeared to be the apartment’s main living quarters. Mattresses lined the floor, indicating a sizable family and not much living space. An ornate mosaic table sat on a dull blue rug in the center, with pungent sticks of incense burning in a bowl. Except for the two of them, the room was empty.


  “Sit, sit,” Master Korha urged, motioning to a seat cushion. His eagerness seemed strange, but these were the Outworlds. Jeremiah made himself comfortable while the station master produced a thermos and two glasses.


  “You young,” Master Korha observed as he poured them both a thick, white drink from the thermos.


  “Yes,” Jeremiah answered, taking a sip. The spicy sweetness hit him like a punch to the mouth, and he struggled to force it down.


  “Where from?”


  “Far,” said Jeremiah, eyes watering. “Many parsecs.”


  Master Korha nodded. “You star wanderer?”


  “Yes.”


  “Man of fortune?”


  “You could say that.”


  “Searching woman?” he asked, looking Jeremiah in the eye. “Searching home place, find woman and make babies, yes, yes?”


  “Uh…”


  “Is tradition, no?”


  “That’s true,” Jeremiah admitted, mind racing. Did the station master expect him to settle down here? Was that why he’d called him to his family’s quarters? The thought made Jeremiah swallow.


  “I, uh—”


  “You young, you need woman. Not good to man is alone, no, no.”


  Master Korha stared off as if lost in thought. Jeremiah took advantage of the lull and cleared his throat.


  “As much as I appreciate your hospitality, I have some coffee from the Chondarr system that I was hoping to trade, and—”


  “Listen,” Master Korha hissed, glancing over his shoulder before leaning forward to look Jeremiah in the eye. “You no stay here. Not safe.”


  Jeremiah frowned. “Not safe? What do you mean?”


  “Here is not safe—much is dying, yes, yes. Accident since many cycles—no can food to eat. Station crowded, very. Stores run out since many dayshifts, not much longer all die.”


  A chill ran down the back of Jeremiah’s neck. “You mean that there’s a famine?”


  “Yes, yes! Smart young man. Have ship, yes. Cannot stay—very dangerous.”


  The gleam in his eyes made Jeremiah shift uncomfortably.


  “Why are you telling me this?”


  Master Korha took a long draught, draining half his glass. “You young man, you star wanderer, you go places. Is good, yes. Have favor I ask you.”


  He clapped his hands twice. A side door opened, and five girls lined up in the front of the room. They each wore a loose-fitting chemise that left the shoulders bare, and stared demurely at the floor, glancing up only occasionally with wide, nervous eyes.


  “My daughters. You choose, yes, yes.”


  Jeremiah blinked. “Choose one?”


  “Choose one, choose two, choose all—no matter. You go, take with. Is good, no?”


  This can’t be happening. 


   


  * * * * *


   


  Noemi stared at her feet and tried once again to pull down the hem of her chemise. As their father talked with the stranger, Noemi stole a glance at him.


  He was clean-shaven with wavy brown hair. His face seemed a little pale, but his nose was straight and his chin sharp. He was about half a head taller than her, with broad shoulders. He wore a dark gray jumpsuit with short sleeves and a wristband on his left arm. His eyes were a light hazel, framed by dark lashes and narrow eyebrows.


  “He’s kind of cute,” Marta whispered. Noemi was too nervous to think about that.


  Her father spoke with him in Gaian, the language of the stars. Noemi wasn’t very good with languages, so she’d never picked it up. She couldn’t help but regret that now as she stood with her sisters like wares on an auction block.


  The stranger frowned. Was he going to refuse? Now he was arguing with their father. She glanced at Marta, who seemed just as confused as she was. In just a few moments, it would all—


  “Aiee!” cried their mother, bursting into the room. “How could you peddle our daughters like slaves?”


  “Silence, woman!” father boomed. “For the last time, this is for their own good!”


  The anger in his voice made Noemi cringe. From the way the stranger shifted on his feet, it was clear that he didn’t want to be there either. Father turned and bellowed at him, while their mother collapsed to the floor in tears.


  “Woe is me, woe is me!” she sobbed, rocking back and forth. To Noemi’s right, Bekka began to cry.


  Please—just pick Marta, and get this over with. 


  Without warning, father grabbed her and Marta and pulled them forward. Marta let out a nervous giggle as the stranger looked her over.


  That’s right. Choose her. 


  The stranger held up both hands as if to protest. Behind them, Mother began to wail. Noemi wished that her father would—


  “Enti,” said the stranger, pointing directly at her.


  A chill shot down Noemi’s back, and her knees went suddenly weak. She covered her mouth with her hands to suppress a gasp.


  Me? What—why? 


  To her horror, her father took her by the wrist and clasped her hands with the stranger’s. He made the sign of the cross.


  “By the authority vested in me as master of Megiddo Station, I pronounce you husband and wife.” 


  Noemi’s vision blurred. She was vaguely aware of voices all around her, but the room was spinning, and nothing seemed real to her anymore—nothing but the gut-wrenching knowledge that she was about to leave her home forever.




  The Accidental Wife



   


  The goodbyes passed in a blur. Noemi was barely able to keep up. Emotions spilled out freely all around her, and as much as she tried to keep it together, inwardly, she was a wreck.


  And then she was hurrying down a narrow maintenance corridor, following her father and the stranger—now her husband. A door opened up ahead, and they walked briskly onto the main rimside hallway.


  Down by the dockyards, they chased a few gaunt-faced beggars out from one of the docking airlocks. Dock rats, some called them—but wasn’t everyone on Megiddo Station a beggar now? Her father had begged this stranger to take her, and now, as his wife, she was at his mercy. Would he make her beg for it, too?


