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​​CHAPTER ONE​
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​​​The Art of Space Travel and Human Repair

​​The universe was a cold, dark, and empty place.

And I loved it.

I drifted in perfect silence, my legs dangling, useless, in the void below, my senses a mere whisper in the back of my head. Everything was pure in the quiet: there was no worry, no stress, nothing to get wrapped up about. 

It was amazing.

The darkness extended forever, though it seemed to have some depth. Unlike a cave or a pitch-black room, this kind of darkness had no end.

So it was a little weird I could see my hands. Strange, perhaps, but I wasn’t worried. Nothing worried me. 

There was no up or down; no left, no right; just eternity. And while I knew it was cold, the temperature didn’t bother me. It could have been warm; I didn’t care.

For a minute, I thought I must be dead. What did death feel like, anyway? 

And then the stars came out.

They blinked into existence, one by one, little holes pocked with pins on a distant black fabric. I reached out as if to touch them, but they were too far away, so very far away. Even so, I felt the heat radiating from them, the warmth that pulsed as they pulsed. They were so beautiful. I wanted to pick them up, pluck them off their celestial shelf, and bury them in my chest, keep their warmth forever.

Once again, I wondered where I was. I remembered feeling intense pain, like someone had tried to force me through a slivered crack in a window, yet all that was left was a dull, vague ache, like a long-forgotten memory bobbing slowly to the surface. I felt my chest with my hands. It was still there, intact. I was fine. 

And it didn't matter, anyway.

The stars almost looked like diamonds. They didn't twinkle like the stars watching over Earth. I wondered why they didn't twinkle like they were supposed to. Twinkle, twinkle. 

“Is she ... singing?” The voice was angelic, the most beautiful voice I had ever heard. Ethereal. It wrapped me in a sweet, heavenly blanket, lifting me higher in space and filling me with a deep sense of satisfaction. My bliss grew tenfold. The pretty lights around me made me grin.

“Um ... she might be?” another voice answered, just as beautiful, if not more so. It was deeper, resonating in a timbre that took my breath away. I turned, swaying awkwardly in the emptiness, searching for the sound. I listened without hearing, letting the voices wash over me. The pain I thought I remembered was a lie. There was nothing but beauty here. 

“Has this happened to her before?” the higher voice asked. A woman, I realized, wondering why I hadn't noticed before. I could find no sign from where the voice came, but I was in no rush to find out.

“I can’t remember if we’ve jumped Terrans this far,” the other one replied, worried. “Who knows what we're meant to expect?”

“If her brain’s fried, just remember it was your fault; you were steering.”

“I thought you were.”

“No. Your friend, you drive.” The voice, though still beautiful, sounded harsh. 

“Really?” There was a pause. “We should have a system for jumping friends.”

“Yeah, like we have a lot of those.”

And as she stopped talking, so the angel left. I reached out for it, letting out a small moan. I begged for the voice to return, to warm me once again.

It was getting cold now.

There was a quiet sigh in the distance—neither melodious nor divine. I realized my arms felt heavy. Were the stars rising? No, I was falling, slowly at first, so slow I didn't notice until it was too late. The stars rushed past me in a dizzying ballet, going faster and faster.

My world shattered, my universe ending. The tightness in my chest grew, and I could do nothing to stop it. I drew wildly at the space around me, wanting to scream, but the pain clutched my windpipe and kept me silent.

“You're saying I screwed up, huh?” the male replied, almost savagely, but beneath it I heard fear—the same fear in my chest. His voice sent a tremor through my universe. “What should I do? Do I wake her up, or do I—”

“Better not,” the other voice said, and I wondered how I ever have found it angelic. It was harsh, gruff; crude. “Don't mess with her. She should be fine once it washes over.”

“Are you sure? These people can die in their sleep, you know. Combusting spontaneously, just like that! Poof, they're gone.”

“Urban legends, surely.”

“It's no joke,” the man assured her. “I need to make sure she's okay. I don't want her to—”

“Fine. Your guest, your responsibility. You mess up her brain, it is not my fault. Clear?”

The voices went silent, and the world returned to normal. The stars slowed, and I bobbed amidst them but the sense of peace was gone. I worried about where I'd gone and what I was doing here. My legs and arms, still dangling beneath me, hurt from their own weight, and it annoyed me that my chest still felt constricted. 

