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For everyone out there searching for your place.



May you reach the stars.
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One




“What are you doing here, Paige?” 

The Captain frowned down at me with narrowed blue eyes. The pilot’s pin on his lapel glinted even in the diffuse sunlight that filtered into the large hangar through dirty skylights. The metallic wings against the navy blue flight suit reminded me of the fighter jets that flew by my window every evening.

“Cadet Paige, reporting for duty, sir!” 

His eyes widened as he took in my blue pajamas-turned-flight suit, noting the name I scribbled onto the chest pocket with permanent marker. I was proud of my makeshift uniform. I thought he would be too. After all, he was the one who said he couldn’t find a flight suit small enough to fit a seven-year-old.

“Does your mother know you’re here?” His concerned expression had me doubting myself. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.

“Well . . . No.”

I deflated along with his exasperated sigh. “She’ll be worried sick. You need to go home.” I frowned as he looked around for someone. “Cadet Cassowary?”

“Yes, Captain?” A thin girl stepped forward. She had glasses and blue streaks running through her blonde hair. I was so captivated by the colors, I momentarily forgot I was being banished.

“Are you familiar with the Officers’ Quarters?”

“Somewhat, sir.”

“Please escort my daughter home. We live in 16C.”

“Daddy, I wanna help!”

He kneeled down in front of me, bringing his face level with mine. His serious expression etched into my mind.

“You aren’t old enough to be a cadet yet.”

“But Daddy!” I stomped my dress-up army boot, tiny compared to his. “I wanna learn!”

“You will, sweetheart. When you’re older.”

“But you do it now!” I whined.

“Yes.” A smile crinkled the edges of his cheeks, making him look much more like the man who played starships with me before bedtime. “Because I’m already older. Now get going.”

“Come on, kiddo. Let’s get you home, okay?” Cadet Cassowary held out her hand to me. I eyed the blue-haired girl suspiciously. “My name’s Amara. You can ask me questions about being a cadet, if you want.”

I brightened at that and grabbed her hand. I smiled up at my new friend. 

“Okay,” I said with a smile. “But only ’cause your hair is really pretty.”


      [image: ]“Come on, Daddy!” I whined, grabbing his hand and pulling him toward the window at the end of the hallway. “We’re going to miss the stars!”

“I don’t think the stars are going anywhere, Paige,” he said tiredly. He was always tired when he came home.

“That’s what I said,” my mother called from the antique leather couch in the living room, “but she wouldn’t listen!”

“Seems like she’s not listening a lot these days,” my father grumbled, but he let me pull him out to the fire escape.

We waited there for my mother to join us—my father helping her out through the window—before climbing up to the roof. Two lawn chairs and a picnic blanket were still set up from the previous blackout last week. I jumped up and down waiting for my mom to sit in one of the chairs before crawling into her lap.

“How did she get away from you today?” my father asked.

“Honestly, I have no idea.” My mother put her arms around me while I twisted around to better see the sky. “One minute she was napping, the next minute that cadet with the blue hair was knocking on the door.”

“That was Amara. She’s my new friend!” I said, proudly. “I want pretty hair like hers.”

“We’ll see, sweetheart.” Mom smiled at me before turning back to dad. “You’re home late. Is everything okay? The jets sounded closer this evening.”

Dad sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. “They were. One of the other Civs caught us off guard. I don’t know how they did it, but they snuck past our outer defenses. Luckily, some of our newer pilots were in a training exercise and able to hold them off until reinforcements arrived.”

“Newer pilots?” Mom’s eyebrows raised. “You put sixteen-year-olds in combat?”

“I didn’t put them anywhere.”

“Kids shouldn’t have to kill—“

“Daddy, what’s that star?” I interrupted. We were up here to learn about stars, not talk with each other. The blackouts were the only times it was dark enough to see them. I didn’t want to waste any more time. Dad took a deep breath before looking where I pointed.

“You already know that one, don’t you?” he asked with a smile.

“Yeah, that’s Polaris. I was just testing you.”

“Oh, you were?” He laughed. “Okay, smarty-pants. What’s the name of that star over there?”