  The airlock hissed open. Once inside, Noemi felt rooted to the spot, as if her feet had fused to the deck.


  “Well, this is it,” her father said softly. He put his hands on her shoulders and looked her in the eye. “I’ve done all I can for you. Take care of yourself, and never forget that I love you.”


  Noemi nodded silently, unable to utter a word. In that moment, she felt as if she’d never be able to speak again. They embraced, and then he walked away, disappearing into the crowd that had started to gather in the dockyards.


  Don’t leave me! Noemi wanted to scream.


  For a very brief moment she felt an overwhelming urge to run after him, but her feet still refused to move. The stranger hit the access panel, and the door hissed shut on her home forever.


  The stranger swore—or from his tone, that was what she gathered. Fear gripped her heart, and she drew a long, ragged breath.


  What now? 


  Noemi was under no illusion about what her wifely duties entailed. Technically, she wasn’t a whore if they were married to each other, but under these circumstances that was a distinction without a difference. She just hoped that he was gentle.


  The stranger held out his hand. For a moment, she thought he would prod her, but he just held it there. To her surprise, he seemed almost embarrassed.


  What does he want? She folded her arms, not sure what to do.


  He awkwardly slipped his hand into his pocket and asked a question. The words spilled out of his mouth like water from a fountain; no matter how hard she tried to grasp their meaning, it washed right over her.


  I can’t even speak his language, she thought miserably.


  Fortunately, the look in his eyes was gentle enough to calm the worst of her fears. He palmed open the inner airlock and led her onto his ship.


  The first thing Noemi noticed was how small it was. A short corridor led from the airlock to a cozy little cabin, with a bed that folded out from the wall. On second thought, “bed” was generous—it was more of a cot. The ship’s sole bathroom was the size of a closet, and the walls were devoid of windows, wallscreens, or even posters, though the torn remnant of one still clung to the face of one of the compartments. Elsewhere, long yellow handles ran vertically almost from floor to ceiling. She realized that they were handholds for zero gravity.


  She swallowed. It wasn’t anything like home.


  The stranger hastily threw some clothes into a small washer, then unfolded the cot and motioned to it with his hand. Noemi’s eyes widened—they hadn’t even undocked yet, and he already wanted to have sex? She gave him a questioning look.


  Much to her relief, he vigorously shook his head. Instead, he opened a wall compartment and handed her a jumpsuit.


  He wants me to change, Noemi realized. There wasn’t much privacy, but with four younger sisters, she was used to that. As he stepped into what looked like the ship’s bridge, she slipped out of her clothes and pulled on the jumpsuit. It was baggier than she would have liked, but it was a wonderful improvement over the skimpy chemise.


  She thought of Marta as she untied the headband and set it down with the other clothes. What was she going through now? Did she regret helping her? Noemi imagined her weeping out of shame and fear and jealousy—jealousy for not being chosen; fear for the bleak and hopeless future that awaited her; and shame for wishing she’d been whored out to a stranger.


  Laying aside her dark thoughts, Noemi stepped through the doorway. Sure enough, the ship’s bridge—really, more a cockpit—lay on the other side. The stranger sat in an age-worn synth-leather chair, surrounded by instruments and control panels. The displays showed maps and data readouts, while the wide forward window gave her a magnificent view of space.


  Overhead, the pocked and weathered hull of Megiddo Station stretched out like a long gray ceiling. As the station spun, the deep blue mass of Megiddo—known to the rest of the Outworlds as Delta Oriana III—passed into view. The icy gas giant shone the same deep blue color as the jewel on her cross. Noemi held her breath at the sight.


  The stranger glanced at her over his shoulder as he made the necessary calls to depart. Through the bulkheads, the engine hummed and purred.


  This is it, Noemi thought.


  The ship undocked with a groan, and the floor fell out from under her. She gasped in surprise and fell back, jarring her shoulder.


  “Ow!”


  The stranger glanced at her in alarm, but it was too late to help her.


  The ship began to dive. The floor tilted from the sudden acceleration, making Noemi sick. She tried to suppress her growing nausea, but then the bulkheads began to collapse in on her.


  This must be what jumpspace feels like. 


  For a brief, terrifying moment, she felt as if the whole ship was collapsing on a single point in the center of her body. Then, the universe suddenly flipped, and she felt as if she’d been turned inside out. She gasped and blinked, and in that instant, everything reverted to normal


  It was all too much for her poor stomach. Before she could stop herself, she vomited explosively across the floor.


  What will he think of me now? 


  Her husband hurried to the closet-sized bathroom, where he produced some disinfectant and a rag. Noemi blushed, but she was still too dizzy to clean it up herself. Instead, she walked back into the cabin and sat on the cot as he cleaned up after her.


  She had never felt more alone.


  After the stranger had finished cleaning, he came back into the cabin and stood silently beside her. Noemi stared off at the opposite wall, lost in her own thoughts. He said something, then opened a ceiling compartment and pulled out a helmet-like headpiece.


  A dream monitor, she thought, recognizing the familiar device. Her heart skipped a beat.


  She parted the hair on the back of her neck to expose her neural socket, and he fitted the monitor over her head. The pin scraped a little, making her fingers tingle, but it soon connected with a satisfying click. He pulled down the visor to block out the outside, and she leaned back and rested her hands comfortably in her lap.


  Is this his way of getting rid of me? she wondered, doubts rising in her mind. Perhaps. At least it gave her a chance to escape, if only for a little while.