And then, suddenly, there was a chill. The cold hit my muscles, making them contract and spasm. The space around me melted. The stars didn’t race; they disappeared as if to say they were done with me. 

I stifled a scream as the universe crumbled around me. The world was bleak and black, then gone, and then nothing at all.

I threw out my hands to grab the void, to clutch at everything, anything, and found warm flesh. Bouncy, springy skin. I grabbed onto what I assumed, and hoped, was a hand. My anchor to reality. My mind finally pieced itself together, the thoughts flying and reassembling until it all made sense again. 

Like rising to the surface after being underwater too long, I floated upward. My eyes pushed themselves open to reveal a gray ceiling and a face with a hand clutching it from forehead to chin, from cheek to cheek.

“She’s opened her eyes,” the voice muttered from under my hand. I pulled it back quickly. My face, which I realized was damp, felt hot—was I blushing? But the man smiled, unperturbed by my facial groping. The next step was to figure out who he was, and what he was doing there.

The woman put her face in front of mine, her halo of bright hair fanning out from her sharp, olive-toned features. Red, pink, blue, and purple strands fell away from her face, the deep, gray eyes scanning me just as intensely as I scanned her.

“Doesn't look too screwed up,” the woman muttered. She snapped her fingers next to my ears then threw up a stiff index finger and brought it back and forth across my line of vision. The man looked annoyed, practically glowering, but if he had anything to say to her, he kept his mouth shut.

“Reactions seem normal enough, but I don't have much of a baseline to go with. This appears to be the norm for lower cognitive life forms. Wait until the word processing boots up and you can have a normal conversation with her. Might take a while but count yourself lucky: she has all her limbs.”

I turned my head to the side and let out the contents of my stomach. My throat burned, but I was more focused on how the vomit sloshed and hit his shoes. My eyes and nose felt clogged and hot. Instantly, there were hands on my neck, but they were there to hold my hair, gently, as I sat up and retched once again. 

Ugh, gross. I felt rung out, hungover. Not only that, but I was pretty embarrassed.

It wasn't the woman holding my hair but the man. He stared at me with a worry so intense I could barely process it. 

Was I dying? Sure felt like I was. He looked at me like I had minutes left to live. 

I opened my mouth, but before I could utter a sound, it snapped shut. I tried again, taking a deep breath before forcing my jaw open, but the sound leaving my vocal cords didn’t resemble words in the slightest. Instead, a prolonged squawk left my throat, my body's awful attempt to take up birdsong. The sound was loud, unstoppable, and most certainly pungent. 

The woman let out a snort. The man glared at her, shutting her up. “Not a word,” he ordered. 

When he turned back, I coaxed my jaw into moving at my command. My lips danced before they managed to let out a sound. 

“Hey,” I croaked. 

“Hey, Sally.” A smile spread across his face. “Are you all right? You can hear me okay?”

“Pressure,” I said, forcing a yawn to pop the bubbles in my ears. It didn't do much to help. The world was becoming clearer, and their names floated back to the surface. I was not a fan of the real world lagging.

“Zander?” I sputtered, and his eyes lit up. 

Zander, the man I hadn't seen in two years, who had returned in the middle of the night to take me to the stars, the man I had hit with my car, the man who had blown up my workplace, the man not of this earth. Or, my Earth, anyway. 

I'm pretty sure we weren't in Kansas anymore. Well, not Kansas, but our solar system probably wasn't anywhere near here.

He had promised to come back and made good on that promise, even if it did come a little late. I wanted to be angry about that, angry at how he had abandoned me to deal with the aftermath of the plant’s explosion by myself. 

But for him, so he claimed, only a week had passed since leaving Earth, a side effect of his kind of space travel. 

As for me, I promised myself I wouldn’t mention any of that. I wouldn’t let anything ruin this trip, the one I had been waiting for since seeing the stars as a child for the first time. If this was my only shot at leaving my planet, I sure wasn’t going to ruin it. 

I took his arm, and he helped me up, my legs wobbly and weak. I narrowly avoided the puddle of vomit on the floor. I felt empty and drained, but my muscles were slowly coming back to me.

“Are you well?” the woman asked, perched on the impossibly high windowsill above us, giving me only a second of her gaze. The large window was the only one in the room, and she was staring at the world beyond it, as if she were a sentry, keeping watch, keeping us safe from the shadows. She almost looked comfortable up there; how she had gotten on the sill, I had absolutely no idea, but it was likely she was doing it just to show off.