We quizzed each other on the stars until my eyelids started to get heavy. 

“Is it bedtime, sweetheart?” Mom asked.

“No, I wanna go up there!”

“Up there?” Dad asked, glancing at the sky. “To the stars?”

“To the stars!” I yelled the words like a battle call, fighting the fatigue trying to overcome me. Mom and Dad shushed me, but we all erupted into giggles. 

“Quiet, you’ll wake the neighbors,” Dad said.

“To the stars!” I whispered, still laughing.

“To the stars, sugar plum,” Mom whisper-laughed along with me. We both looked at Dad, who rolled his eyes, but smiled.

“To the stars.”

When I could no longer keep my eyes open, I snuggled against my mom. She ran her fingers through my hair and I drifted to sleep under the murmur of their quiet conversation.








  
  
Two




“What are you doing here Paige?” 

“Cadet Pearson, reporting for duty, sir!” 

I held my salute until the Captain released me. Then I stood at ease—my head high, my back straight, my eyes trained in the distance ten degrees above the horizon and my expression serious. Exactly how he showed me.

“You aren’t a cadet.” The Captain’s voice was weary. I risked a glance at his face. His hair—once as black as mine—was now peppered with gray and the electric blue eyes that I inherited were narrowed. 

“I’m here to help, sir!”

He sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger. A weight filled my chest at the gesture. It felt like ants crawling around inside my skin. It was getting harder to breathe. 

“Your mother wouldn’t want you here.”

I fought back the tears summoned by those words, knowing he was right. 

“But you want me here, don’t you sir?”

“That doesn’t matter.”

“Of course it matters!” I shouted at him. The cadets were staring at me now. The little girl having a tantrum on the battlefield.

“Go home, Paige.” He seemed to loom over me, despite the fact we were the same height.

“But dad—“

“You haven’t been trained, you don’t know how to fly, you will only get in the way and get yourself hurt.”

“Dad, I—“

“Get home NOW!”

I flinched away from his anger. He had never yelled at me like that. I hardly recognized the man before me.

He seemed to realize it, too. His eyes widened in shock as he stepped back. His arm reached toward me and he opened his mouth to speak, but I was already running.

I barreled right through a formation of new cadets, eliciting cries of outrage as I pushed past. I ran past the flights of upperclassmen, about to climb into their cockpits. I skirted around the seasoned officers, avoiding their disdainful looks. I shrugged past an outstretched hand attached to a flash of long cherry-red hair. 

“Paige, wait!”

I didn’t stop. Didn’t even look toward the familiar girl’s voice as I ran out of the hangar and into the connecting hallway that led to the military housing. My eyes blurred with tears, but I forced them down. I wouldn’t let them fall. Not here. Not with everyone around. I didn’t stop running until I got to the Officers’ Quarters. I only paused there to swipe my ID card for entry before running up the stairs two at a time. 

I flew through the front door of our housing unit. The metal panel crashed loudly against the frame, undoubtedly waking the neighbors. I didn’t care. This whole building was too closely packed—the whole civilization. It made me feel claustrophobic.

“Honey, what’s wrong?” My mother called from the worn brown leather couch. I didn’t answer. Why would I? It wasn’t really my mother, just a hologram. An artificial intelligence meant to sound like her. To look like her. To smell like her. To replace her.

It was meant to help with our grief. To help us heal from her untimely death. I hated the thing. What was the point of being human—of living—if we could be wrapped up into an AI program when we were gone? I didn’t want to heal from the pain of losing her. I hoped to feel it forever. It was the last thing of hers that I had and I wasn’t ready to give it up yet.

Once I let it go, she would truly be gone.

I ran past the door to my room and out the hallway window to the fire escape. Once outside, I started to climb. When I got to the roof, I collapsed on the old lawn chair where my mom used to sit while we looked at the stars. If I closed my eyes, I could almost imagine her there—holding me and stroking my hair as Dad named off each star. I could almost smell her perfume—though, that could have been the program, too.

In the solitude of my perfect roof hideaway, I started to cry.
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