   


  * * * * *


   


  Delta Oriana, the Gaian Imperial catalog entry read. Class K dwarf; .68 standard solar masses; 3 planets, 8 major moons. Charted settlements: … 


  Jeremiah’s mind drifted as he skimmed the entry, which he suspected was at least two standard decades out of date. Even so, it had a lot of useful information about the founding of Megiddo Station and the people who had settled there. The original colonists hadn’t come from the Coreward Stars, but from a frontier system not far from Edenia, his own birth world. Perhaps in the not too distant past, the two societies hadn’t been all that different.


  “You’ll meet a lot of strange people on your journeys,” his father had told him. “Before I met your mother, I saw my fair share of bizarre cultures. I once came across a colony of nudists, who thought I was indecent for wearing clothes.”


  “You mean everyone was naked? No one wore anything at all?”


  “That’s right, though they had some mighty artistic tattoos.”


  “What else is out there, Dad?”


  Jeremiah still remembered his father’s smile. “You’ll find out soon enough. When you’re of an age to wander the stars, the Ariadne will be yours, and you’ll be free to explore all those worlds for yourself.”


  Free to explore, but never to see my home again. 


  “Is something the matter, son?”


  “It’s nothing,” he had said, wiping his nose.


  “It’s the part about leaving, is it?”


  Afraid his voice would crack, Jeremiah had only nodded.


  “I know exactly how you feel. When I left my birth world, I felt as if I had died a hundred times over. But if I hadn’t, I never would have met your mother, and you never would have been born.”


  “I—I guess.”


  “In my travels, I came across a few colonies that wouldn’t allow outsiders to join them or marry their daughters. They’ve all perished now, either from disease or inbreeding or some other evil they brought upon themselves. And that is why we follow the star wandering tradition, because it is only through the old traditions that the Outworlds remain strong.”


  Jeremiah had nodded, but still sniffled at the thought of leaving his home forever. His father knelt down and put an arm around his shoulder.


  “Take heart, Jeremiah. Someday out there, you’ll meet a girl whose beauty will make the gardens of Edenia pale in comparison. Her smile will warm you in a way the stars never could, and your feelings for her will fill a void in your heart you never knew was there. When that dayshift comes, you’ll know you’ve found your home.”


  The noise of the girl shifting in the cabin brought Jeremiah back to the present. I wonder what Dad would have thought of her, he thought as he rose from his chair. He probably would have told me to keep looking. 


   


  * * * * *


   


  The comforting blackness of the simulator enveloped Noemi. She sighed and closed her eyes as the data seeped through her awareness, invisible and yet so potent. The blackness was probably due to a system reboot, but that hardly mattered. At her command, the simulation would obey her as the universe obeyed the word of God.


  She’d always had a knack for data manipulation. Once, as a bored young student in primary school, she’d hacked the curriculum and built a talking puppy who could tell her all the answers. The teachers had scolded her for it, but they’d turned the puppy into a teaching aid for the class.


  Years later, her father had asked her to program simulations for Megiddo Station’s dream center. That was back in the early dayshifts of the food crisis. Her father had feared an uprising, and the simulations were a way to distract and pacify the people. Noemi hadn’t known that at the time, though. To her, it was simply a matter of pleasing her father. And she’d done very well—perhaps a little too well.


  God forgive me, she thought, crossing herself in the silent blackness. The memories saddened her—better to focus on the task at hand.


  She raised her hand and imagined a sunrise. A reddish-orange star rose dimly over a harsh blue horizon, much like the planet Megiddo. Noemi stretched out her other hand, and the speckled light of the stars appeared in their familiar constellations.


  Home, she thought to herself. The line between perception and imagination blurred, and soon, she was swept up in the ecstasy of creation.


  She lowered her bare foot and touched the grainy floor of Megiddo Station. The walls and ceiling came next, complete with chugging ventilators. The red-orange sun shone through the narrow space-frame window, casting hard shadows against the floor.


  She walked spinward up the curved hallway, adding details as she recalled them. Saints adorned the door lintels: Oriana, patron saint of the star cluster; Gaia Mariya, the holy mother; Christi Adonis, the Father of all. In a little niche, candles burned like silent prayers.


  One by one, people began to appear. They were only projections of her subconscious, of course, but Noemi smiled at them anyway. Haulers and station officials, beggars and old hunchbacked women—some of them looked strikingly familiar.


  A lump suddenly rose in her throat. What if she found herself face-to-face with Marta? The possibility was all too real.


  To forestall it, she passed through the window and floated out into the depths of space. For most dreamers, such an act was impossible, but she had long since learned how to break the illusions of reality. She soared past the double ring of Megiddo Station, observing the patchwork of haphazard additions to the superstructure. The newest module was the giant aeroponics facility at the hub—the one that had been ground zero for the famine.


  She sighed and turned away, looking outward to the stars. That was where her future lay. Her home was only the stuff of simulations now—she would never see it with her natural eyes again.


   


  * * * * *


   


  Noemi’s hunger was screaming when she jacked out. Unlike the simulations, reality could not be cheated or denied.


  She sat up slowly, removing the dream monitor with care. The air in the starship had a sterile, recycled quality to it, unlike her home. She’d never thought she’d miss the smell of stale body odor, but she had a feeling that the small things were going to affect her even more than the big things.


  I wonder when we’re going to eat, she thought, clutching at her stomach. Would it be wrong to ask? She was so hungry—


  No, she told herself, shuddering in fear. What if her new husband took offense? It was risky to make demands on him so soon.


  But I’m so hungry… 


  What if he didn’t have enough food for the both of them? What if he had to ration his stores as carefully as they did back home? And yet… what if he just didn’t know how hungry she was? He’d never know if she didn’t ask.