It sounded like something Blayde would do.

Blayde, the living weapon, an amazingly dangerous military panoply in the form of a petite, muscular woman. Not human, though she sure looked it. I had no idea what she was, seeing as how she and her brother hadn't told me about their planet of origin or anything. 

Not that it would have meant anything to me if they had.

“I'm fine, I think, thank you.” I pretended I didn't know that Blayde didn't care about my well-being. I regretted speaking almost instantly. The words rang like cymbals in my ears, crushingly loud, every syllable a blow to my eardrums.

She was colder now, despite only having been gone for a week. Was that normal? I had thought Blayde was warming up to me when we brought down Grisham. She had allowed me to come along on this trip, and I was under the impression that was massive coming from her. But it seemed whatever I had done to deserve merit in her eyes had washed away in her week with the Killians. I guess liking me a tiny bit wasn’t the same as wanting me to tag along. 

I tried to take a step on my own, shaking off Zander's hand. My feet shuffled zombie-like on the cold stone floor, legs shaking as I put weight on them. Finally, though, I stood on my own, and I was proud of that, but now my mind was free to worry about other things, and it mainly focused on what I was doing here.

“What happened?” I asked, teetering on my still weak limbs. 

Blayde shrugged. “You blacked out.” It was obvious from her tone she didn't care.

“Nothing bad or anything,” Zander was quick to say, his face all smiles and nods. “Your body reacted a little differently to the jump than expected. There's nothing to worry about. The first time can be a little traumatic for some. It's not a very pleasant process, having your body reduced to atoms and sent to the other side of the universe in less than an instant.”

“Oh, okay.” I smiled sheepishly at my crutch. “I can see why that’s problematic ... for some.”

I gave him my best attempt at a reassuring grin. The look on Zander's face said he didn't buy it.

“You sure you're all right?” he asked. 

“Positive.”

To prove it, I distanced myself from his grasp and managed a few tentative steps. I really was fine, it seemed. What a relief. 

I wondered why the floor felt so cold, even though my Chucks. And then I wondered where in the universe we could be, and the cold faded. I had more interesting things to think about.

“You see?” I cracked a real smile this time, the excitement pulsing through me. “Totally fine. Nothing to worry about. So, where are we?”

At first glance, the answer was simple: we were in someone's garage. The room looked somewhere between a barn loft and a cathedral with vaulted ceilings and the one large window high on the wall. The floors looked like they were made of stone and the rafters of wood; nothing seemed otherworldly in the slightest. We could have been anywhere in the U.S. 

A large tarp covered a vehicle in the middle of the room, something bigger than a car but smaller than a truck. Larger in sheer bulk, maybe, but it sat on the floor rather low, only reaching my hip. I had an incredible urge to rip off the tarp, go aha, and discover a spaceship. But we were technically trespassing, and I should probably limit what I touched. 

No matter how exciting those things were.

I was relieved my duffel bag had arrived in one piece. I knelt and rifled through it while waiting for someone to answer me, feeling odd and out of place and not sure when it was polite to repeat myself, like when I was a kid and invited to a friend's house for the first time. I pretended to focus on my bag to stifle the awkwardness.

Still, it was awkward. 

“Not quite sure yet,” Blayde said excitedly, slipping down from her perch. “The reason we have so little light is because there's a huge billboard blocking most of the window. That isn’t sunlight in here: It's artificial UV, pumped in to make this place seem more natural in exchange for stealing their view. Great for the owner, sucks for us. We're going to have to go out.”

“Hold on, what?” I jumped to my feet, wide-eyed. 

“Which part has got your head in a twist?” Blayde made the sweetest, most patronizing smile a face could make. “Was it the UV light thing? Or the problem of being a real estate owner in a universe where anyone can pop into your home?”

“Go back to the part where you don't know where the hell we are.” 

“Oh, yeah, that.” She shrugged. “Zander didn't tell you? Universal lottery. We jump and see where the solar winds blow us. Destination: anywhere.”

“So we could be anywhere in the ... entire universe?”

“Yup.”

“So the air out there might be poisonous and destroy our lungs and burn off our faces.”

“It could.” She shrugged again. “But it won't. Back me up here, Zander.”

