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Rove City was nothing like Jack remembered. It was cold and dark and sparse now, but when she was younger, she had experienced it as warm, bright, and busy. Although, she doubted the city had truly changed all that much—the shift more likely spoke to how she was different, rather than the city.

She held a tray loosely in one hand as she stood in a line filled with tired-looking, grouchy people. She’d spent the last three months traveling here on a ship too small for all the people escaping Jord, and during the last three days on the interstellar city, she’d desperately missed the feel of soil under her feet, the open sky overhead, and the fresh air in her lungs. Everything here smelled faintly of disinfectant, and it was overwhelmingly dark. Yes, of course there were lights. But there was nothing quite like the warm light of a star shining through an atmosphere and gently caressing her skin.

She shuffled forward a few steps as a cook poured a scoop of beans onto her plate and handed her a roll. Next was some meat—a variety she didn’t recognize—and some steamed vegetables. She’d eaten mostly the same thing twice a day since her arrival, the only variation being the eggs and fruit served at midday. The food this morning was the same as it had been yesterday morning and the morning before that and the morning before that.

Morning. What a joke. Back on Jord, the mornings featured a rising sun, birds singing outside her window, and an obnoxious alarm waking her rudely from her from slumber. Here, the artificial lights illuminated slowly, mimicking the rising sun but doing a terrible job of it, in her opinion. Instead of birdsong, all she could hear were the grumbles and snores of the other people sleeping on the floor around her. She would have preferred the alarm.

Rove City refugees. That’s what the city had labeled them. People who had left Rove City once upon a time, but now had no other option but to return. Not everyone here was originally from Rove City, of course, but it didn’t matter. The label still stuck.

“You’re up early.” 

Her thoughts were interrupted by Mason, who gently poked her shoulder as he walked by, headed for the back of the line. She gave him a half-hearted smile. A child had screamed most of the night; she was pretty sure everyone was up early, and not by choice. 

She took her tray and sat down at the metal tables on the far side of the room. They were bolted to the floor, likely in case something happened to the gravity pumps. But even the simple fact that the tables couldn’t be moved added to her general sense of being stuck. Not only could she not leave the city, but she also couldn’t move the furniture? Ridiculous.

Of course, she knew she was being absurd. If she had stayed back on Jord, she would have died, consumed by the miserable Stalk, whose thoughts still haunted her. That... creature... had whispered directly into her mind! It was creepy—but at the same time, a part of her deep inside almost missed it. It was like it had awakened something in her she didn’t know existed, something deep and meaningful and ... something. 

She frowned at the glop of beans in front of her and tried to pull her thoughts away from this line of inquiry. The Stalk had been evil. She was glad it was dead. She should stop thinking about it, stop this strange, wistful longing.

“Thinking about the Stalk again?” Mason plopped his tray down on the table as he sat across from her.

“How’d you know?” she asked, glancing up at him.

“We’ve been living on the same ship for months,” Mason replied with a grin. “I can always tell.”

She gave him a tired nod. “I keep dreaming about it.”

“Anything in particular?”

The dream played back in her mind, a vision of her last view of the Stalk as the ship flew away from the planet. Except that it had sad eyes, looking up at her. Don’t forget about me, it had projected.

I won’t, she had said back.

Then, the planet had imploded, at least in real life. In her dream, however, it exploded outward; the planet’s rubble spun and swirled in the vacuum, and took shape—a face in the emptiness of space that spoke to her in the Stalk’s voice. I need you. Don’t leave me. I’m so alone, it said, weaving a desperate sorrow and longing into her mind that made her question whether destroying the Stalk had been the right choice, whether she should have instead thrown herself into the Hole after all. And then the dream version of her would walk to the Hole, which somehow floated in space beside the face, and stare down into it, resisting the urge to jump but still drawing closer and closer to the edge, with the Stalk’s voice ringing in her ears... until she woke up, sweating and gasping. 

“Same old,” she said with a shrug. 

“Okay.” Mason never pushed her to share more. It was one of the things she liked about him. He just let her have her thoughts, no pressure to explain, no expectations of her giving more than she was prepared to. 

“When do you think they’ll let us out of here?” Mason asked, changing the subject. He scooped some beans onto his roll.

“Never,” she grumbled. 

Mason laughed. “You’re cute when you’re grumpy.”

She glanced away, feeling awkwardly shy. They’d gotten to know each other pretty well on the trip here. But their relationship hadn’t progressed beyond friendship. She wasn’t even sure it was possible Mason would be interested in her. He could just simply be so gentle and polite that he didn’t want to upset her by initiating something. And she knew she could have initiated something at any point, but she wasn’t really sure what she wanted. Plus, with the Stalk still whispering in her subconscious, she didn’t think it was fair to ask anyone else to deal with that. 

But he liked to make comments like that—referring to her as cute or sweet or even cuddly a couple of times when she had fallen asleep beside him. It sometimes felt intimate, but she wasn’t sure what his intentions were or what he wanted. Whatever it was they shared, it was enough for Jack.

“They said they would start the process of doing something with us today,” she said. “Or, that was the rumor, anyway.”