  No, she told herself, burying her head in her hands. Don’t be pushy. 


  But she was so hungry…


  As she wondered what to do, the stranger stepped into the cabin. He greeted her with a boyish grin and a few softly spoken words, and the innocent tone of his voice melted away her fear.


  Here goes nothing. 


  She patted her stomach and gave him the most apologetic look she could muster. His grin fell, and he quickly opened one of the wall compartments and began punching buttons. Noemi’s heart skipped a beat—it was a food synthesizer, much like the ones back home. Her stomach growled in anticipation.


  Don’t be too eager, she told herself. You don’t want to look greedy. 


  The stranger pulled out a pair of bowls. Still mumbling to himself (he had a peculiar habit of that), he reached into a side compartment and pulled out a jar of brown flakes. When she hesitated, he took her hands and poured out some flakes of dried fruit


  How long had it been since the fruit stores had run out back home? Almost a year, perhaps more. It was all she could do not to stuff herself. When she smiled her thanks, though, his cheeks reddened.


  He seems a little sentimental, she thought. How many times has he blushed since I stepped onto his ship? 


  The synthesizer finished its cycle, and he filled their bowls with thick gray sludge. Hunger made her forget her caution, and as soon as he handed it off to her, she attacked it with wild abandon. Only when she felt his stare did she pull back.


  Slow down, she chastised herself as he crumbled some dried fruit and spices into her bowl. This time, she stirred it like a civilized person.


  As they sat across from each other on the floor, the stranger asked a question. She glanced up and smiled, hoping that would satisfy him. It didn’t, of course. He pointed at himself.


  “Jeremaya.”


  Noemi paused. Something told her that this was important. He pointed to himself and repeated, looking at her expectantly.


  “Jeremahra?” she asked, pronouncing the word as best she could.


  He nodded and smiled “Jeremaya.” 


  That’s his name, Noemi realized. She pointed to him again.


  “Jeremahra.”


  He asked his question again, pointing this time to her.


  “Noemi!” she said, her heart leaping. “Jeremahra, Noemi.”


  “No-em-ee?” Jeremahra repeated.


  She nodded vigorously and pointed to herself. “Noemi.”


  It felt so wonderful to be able to communicate, even if only with a single word. He was no longer a stranger, but a man with a proper name.


  Jeremahra. 


  She finished off her bowl and took another. He stared at her in silence as she ate, as if lost in thought.


  What does he think of me? she wondered. Probably that I’m as lanky as space-frame and eat like a garbage recycler. And yet, when she hazarded a glance at him, none of that showed in his eyes.


  What kind of a man was he? It was difficult to say. Across the Outworlds, it was common practice for fathers to send their eldest sons away to wander the stars until they settled down to start a family. Her grandfather had been a star wanderer, settling at Megiddo Station after almost ten years of starfaring. But her father had refused to leave, calling it a stupid tradition.


  Jeremahra didn’t seem stupid, though. A bit boyish, perhaps, but not stupid.


  Her fears slowly began to recede. He didn’t seem like the kind of man who would hurt her. Perhaps, Godwilling, they could even make this marriage work. Noemi glanced at the bed and wondered how long it would be before he wanted to consummate their union. Probably not much longer.


  He grinned at her, and she did her best to return the smile. When he wasn’t looking, though, she swallowed hard, and not because of the food.


   


  * * * * *


   


  As with most Outworld cultures, the people of the Oriana star cluster have strict social rules regarding sex. The older settlements place a high value on female virginity, considering it a major point of family honor. Those who violate this honor are often killed by jealous male relatives. 


  Jeremiah stopped reading to think back on the events that had brought him and Noemi together. He remembered all too well how Master Korha had made them clasp hands, as if to marry them. Had that been his intent?


  Through the bulkheads, the sound of running water mingled with the hum of the ventilation system. That would be Noemi, probably getting ready for the nightshift. It had been almost eight hours since leaving Megiddo Station, and he was getting tired, too. He yawned and returned to the catalog entry.


  Weddings are always extravagant affairs. The parents of the bride typically spend upwards of an entire year’s income on the event. Dowries can also be quite high, especially among the elites. 


  Jeremiah smiled as he logged out. Noemi was only a passenger. Nothing more. Whatever her father had done, he certainly had not married them. Not according to this.


  The bathroom door hissed open shortly after Noemi had finished her shower. He’d have to deal with the awkwardness of their sleeping arrangements soon, but he still had enough time to set the target coordinates for their next jump. The Ariadne was rated for a safe jump distance of up to a quarter of a light-year, but cosmic dust was sparse in the Oriana Cluster, and most of the rogue planets were safely charted. Still, he had to be careful not to push too far, or it would be impossible to predict where they would emerge from jumpspace.


  With the target coordinates plugged into the nav-computer, Jeremiah yawned again and rose groggily to his feet. The jump could wait until the next dayshift. In the meantime, they would sleep.


  “All right,” he said aloud as he stepped into the cabin. “Time to—”


  He stopped inside the doorway and froze. Noemi lay stark naked on the cot. Her gaze met his, and she smiled, making absolutely no effort to cover herself.


  Jeremiah’s cheeks burned as if on fire. His hands began to shake, but he couldn’t take his eyes off of her. The rise and fall of her diminutive breasts, the subtle yet enticing curves of her body—


  “Stars and c-constellations of Earth,” he stammered.