“Jumping may be random, but we never arrive anywhere where the atmosphere hates us. That would be awful.”

“Okay, great,” I said. “Coming from people who can't die ... totally reassuring.” 

“Blayde and I can survive pretty much anything, but it doesn’t mean we like breathing sulfuric acid.”

This was, after all, the deal I had struck to see a different corner of the universe. We can jump somewhere at random, then back to the starting point, but further than that and we can never go back. Dangerous, but it wasn't every day I got to leave the planet, and it wasn't as if Zander hadn't explained the situation before. 

Well, two whole years ago.

“Not to mention, I'm a fantastic driver,” Zander said, running a hand through his hair. Blayde let out a loud snort.

“Oh please,” she said. “Until ten minutes ago, you thought I was the one doing the steering. We arrived safely through wishing and praying. A whole lot of praying. Thankfully that hasn't done any of us in yet.”

“It’s a good thing I remember how to get back to Earth, then.”

She turned her attention to the wall, drawing her hands over it like she were caressing a body. Her hands were gentle and delicate, running over cracks and crevasses, searching for something. Her eyes were focused, determined.

Zander watched her, somewhat excitedly, as if wanting to join her, and with a start, I realized I was holding him back.

“So, um,” I said, trying to break the silence. I was determined not to be the third wheel on this interstellar trip. “How do we get out of here? I don’t see a door.”

“It’s probably hiding,” Zander replied. “It’s what happens when you max-up your privacy settings.”

“So how do we ... where can we find it? Can we find it?”

“You have to coax it out,” Blayde grunted, but it was invitation enough. We joined her by the wall. I ran my hands over the stone-like interior, trying to find anything out of place, though not sure exactly what I was looking for.

I wondered again what the walls were made of; it felt like stone but was wrong, somehow, like it was artificial. My mind shouted Alien Tech on repeat. I took a long sniff, taking in the scent of damp stone. It smelled like the musty cellar of an old English home. 

There were no drafts to follow for a clue to the door's whereabouts, but the noise—or rather, the loud buzz—coming from the outside seemed louder at one end of the room. Blayde paused and inspected that side more intently. 

Her strange methods of searching for an exit had to be the culmination of years of experience in finding herself in tight spots. Her fingers tapped the walls as if she were playing the piano; her right foot came down more forcefully on the floor than her left, leaving a slight pause for her to listen. 

My eyes caught the tarp again. I left Blayde to her search and snuck over to it, determined to peek. I lifted a corner to see the fender of a bright red sports car. At least, it looked like a sports car. I was disappointed. I had expected something a little more futuristic. 

I jumped when someone touched my elbow. Zander crouched beside me, taking the tarp from my hand and letting it fall back in place. “We're trespassing, remember?” 

I nodded, feeling like I had been lectured by a teacher. A bit embarrassing, but Zander was still smiling; no hard feelings.

“I barfed in the corner.”

“We should probably clean that up.”

“Ah, here,” Blayde said from across the room. She ran her hand along the wall, and an arch lit up in the dust. A bright blue light glowed from inside the stone itself. Within seconds, a door materialized as if it had been there all along.

“What the ...?” I stammered, and Blayde smirked.

“They don't have this on your backwater planet, do they?” She sniggered. Zander rolled his eyes.

“Security. The door only exists when you need it,” he explained, “and Blayde, calm down, will you? Be polite. We're all—”

“Yeah, yeah, rainbows and sunshine,” she muttered. “Anyway, ready?”

I wondered if giant bees inhabited the world outside. Maybe we'd get stung to death by killer bees in a strange twist of fate. Part of me wanted the door to stay safely shut forever.

But the rest of me wanted to see the world beyond. That's why I had come along, after all; I wanted to see the universe, if only for one short day. To quench my astrolust. A brief trip with my best friend, who happened to be a space-hopping alien. 

Life had stopped making sense the second I hit him with my car.

Blayde and Zander were ecstatic, their faces radiant with joy and excitement, though they did not voice this aloud. After a long look shared with her brother, Blayde ceremoniously took out her laser pointer, adjusted a small dial on its short handle, and pointed the tip at the crack between the door and its frame. She severed the lock with surgical precision, a motion she had obviously performed many times before. 