“Making us work, probably,” Mason muttered. 

“I mean, it’s only fair we earn our keep.” Jack shrugged. 

Mason frowned. They’d had this conversation a hundred times and always disagreed. “It’s their fault this happened. Greed. Lack of accountability. Lack of regulation. Thousands of people are dead! They could at least feed and house us until we figure out what we want.”

She knew what he meant and didn’t completely disagree. But a few people being greedy didn’t mean the refugees had the right to demand resources from an entire civilization, especially one who relied on shipments of goods in order to survive. Scarcity was the rule up here, abundance rare. So she agreed that the city should have managed the situation on Jord better, but they hadn’t. And she didn’t want to be taking food out of anyone else’s mouth who was also at the mercy of a corrupt government. 

“Any word from Ace?” Mason changed the subject again, probably reading her thoughts as easily as a book. 

Jack shook her head. Ace had vanished as soon as the ship docked with Rove City five days ago, and there had been no word from her since. She was probably the owner of her parents’ company now, although Jack didn’t know how the laws worked for that kind of thing, so it was possible the company would be given to someone else or taken away, as her own family’s business had been many years ago. Regardless, Ace had responsibilities to take care of. And a home to live in.

Jack’s thoughts were again interrupted by a commotion on the far side of the cafeteria as a man in an official uniform entered the room. 

“Attention, citizens of Jord.” The man’s voice boomed from the recessed speakers in the ceiling. “Today we will begin determining living and working assignments for each of you. If you have family living in Rove City, please make your way to room 717 immediately.”

“Family,” Mason repeated thoughtfully. He glanced at Jack. “What about yours?”

“I guess I should see if mine are still here.” She sighed, reluctance welling up inside her.

Jack had left Rove City after her father’s death. The city had taken their family business to pay the death tax, her mother had moved into a homeless shelter, and her sister had married and moved to a different pod. Jack had only been only seventeen and found herself quite suddenly on her own, furious with the system that had destroyed her life. So she left. She’d taken the next ship off the city and ended up on Jord.

She’d thought about trying to reach out to her sister a few times since they’d arrived here, but the Rove City officials had been strict and not allowed any external communication, except with special permission. Several people had protested loudly, but Jack hadn’t seen her family in over a decade, and hadn’t left on the best terms. She figured she would rather sit back and wait. She didn’t even know if her mother was still alive, and she wasn’t sure she was prepared to deal with the emotional weight of, well... any of it. 

Jack shoveled the last of her beans into her mouth. She gave Mason a half-hearted smile. “I’ll be back, I guess.” 

He reached out and squeezed her hand. “I’ll be waiting.”

Jack stood, tossed her dishes in the dirty dish receptacle, and then headed for the door. This area of Rove City featured a series of rooms, some for sleeping, one for eating and hanging out in, bathrooms, laundry, and a couple others. The refugees were restricted to this set of rooms, and the main doors at the end of each hallway had been locked. Room 717 was on the far end and had also remained locked. Now, however, the door was open, and a line of people had formed in the hallway. 

She sighed and got behind the last person in the queue.

Luckily, the line moved quickly, and fifteen minutes later, she could peer inside the room. Several desks had had been arranged in rows, with two chairs in front and an employee sitting behind. As each of the refugees finished, they were either sent back out into the hall or escorted through a door on the other side of the desks.

“Next!” called a woman in a blue blazer—the same blue blazer all the other Rove City employees in the room wore.

Jack stepped forward and slid into the chair facing her. 

“Name?” 

“Jack Spriggins,” she stated. 

“Occupation?” 

“Digger.”

“Date of birth?” The woman proceeded to grill Jack on the minute details of her identity, finally ending with, “It looks like you are a certified citizen of Rove City, but you emigrated to Jord just over ten years ago.”

“That’s correct,” Jack said.

“Do you still have family remaining here?” The woman met Jack’s eyes.

“I don’t know,” Jack replied. “My mom and sister lived here when I left, but I haven’t been in touch with them in years.”

“Names?”

“Blossom Spriggins was my mother,” Jack answered. “And my sister is Leah Spriggins, and she was married to Devlan Nilsen.”

“Yes.” The woman was frowning at the screen in front of her. “Father was Jack Spriggins as well? Deceased?”

“That’s correct.”

“Your mother is also deceased, according to our records. Four years ago.”

“Oh.” Jack felt a well of sorrow wash over her. Leaving her family behind was the one thing she regretted most. She’d been so angry at Rove City when she was young, and just as angry with her sister and mother for giving up and living within it. But they were her family. And she missed them. The pain had softened over the years, and eventually she tried sending a couple messages to her sister, though she’d heard no reply. And now her mother was dead, and she would never have the opportunity to see her again.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” the woman said robotically without even glancing up from the screen. “And your sister is still alive, however...” She scrolled her finger along the screen. “Um, she is in jail.”

“Jail?!” Jack exclaimed, thoughts shifting abruptly away from the loss of her mother. 

“For crimes against the queen.” The woman met Jack’s gaze once more, tapping a long fingernail against the desk. “Her ex-husband had their marriage dissolved, so I’m afraid we won’t be able to allow you to leave at this time. Please exit the way you came in, and within the next week, you will be given a work assignment.”