  Dreams of Home



   


  The orange-yellow light of Edenia cast speckled shadows as Jeremiah walked beneath the leafy canopy of the gardens. The giant redwoods had been brought from Gaia Nova by the first settlers of Edenia, almost eight generations ago. Legend held that they were descended directly from Earth. In the lighter gravity of Edenia’s second planet, they had grown to a towering height, almost brushing the top of the settlement’s dome. The trunks alone were as wide as pylons, and the roots created dozens of dark, damp hiding places among the wavy undergrowth.


  Jeremiah closed his eyes and breathed deeply. The scent of mulch filled his nose, while warm moisture clung to his skin. It was a little piece of paradise taking root among the stars.


  At the sound of laughter, his eyes snapped open. A young girl smiled at him through the leafy ferns.


  “Come and get me, Jeremy!”


  With a grin, he spun around and gave chase. The girl squealed in delight and dashed around the massive trunks.


  “You can’t run from me, Sarah—I’ll catch you!”


  “Never!”


  They ran to the edge of the dome, where the forest opened up to a meadow before the giant dome wall. Beyond the glass lay a harsh, alien wasteland. Dust and sand blew across the hazy sky, while the craggy peaks at the rim of the crater stood like ancient sentinels. Jeremiah slowed, letting his sister escape.


  “Jeremy? What’s the matter?”


  “Nothing,” he said, looking out over the landscape. Strange, how so much barrenness surrounded even the tiniest sanctuary of life.


  His sister walked over to him, peering out the glass to see what he saw. While she was distracted, he lunged and seized her by the waist. She shrieked and tried to get away, but he held on tight, laughing as they tumbled to the ground.


  When they had finished wrestling, they lay on their backs and stared up through the glass. The orange sun dipped over the horizon, and the yellow haze parted just enough to reveal the stars. Together, they picked out the familiar constellations: Galileo, Armstrong, Sputnik, and Yuri. They shone so brightly that he felt he could reach out and touch them.


  “How much longer before you take the Ariadne?” she asked.


  “I don’t know. A year, maybe two.”


  “You shouldn’t go.”


  He glanced over at her and frowned. “Sarah, you know I can’t—”


  “I don’t care, Jeremy. I want you to stay.”


  Her tears were irrepressible. They traced shimmering lines down her cheeks like the condensation on the inside of the dome.


  “I don’t know,” he said, his body growing tense. “Dad is pretty set on it. He expects me to—”


  “Don’t go, Jeremy. Please don’t.”


  Her pleas cut deep. If he took the Ariadne and became a star wanderer, he would probably never see her again. Tradition forbade that he return to the star of his birth. But to leave all of this behind—his family, his home, the beautiful gardens of Edenia—he might as well cut out his heart and throw it into an incinerator.


  At the same time, he couldn’t stay. The stars were calling him, much as they’d called the ancients to leave the dying remains of Earth. Did that make him unworthy? His mother had always taught him that the gardens of Edenia were an island of holiness in the midst of the void.


  “The whole Earth was like this, once,” she had taught him as a little boy. “Green, pure, and full of life.”


  “It was?” he had asked, eyes wide.


  “Yes. Earth was a holy place, but we defiled it and so God cast us out.”


  “Why?”


  “Because we didn’t deserve it,” she had told him. “But even though He cast us out, He gave us a piece of it to take with us across the stars, so that we could fulfill the prophecies of a New Earth.”


  A New Earth—and yet, his heart still yearned for the stars.


  “Promise me you’ll stay, Jeremy,” begged his little sister. “Promise me you’ll never leave.”


  “I don’t know—”


  “Please, Jeremy? Ple-e-ease?”


  “All right,” he whispered, knowing even as he said it that it was a lie.


  “Really? Promise?”


  “Promise.”


  “Yay!”


  With that, she scampered innocently off into the trees. A lump rose in Jeremiah’s throat. One dayshift, he would break his promise to her—and that would be the last dayshift he’d ever see her.


  And then he really would be unworthy.


   


  * * * * *


   


  Jeremiah opened his groggy eyes to the hum of the cockpit instruments. Barely twenty-four hours, and the dreams had already begun. Usually, it took at least a week before they really set in. The loneliness came next, along with the sheer terror of knowing that he was light-years from the nearest human being.


  Sometimes, on the longer voyages, he wondered if all of his memories of other people were just inventions of his own imagination. The vastness of space could have that effect, especially on star wanderers. He’d once heard of a young man who’d decided to activate his distress beacon and wait for someone to come to his rescue. It had taken almost two standard years, and when help had finally arrived, he was a hopelessly undernourished wreck, curled up in the pilot’s chair and babbling incoherently. His ship still functioned perfectly, but his madness had progressed so far that he was no longer capable of piloting it.


  “That’s not going to be you,” Jeremiah tried to reassure himself. “You can handle this—pull yourself together!” Of course, some would say that his habit of talking to himself was a sign that he was already starting to go. But if it kept him from falling into the abyss, so be it.


  He rose to his feet and stretched, working out the kinks in his body from spending the night in the pilot’s chair. It wasn’t comfortable, but at least it was better than the floor.


  Back in the cabin, Noemi was still asleep. She’d wrapped the blanket around herself, but it had fallen halfway off during the sleep cycle. Jeremiah tensed, and his cheeks burned as he remembered walking in on her just a few hours before. Moving carefully so as not to disturb her, he pulled up the blanket so that it covered her naked body. She moaned a little, but soon fell back asleep.


  I could have had sex with her, Jeremiah realized. I could probably have sex with her now, and she wouldn’t object. His heart raced at the thought.


  Some starfarers had girls waiting for them at every port. In the past three years, however, Jeremiah had never tried to find a girl. It wasn’t for lack of desire—God knew he yearned for company on the long, lonely voyages—but he could never quite shake the feeling that he didn’t deserve it.