She threw the door open, and my heart skipped as I prepared to lay eyes on my very first alien planet. 
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​CHAPTER TWO​
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​​A Whole New World. A Whole Fantastically Unsettling View

​Here’s a list of things I expected to see outside the door: a city from the future, full of squid-like beings; an alien hillside, grass growing red from soil that had never been stepped on by humankind. Maybe an apocalyptic wasteland, who knew?

What I didn’t expect was somebody’s living room. 

It looked like any old living room, with warm, orange sofas and odd-brown wallpaper. It was lit, however, by fluorescent lights, basking the space in an air of office dullness. The smell of old shoes turned my nose. 

What I expected to see even less of were five bald men—if they even were men—in black suits, waiting in a row, glaring at us. Not tailored suits, but tight body suits like what a diver would wear. The men bore almost identical expressions of pure concentration.

Oh, and they were pointing guns at us.

I should have mentioned that first. 

“Oh, sorry.” I said it like I had waltzed into the wrong room in a house and not just jumped across the galaxy to land in their living room. Not quite sure where that reflex came from, but it was a terrible idea. 

They responded with gunfire. 

The sound was like being inside a continuous clap of thunder. The blasts, loud and all at once, made my ears burst with pain. I was ripped backward, my feet coming out from under me as something red hot whizzed by my ear. 

Great, first futuristic thing I lay eyes on, and it’s a laser bullet-thing trying to kill me. 

Zander shielded me as Blayde slammed the door shut with a flash of her hand against the wall. All that was left was the stone wall—at least, I thought it was stone. 

The wall of fire continued for a few seconds—bam bam bam bam bam—then slowly subsided. I doubted it was because they were out of ammo. 

“There’s no escape!” said a voice, booming through our small garage. It was a strange accent, but it was clear and in audible English. 

I balked. None of it was English; it couldn’t be. Whatever translator Zander had given me, back when he and I were saving Earth from the not-so-passive-after-all Killians, still worked. And it was really pulling its weight. 

“Come out with your hands or other appendages high in the air or away from any garment of clothing, if you are a garment-wearing being!”

“You okay?” Zander glanced me over from top to bottom. I brushed him off, breathing heavily. No, panting. I had gone from calm to panic in a half-second flat, but that was the least of my worries.

I hadn’t been hit, thank goodness, but Blayde had collapsed to the floor. Not the best way to start our trip to an alien world. 

“Is she ...” I asked, but I already knew the answer. The bloody hole smack dab in the middle of her forehead confirmed my fears.

“Dead, yeah.” Zander prodded her limp shoulder with his index finger. “Don’t worry, she won’t be for long. They used condensed plasma instead of metal bullets, so it’s a quick fix.”

“Yeah, okay, not worrying.” I wanted to throw up again, but the contents of my stomach were already sitting on the other side of the garage. 

“You are surrounded. Surrender now, and your deaths will be quick!”

“Zander, what the hell is going on?” 

“I have to be totally honest here.” He leaned against the space that had once been a door, placing his ear against the fake stone. “I have only the slightest of ideas.”

I wanted to roll my eyes, but my energy went into de-escalating my racing heart, preventing this panic from growing into a full-blown attack. I’d had quite a few of them in the years since my brother’s accident and then during the incident at the plant, but no way was I going to have one now. I had my pills with me. My mood was stable, but none of that took the dead body at my feet, or the confused alien at my side, into account. 

I took deep breaths and focused on counting beats, all the while incapable of taking my eyes off Blayde’s. The last time I had seen them so empty and devoid of life had been on Earth. The day the plant blew up and Matt died and Zander and Blayde had left me behind.

It was an accident; everything was an accident. I forced myself to look away. She’ll always be okay. 

“Well, what is it?” I asked between terrified breaths.

“What is what?”

“Your idea.”

“Oh, that.” He nodded slowly, keeping one ear pressed against the wall. “I don’t think they like us trespassing.”

“Well, I gathered that much,” I stammered. “What else? Come on, man, deduce something here!”

“You deduce!”

“I don’t even know where we are. Were those guys aliens?”

“Probably?”

“Why do they look human?” 

Zander lifted his eyebrows and gave me a knowing look. I inhaled sharply. “Fine, I guess people can be both.”

“Exactly.” He smiled, the nicest human-looking alien I knew, then went back to listening to the wall. 

“So, are they immortal space jumpers too?” I asked.