Jack stared at the woman in shock. Leah had been one of the kindest, gentlest people she’d ever met. And now she was in jail? That couldn’t be real. Although, Jack had changed a lot in ten years, so it seemed likely her sister had too. But... jail? What could she have possibly done to get sent to jail?

“Can I... is there a way for me to see her?” Jack asked. “My sister, I mean?”

“When you have received your assignment,” the woman replied, “you can file a request for visitation as a family member.”

Jack nodded, her mind whirling with this new information.

“Please,” the woman said firmly. “We need to get through a lot of people today. You can leave the way you came in.”

“Oh, yes, of course.” Jack nodded politely at the woman, stood, and exited the room. 
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There weren’t a lot of good places to be alone in their tiny area of the city, especially not with the large number of people all crammed in together. Jack didn’t know exactly how many people they had rescued from the planet, but it had been a couple thousand at least. And now, those thousands of people were sleeping on the floor, trying to get a few moments of peace, taking care of their personal and physical needs—all in the same few rooms.

But in the laundry room, which was filled with industrial machines that rattled and shook, she had found one little spot to hide. The nook was behind the biggest machine, and blocked off by a small access door. Inside, a grate in the floor let her see the room below, which looked like some kind of laboratory. She was surprised it wasn’t also a laundry room, but she had no idea where in the city they were, which meant she also had no idea what this particular area was typically used for.

Mason found her there an hour later. She had come here to process what she’d learned about her mother and sister, but other than crying a few tears, she’d remained mostly numb, staring at the activity through the grate below her and hearing an echo of the Stalk’s voice in the back of her mind say over and over, I loved you, I loved you, I loved you.

“What happened?” Mason asked, crawling through the access door and coming to sit facing her, cross-legged. His knees rested gently against hers. 

“How did you know where I was?” Jack asked instead of answering his question.

“I figured either they took you to see your family or something bad happened,” he answered. “Otherwise, you would’ve come back to the cafeteria. And I knew if something bad happened, you would have come here.”

She gave him a half-hearted smile.

“So what happened?” he asked again. 

“My mother is dead,” she said, “and my sister’s in jail.”

“I’m so sorry.” He reached out to take her hand, his expression kind and sympathetic.

“For crimes against the queen, of all things.” Jack shook her head. She still couldn’t believe it. “Her husband had their marriage dissolved.”

“That’s terrible,” Mason said with wide eyes. “Are you okay?”

Jack shrugged, pulling her gaze away from the light glinting through the vent in the floor. “I don’t know.”

Mason nodded. “I understand.” He got up and repositioned himself so he was sitting next to her, shoulder to shoulder, both of them leaning against the big pipe behind them. He took her hand again and threaded his fingers through hers, and then just sat quietly beside her in the dim light.

They stayed that way for nearly an hour before Jack felt Mason squeeze her hand. 

“You’re doing it again,” he murmured. 

“Doing what?” Jack asked, though she knew before he answered what he would say. 

“You’re whispering.”

She had begun doing it on the trip here, completely unbeknownst to her. She would be sitting quietly, lost in thought, and begin whispering. She didn’t realize she was doing it until Mason had pointed it out to her. He could rarely understand what she was saying—it was more like a hiss at times—but the few words he could make out were, “Hungry,” “I’m so alone,” and “Don’t go,” all things the Stalk had said to her. 

“This time you said, ‘You betrayed me,’ and ‘goodbye.’” 

“I’m sorry,” Jack murmured. 

Mason reached out and put his arm around her, squeezing her in a tight hug. “You don’t have to apologize. Once we get placements, we’ll figure this out. Together, if you want. We’ll get you a doctor. Okay?”

Jack nodded and wiped a single tear from her cheek.

“We should go back out there before someone comes looking for us,” Mason said. “Leroy wanted to talk to you earlier, and Shelly wanted help with her hair.”

Jack nodded. 

“Do you want to talk about anything before we go?” Mason stroked her back.

“Not yet,” she replied.

“You just let me know when you’re ready,” Mason said, and then crawled back through the access door and into the laundry room. Jack followed.

No sooner than Jack had stepped around the edge of the laundry machine, then a voice pierced the noise of the room.

“Jack! I have been looking for you everywhere!” 

“Ace?” Jack’s eyes widened as the woman who was both her friend and not her friend wound her way through the room. 

“Come with me,” she ordered. Ace was a member of the Solv family, the ones who owned the Stalk and were subsequently responsible for the deaths of tens of thousands of people and the destruction of the planet. Ace had rejected her family long ago, and when Jack met her, had been working on the planet, trying to spy on them to bring down the corporation.

“Why?” Jack asked, crossing her arms. “You got here and vanished! Left us wallowing for five days. Five days!”

“I have been—” Ace broke off and sighed. Jack noted that while she still wore all black, she had abandoned her rough-and-ready work clothes for a black suit, tie, and heels—an angry business professional instead of an angry planet-side laborer. “Do you know how many laws there are involving fraud, murder, imploding planets, and corporate ownership?”

“No, I don’t.”
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