  With a soft moan, Noemi began to stir. His blood turned to ice, but he stood rooted to the spot, unable to leave. She yawned and stretched, arcing her back. Then, she opened her eyes and saw him.


  For a long, awkward moment they just stared at each other, both unsure what to do next.


  “I should make the next jump,” Jeremiah said, breaking the silence. “Here, let—”


  Noemi reached out and took his hand. She smiled and pulled him gently towards her.


  “No,” he said, pulling back. He thought back on the last time he’d held her hand, when her father had presumably married them. If he slept with her now, she would take it as a sign that he’d accepted her, which would turn out to be a lie when he dropped her off at Alpha Oriana.


  Noemi’s smile slowly fell. She tugged on his hand again, but Jeremiah freed himself and took a step back, cheeks burning.


  “Look,” he said, “if we’re going to do this, you’ve to to understand that we aren’t married.” She looked puzzled, so he made the sign of the cross and clasped his hands together.


  “Married.”


  Her eyes lit up and she nodded vigorously, but Jeremiah shook his head and wagged his finger. “No,” he said, “not married. Understand?”


  From the puzzled look on her face, it was clear that she didn’t.


  “Look, if you want to have sex, that’s great, I’m all for it—just don’t get the wrong idea, okay? We’re not married—I never promised you anything. Not married. Understand?”


  She stared blankly at him, holding the thin blanket to her chest while her bare legs dangled over the edge of the cot. He clenched his fists and groaned.


  “Forget about it,” he said, cheeks burning as he left for the cockpit. After all, his conscience couldn’t carry the burden of another lie.


   


  * * * * *


   


  What’s going on? Noemi wondered as Jeremahra walked away. She wasn’t didn’t know whether to run after him or to quietly get dressed and pretend that nothing had happened.


  In some ways, of course, it was a relief. She’d dreaded the sex part of their marriage practically from the moment he’d chosen her. But she hadn’t been prepared for this. Here they were, alone in his starship in the midst of interstellar space, and he didn’t want sex? No, that wasn’t exactly true; she could tell from his eyes that he wanted it, but something else was holding him back.


  As she dressed in the clothes he’d given her, she began to rethink her situation. Her worst fear until now was that he’d make her pregnant before abandoning her at the next station—or worse, sell her to slavers. Unless she could find friends who spoke her language, it would be worse than if she’d never left home. But this was something else entirely. Far from taking advantage of her, Jeremahra seemed to take their marriage seriously—at least, enough not to consummate it without making a commitment he wasn’t ready to keep.


  Not that she would be any better off if he still abandoned her. As decent and honorable as Jeremahra seemed to be, the Outworlds were practically teeming with shady characters. Left to fend for herself, it wouldn’t take long to fall prey to the worst of them.


  I have to convince him to accept me as his wife, she thought. I have to convince him that this marriage is a good idea. 


  Was it, though? She sat on the cot and hugged her knees to her chest. Twenty-four hours ago, there had been so much certainty in her life. If Jeremahra hadn’t chosen her, would things be any better? The part of her that missed home screamed yes—better to die among family than to live and never see them again. He should have chosen Marta—or better yet, he should have never come at all.


  Stop, she told herself, blinking through the inevitable tears. It isn’t right to think like that. She pressed her fingers against the cross that hung from her neck. Providence had brought her this far, and it wasn’t a coincidence that Jeremahra had come into her life. Now was not the time or the place to feel sorry for herself.


  Perhaps—but even so, she couldn’t help but feel homesick.


  A sickening feeling grew in her stomach, and the floor and walls began to spin. At first, she thought she was losing her mind—but then, the room began to shrink, and she realized it was another jump. She gripped the nearest handhold as the gut-wrenching nausea grew worse and worse—


  —and then, just like that, they were through.


  She managed not to vomit this time, but just barely. From the cockpit, Jeremahra glanced over his shoulder to make sure she was okay. She smiled and nodded, and he turned his attention back to the ship’s controls.


  Was he trying to avoid her? After last night, Noemi didn’t blame him, but the intimately close quarters made it more awkward than she could bear. The only privacy on the ship was in the bathroom and the simulators.


  Noemi took a brief bathroom break. Jeremahra was still in the cockpit when she came out, so with nowhere else to go, she pulled down the dream monitor and plugged in. The weight of the device pressed against her neck and shoulders—


   


  —and then she was in a dark, wet forest, surrounded by leafy green ferns and massive tree trunks.


  She frowned at the strange landscape. Trees as wide as the main hallway at Megiddo Station towered all around her. The air was wet and thick. The trees themselves were a sort of pine or conifer, with deep red bark covered in patches of moss. The leafy undergrowth gently brushed her legs as she stepped onto a forest path.


  The vibrant imagery and the striking level of detail told her that Jeremahra visited this dream world often. But more than anything else, it was the homesickness that overwhelmed her, choking her with pent-up emotions.


  What’s happening? she wondered as she stumbled to a nearby rock. Breathing deeply, she sat down and pressed her fingers to her forehead. Yes, she was homesick—but not like this.


  With her programmer’s eye, she skimmed the data. Sure enough, the combination of emotions was actually a residual effect of the simulation itself. It wasn’t just her own longing for home that she felt—it was Jeremahra’s, as well.


  She took a deep breath and built a shield to protect herself from the more invasive parts of the simulation. Almost immediately, her emotions subsided, allowing her to think more clearly. She sighed in relief.


  It was clear that this place meant a lot to Jeremahra, though how or why, Noemi couldn’t say. The details of any projection were impossible to predict, much less extrapolate backward to its source. But perhaps, if she—


  “Jeremy?”