“Now isn’t really the best of times for alien genealogy, Sally.”

“But can they jump in here?”

“I doubt it. I have yet to meet anyone other than Blayde and I who can do that.”

“Oh.” A breath. “Oh! Are you saying you’re the only ones in the entire universe who are—”

“If you do not turn yourselves over this instant, we will be forced to take drastic measures.”

“Sally, not the time. We’ll have this conversation when we’re not in imminent danger.”

“Your deaths could take longer than anticipated, and your families will be stuck filling out the forms for the rest of their lives.” 

“You’re not really in any danger, though, are you?”

“Sally!”

“And then their children will waste their lives filling out those death forms. You would not want that, we suppose.”

Zander’s sentence was punctuated by a sharp inhale—not mine, surprisingly. Blayde’s eyes brightened, and she sprang to her feet, wiping the blood from her forehead in one fluid motion. She looked as if she had returned from a bathroom break and was ready to get back to the game.

“Why are you yelling at the Terran?” asked Blayde. “I thought you said that wasn’t allowed?”

Zander glared at her with murder in his gaze. He begrudgingly stepped aside to let her have access to the door, though it was evident he wanted to kill her himself. 

It astounded me how quickly someone like her could recover from ... well, death. One minute she was on the floor, a hole through her noggin, and now she was brushing it off like it was nothing more than a minor setback. Like a mosquito bite, more annoying than deadly. 

“If you two stop squabbling for one minute, we’d be a lot further along,” she said. “Maybe we should call this place quits and head back to Earth.”


“No!” Zander and I shouted. 



Blayde lifted her eyebrows, setting her eyes on her brother. “Oh, come on,” she said. “It’s not safe for Sally here. You realize that, right?”

“When have armed security guards ever stopped us from doing anything? I mean, anything? They’re nothing. An inconvenience.” 

“I’m more worried about who they work for,” she said. “What if they recognized us? Huh? What then?”

“No one would believe them.”

“Well, I’d rather go somewhere else, if that’s okay with you. If you still insist on your silly little date night with Sally, you can pick a better planet to have it on.”

“It’s not a date, sis. It’s a thank you for helping us save her entire planet. Or don’t you remember that?”

“You’d think her planet not being incinerated by angry Killians looking for their lost kin would be enough thanks,” she grumbled. Zander ignored her, pointing at the door instead. 

“That buzzing we heard earlier, it’s a silent alarm. I think we’re in some rich guy’s safe room. His car’s probably a rare valuable he wants to keep safe from thieves.”

“The car Sally threw up on?”

“Next to it, Blayde, next to it!” I stammered, finally able to get a word in. My heart was calming down, the attack averted. But the physical threat from the men outside was far from over.

“Semantics,” she scoffed. “Right. Well, if you must insist on staying, we should get out of here. Now. Before they ...” She sniffed the air, and her shoulders dropped with annoyance. “Before they try and gas us out. Great. Zander, hold your breath. Sally ... try not to die.”

“What?” I sniffed the air and smelled nothing out of the ordinary then stopped myself. That would probably kill me quicker.

“Out the window, hurry!” She punched her hand against the wall where the door commands had been, sending sparks of blue light scattering across the stone. “That should give us some time.”

“Did you just lock us in a room with deadly gas?” asked Zander.

“Yes, and I’m dying to make a fart joke.” She shrugged. “Come on, no way we were getting past them with Sally in tow.”

With that, she flickered out of existence, making herself useful on the windowsill. It was too high for me to climb, but then again, I didn’t have their helpful gifts. 

Zander clutched my hand. “You trust me?”

“I still do,” I said, taking it. “Well, I think.”

A blink and we were on the windowsill. Jumping short distances, where Zander had a visual reference for our destination, didn’t seem to affect me the way that one, awful interstellar trip had. I shuddered at the thought, and Zander picked up my hair, possibly thinking I would be sick again.

“I’m all right,” I said quickly.

“Yeah, you don’t have to keep reminding us,” Blayde said, not taking her eyes off the window where she fiddled with a lock. Zander dropped my hair, brushing it gently off my shoulder. The feeling of his fingers on my skin sent prickles of electricity up my spine, leaving the path he had touched etched on the surface. 

Even if the hand he had been holding was now clammy with sweat.

“Careful out here,” she said and threw the window open a notch. 