  The sound of a young girl’s voice made Noemi frown. What was this, a projection of her own? It sounded almost like one of her little sisters.


  “Jeremy!”


  The voice came again, this time much closer. If it was calling for Jeremahra, it clearly wasn’t hers—but if it was his projection, the fact that it was hard-coded into the simulation itself went far beyond anything she’d ever seen.


  I can’t stay here, she realized. If she interacted with the girl, she risked corrupting the simulation so much that Jeremahra would know that she’d been here. Judging from the depth of the residual emotions in this place, he probably wanted to keep this dream world private.


  She waved her hand, and the simulation ended.


  For a long time, she floated in the space between simulations. She felt like a voyeur, as if she’d invaded Jeremahra’s deepest and most private memories. But was that really true? Was the forest taken from a real-world memory, or was that an emotional projection too? And what did it all mean?


  I’m sorry, Jeremahra, she thought silently to herself. I’m sorry, but I’m going to come back. 




  Pangs of Guilt



   


  The next few dayshifts passed without incident. Jeremahra generally kept to the cockpit, leaving Noemi to the dream monitor. The only time she ever really interacted with him was when they came together to eat. After the first night, she no longer went to bed naked, but she wore her flimsy chemise just in case he changed his mind.


  He didn’t.


  The discovery of his secret dream world hung over her like a brilliant comet. She waited anxiously for him to plug in again, to see if he would notice that she’d been there. He didn’t use the dream monitor, though. Was that because he didn’t trust her? Or was it his way of being courteous, to share the best he had to offer? Either way, the effect was the same. Noemi couldn’t explore his dreams without first making sure that she hadn’t accidentally changed something.


  And so things settled into a dull, insipid routine.


  After a couple of weeks, she woke up from a nearly sleepless nightshift feeling sore all over. From all the time spent under the dream monitor, her body was so well rested that it was hard to sleep, even when she felt tired.


  I don’t care anymore, she decided. I’m going to go into the simulation and find out what he’s hiding. 


  But as she swung her legs off the cot and sat up, doubts and fears plagued her. What if she accidentally changed his dream so much that she could never revert it back to the way it was? What if Jeremahra changed his mind about the dream monitor and discovered what she had done?


  I need to pray, she realized. If ever there was a time she needed the strength and guidance that only God could give, it was surely now.


  She glanced through the cockpit doorway to confirm that Jeremahra was still there. Sure enough, he was fast asleep. After changing out of her skimpy chemise into something more decent, she hung her jeweled cross from one of the handholds and knelt by the side of the cot.


  She reverently clasped her hands and bowed her head as if she were in a chapel. She wasn’t, of course, but if God could hear the prayers of the faithful at Megiddo Station as loudly as at the Temple of a Thousand Suns, surely He would hear her now in the midst of the starry deep.


  Our Father who art in the heavens, she began. Lord of Earth, hear my prayer. 


   


  * * * * *


   


  Jeremiah peered through the doorway, wary of invading Noemi’s privacy. To his surprise, he found her kneeling as if in prayer. A small jeweled cross dangled from a silver chain on the wall in front of her.


  So she’s religious, he thought, stepping into the cabin.


  His unexpected arrival startled her, and she leaped to her feet, snatching the cross from the wall. “Whoa,” said Jeremiah, but she’d already hidden it from view.


  “You don’t have to worry. I was just curious.”


  She bit her lip as she stared at him.


  “Don’t be afraid,” Jeremiah tried to reassure her. “What is that you were praying to? Is it a cross?”


  Noemi said nothing. It was futile to try to explain himself, he but went on anyway.


  “I’m just curious, that’s all. Understand? Curious. Most people in the Outworlds are pagans—oh hell, you probably think I’m pagan too. I’m actually a New Earther—here.”


  He walked past her to one of the wall compartments on the other side of the cabin. His parents had given him a pendant with a green leaf and a rocketship, the emblem of the New Earth movement. He’d stuffed it away long ago, but if it helped Noemi to see that he was religious, too, then maybe it was worth pulling out.


  “Here we go,” he said, pulling it out to show her. “See? This is to me what your cross is to you.”


   


  * * * * *


   


  What’s he doing? Noemi wondered as she peered around him, trying to get a better look. He pulled out a green and orange pendant and handed it to her.


  She took it gingerly from his hands. The main image was an oak leaf, with a narrow rocket ship in the center. The border was a deep orange copper, the rocket overlaid with gold. He pointed at the pendant and hastily crossed himself.


  Well, she thought, at least he isn’t keeping me from praying. But if he wanted her to pray in his way, it wasn’t going to happen.


   


  * * * * *


   


  “Huh? What’s the matter?”


  She made as if to use the dream monitor. In the cramped space of the cabin, that was the only way to be alone.


  “No—wait,” said Jeremiah, taking her by the arm. She gave him a look as if to say “let me go,” but he held out his hand and gestured at the cross that she held behind her back.


  “Come on—let me see it. Don’t be shy.”


  Her expression became stony and she bit her lip, but when he didn’t relent, she sighed and tentatively placed the cross in his hand.


  It was small, barely larger than his thumb, but the workmanship was quite exquisite. A bright blue jewel the color of Delta Oriana III lay in the center, with an ornate inscription that circled it. The beams of the cross were made of titanium, inlaid with platinum. The silver chain was as thin as thread and smooth as silk, as finely made as the rest of the piece.


  Noemi shifted anxiously on her feet. It was obvious that the cross held deep sentimental value for her.