The smell of burnt fuel hit my nose like a literal punch to the face. The runway stench was magnified a few hundred times, singeing my nostrils and making my nose hair curl. I stumbled back from the window, reeling.

My knees gave out as a coughing fit overwhelmed me. My breath was short, the air coming in small gasps. For a split-second, I was convinced the planet had no air and I had run through the small amount I had brought with me.

“Smog,” said Blayde, sniffing. “Probably not good for your health, Sal gal, but better than deadly gas.”

“Sal gal?” I coughed, and Zander ripped the window wide open. 

“We have to try,” he said. I nodded slowly.

Blayde stepped onto the windowsill and took a left into the odd yellow haze. There must have been a ledge. I followed her out, Zander taking the lead. The air was hazy, thick with smog, and I threw my arm over my nose to block out the horrible, overwhelming stench. Blayde’s form was barely visible in the haze but was surrounded by a halo of light. 

I stepped toward her, and just like that, my breath was gone. Light blinded me from all around—above, below—overwhelming my already saturated senses. It was as if I had stepped out of a cave and into the brightest, hottest day of the year. What I thought was a wall was indeed a billboard, hiding the secret window from view. And I was perched on a ledge, miles above ground. 

Now if there’s anything you know about me by this point, it’s that I’m absolutely terrified of heights. I hate them with a vengeance. I would hunt down and murder heights if I ever got the chance. But this was an alien planet, and I forced myself not to flee in terror. A room where I died of poisoned gas would be much better than facing those dreaded, hated heights. 

The buildings reached for the pitch-black sky, massive edifices towering over us from all around, merging together to form a single block on either side of the road. It was more like a wall than a skyscraper. 

The world fell away from the doorstep, setting us who knows how high in the air. Above us—darkness. Below us—more darkness. Everything between was a strip of vibrant yellow and dazzling lights. Advertisements and moving billboards hovered in the middle of nowhere, proclaiming bright neon drinks and snacks I had never heard of and would probably never get the chance to try.

Not that I was sure I wanted to—the ads were vivid and blaring. Just looking at them made my stomach turn.

A car roared as it came out of nowhere, whipping my hair into my face as it passed at breakneck speed. The street was full of them. Every small dot was a car, making the road ten times wider than I’d expected. The cars themselves had no wheels, fulfilling any hovercraft fantasy I’d conjured. Streetlights bobbed like buoys on the sea of nothingness, shifting through colors that only the drivers could understand.

I couldn’t help but think this was absolutely the coolest thing I had ever seen. 

The cars were flying. Flying. This wasn’t like the movies, no matter how awesome The Fifth Element was. Nothing compared to seeing them in person. My jaw hung to the floor as I took it all in: the roar of the city, the lights burning my retinas, the cars straight out of a science fiction film. 

I inched closer to the ledge, gripping the side of the billboard to keep vertigo from settling in, feeling a little like Leeloo, only with a whole lot more clothes on. No matter—vertigo would come whether I wanted it to or not. My vision tunneled even as I trembled in awe of the world before me. The amazing, vivid, racing world. 

And it was real. I rubbed my hands over my eyes and forced them to blink. No, the city hadn't decided to up and leave after I opened them again. It was still here. 

Even if this turned out to be a dream, this right here, right now, was the most real thing I had ever seen. 

Everything Zander had ever told me burst into reality. It hit me like a fish being flung at my face. At first, disbelief that this was happening, followed by the certainty that I could not be imagining the smell. My heart didn't so much skip as plunge into my gut. It was like standing in a fishbowl, only instead of fish, cars whizzed past my face. 

“You okay?” asked Zander, calmly. The proximity of his voice startled me, and I turned my head from the fall to face him. His gravity-defying hair wafted in the wind created by the cars rushing by.

“You don’t have to keep asking me that, you know.”

“You stopped moving,” he said, nonchalantly, “and there are men with guns that will break into the safe any second now.” 

“Oh, right, I did,” I said through trembling lips, and turned back to the task at hand. Which seemed, much to my dismay, to follow Blayde down this tiny ledge and around the corner of the building. “It's just ... so much to take in,” I replied, lie after lie. 

“Are you crying?”

“It’s the fumes?” I wiped my eyes with the corner of my sleeve. 

And yet, despite the pain in my chest as I wheezed, despite the terror of being so high up, despite the tears of awe mixing with tears of pain, I was the happiest I had been in years.