  “Don’t worry,” he said, “I’m not going to confiscate it.” He looked around for a suitable place to hang it and settled on the handhold where Noemi had placed it before. When she saw that he wasn’t upset, her body visibly relaxed.


  Smiling to himself, he stepped over to return the New-Earther pendant to its compartment. Before he could, however, Noemi stopped him and held out her hand.


   


  * * * * *


   


  “Not so fast,” Noemi said aloud. “Let me see it.” Jeremahra gave her a sheepish look, but she wasn’t about to let him off so easily.


  He handed her the pendant, and she hung it beside her cross. Back home, her fellow religionists might have found the juxtaposition scandalous, but the Lord of Earth was Jeremahra’s God as much as her own. Surely, He understood her intent.


  We’re not so different, are we? 


   


  * * * * *


   


  Noemi looked up at Jeremiah as if to ask what he thought. He tried to return her smile, but it felt too forced; there were reasons, after all, why he’d kept his mother’s pendant stuffed away. When he tried to leave, though, she gently stopped him. Kneeling in front of both religious emblems, she motioned for him to do the same.


  “What now?” he muttered.


  Noemi clasped her hands and bowed her head. Not wanting to disappoint her, Jeremiah did the same, trying to think of something to pray for.


  “God cast us out of paradise,” his mother had taught him. “We made ourselves unworthy by defiling our home, and so He sent us out to wander the cold, unforgiving universe.”


  To wander the stars, he thought to himself, taking a sharp breath. I wasn’t worthy of paradise. 


  He stole a glance at Noemi and wondered what she was praying for. She looked so serene, with her head bowed and her hands curled up against her forehead. Was that how she got through each dayshift without suffering a mental breakdown? It wasn’t like she had anything else left, after all—except perhaps him.


  He turned back to the religious pendants and closed his eyes. Please, God, he prayed, if you’re out there and you’re listening to me, please help me to take good care of this girl until she finds her way. 


   


  * * * * *


   


  The forest seemed darker when Noemi entered it again. She stepped quietly, keeping out of sight of the little girl. The less she interacted with the simulation, the less it would be altered by her presence—or so she hoped. Just the act of observing was enough to rewrite crucial elements of the program, however. She kept that in mind as she stepped over a particularly complex knot of roots and headed toward a small, grassy field.


  Is this Jeremahra’s birth world? Noemi wondered. The sky above her was an unnatural hazy yellow. A large, barren cliff rose up only a few hundred meters away. She squinted and realized that she was looking through a thick panel of glass, one that arced upward to form a dome that was probably only a kilometer or two in diameter. The ragged cliff on the other side was probably the edge of a small crater.


  “Jeremy!” the girl’s voice cried. “Jeremy, where are you?” Like a ghostly wind, it rustled the nearby leaves and sent chills shooting down Noemi’s back.


  In simulated dream worlds, the setting was largely interchangeable, while the characters who inhabited those worlds were subconscious projections and therefore unique to each user. However, sometimes a particularly strong projection created its own ghost, drawing from the monitor interface to mirror the one seen by the first user. To prevent this from happening, most shared networks required users to alternate between servers. The facilities at Megiddo Station followed a strict rotation, but even then they occasionally needed to be wiped. There was no telling how long it had been since Jeremahra had done that, however, and since there was only one computer on the ship, the ghost projection had to be intensely strong.


  The girl’s voice grew louder. Noemi looked for a place to hide, but the grass wasn’t tall enough, and the nearest tree was too far. She was just about to make a run for it when the girl stepped out from the forest.


  At first, Noemi could see nothing but a dark hole where the girl should have been. Her presence felt like a vortex in the data, an eddy that had become a whirlpool. The space around her rippled, and the hole shimmered into a visual form. Noemi squinted, then gasped.


  It was her sister Marta.


  The image lasted only for a second before the projection collapsed, but in that instant a crushing wave of guilt crashed over her. She fell to her knees, paralyzed by the sheer weight of it, and the world around her grew dark and tangled. Marta, her heart cried out, Marta, it should have been you who was chosen, not me. 


  As quickly as it had come, the moment passed, releasing Noemi from its hold. Still, she made no effort to get up. She missed Marta—she missed all of her sisters something terrible. But guilt? That had to be part of the projection.


  As her breathing returned to normal, she rolled over on her back and stared up at the hazy alien sky. The simulation was obviously based on Jeremahra’s memories—and for the rogue projection to have such a powerful influence, it must have been one that tortured him. Obviously, it wasn’t Marta that he saw, but if that was the closest analogue, that would mean—


  It’s his sister, Noemi realized. He left her when he became a star wanderer. 


  What must it be like to voluntarily leave your family, knowing that you’d never see them again? It was hard enough for Noemi, but at least that choice hadn’t been entirely hers. When Jeremahra had left, it must have broken his sister’s heart, and now the guilt was killing him.


  A ticklish sensation on her cheek made her sit up. Her presence was altering the simulation faster than her ability to revert it. She sighed and touched her fingers together to end it. The field and forest turned to blackness—


   


  —and then she was staring into Jeremahra’s eyes.


  He drew back in alarm. After mumbling a few words, his face turned bright red, and he turned to leave for the cockpit.


  “Jeremahra!” she cried, coming back to her senses.


  He stopped. She rose quickly to her feet, and in two bounding steps, she was standing in front of him. Jeremahra’s eyes met her own, and she reached up to stroke his cheek the way he’d stroked hers.


  I’m sorry, she wanted to say. I’m sorry for your sister. 


  She opened her mouth, but words failed her. Instead, she threw her arms around him and gave him a hug. At first, he was as stiff and unresponsive as a statue, but gradually he put his arms around her, holding her close.
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