And also the most terrified. Because, you know, potentially dying was on the table.

“Then let’s keep moving. Not too far now, okay?” 

I nodded, and took a tentative step forward. A gust of wind flew against my face, and I stifled a scream. It was as if I were already falling. One misstep, and I would plummet to the bottom of this foreign city. No one would find my body, down in the deep, deep dark.

“Keep your hand firmly against the wall, and don’t look down. Okay?” 

I didn’t even care where the voice came from. I reached for the wall, looked up and away, and walked forward on trembling feet. 

“Faster than that, Sally.”

I put my sleeve over my mouth and stared straight ahead; the flashing advertisements, the orbs of the street lights, glowing as they hovered in the air, somehow stable in all this movement. The blur of cars that raced through the air so quickly they could win a Formula 1 race without even entering. 

This all clashed horribly with the sky, which was as dark as a bowl of black ink and twice as deep, like velvet. It was almost an eternity of blackness, a deep hole that could suck you in if you came too close. A darkness so intense—a starless, moonless darkness that stretched over the city like a sheet, suffocating its inhabitants. The air itself was constraining. 

It was, in itself, an oxymoron—being both claustrophobic and agoraphobic at once. It pressed down on me despite the width of the avenues and the massive buildings that were spread out. 

We rounded the corner and there was Blayde, halfway inside a window. She grinned at me, more at ease in this world, in this crazy danger, than I could ever be. 

She offered her hand, and I took it without hesitation. Silently, she lowered me to the floor—this window wasn’t so high off the ground—and reached back outside for her brother. 

“We've been here before, haven't we?” Zander asked, halfway through the window, pointing at the world beyond. 

“Definitely familiar,” she replied.

“Yup, I'm sure we've been here before. I recognize these buildings.” 

“It's been a while, though. The cars are much nicer.”

She leaned an unnatural distance off the ledge, her agile body perfectly balanced on the stoop. I wanted to fling out a hand to grab her before she fell, but Blayde seemed comfortable hanging over the abyss. Legolas himself would be impressed. I wanted to ask what her elf eyes saw. 

I tore myself away from the sight and froze. We were in another silent room, devoid of people, like the garage. The walls were coated with a dark black substance with glowing blue rings on the floor shimmering to an unnatural degree. Above the rings, stuff floated.

I didn’t know how else to describe it. It was just ... junk. There was a block of metal sitting in the middle of the air, minding its own business. A dark, leather biker jacket. A plumbus. Something red and very fluffy, which looked maybe like it was alive. 

“So, um, where are we?” I asked, looking at Zander for answers. I would have looked to Blayde, but seeing her leaning out the window turned my stomach. Stunningly beautiful view or not, it was a long way down from that ledge. 

“Sally,” he said, indicating the outside world. “Welcome to the capital planet of the Fushin system, the gem of the Alliance, the city that never sleeps, the world of a million lights. The planet city of Da-Duhui.”
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​CHAPTER THREE​
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​​In which Zander is an actual fashion thief

Da-Duhui.

This alien place had a name, a word I could throw into my mind to classify everything I saw, to make sense of it. Da-Duhui: a city light-years away from my home. 

Blayde decided this was the best time to close the window. Instantly, the air in the room shuddered and took a breath, as if a filter had been turned on. I inhaled, relishing in the freshness. 

She jumped down to the floor in a classy superhero landing then looked up to check her handiwork. Five pairs of feet raced past the window, a string of muffled words trailing them. “Are we ... are we safe here?” I asked.

Blayde shrugged. “Sure, so long as we don’t touch anything else.”

“And where are we?”

“Da-Duhui.” She cocked her head. “Are you in shock? You realize we just had this conversation?”

“I got that bit”—I glanced around—“but what is this place?”

“Museum? Art gallery? Could go either way. Try not to touch anything. There are probably more alarms here than there were in that last room.”

“You have been here before?” 

“M'yeah.” She pulled a tattered book from her inside pocket, her journal. She flipped through the pages, brows knitting together and casting lines on her forehead. Her lips turned to form into a small frown. It was an expression I was beginning to think was permanently baked into her features. 

“I'm pretty sure we have,” said Zander, forcing concentration, staring back in time and bringing up the memories locked in his mind. “I have no idea when, but it was recently enough that I recognize it. I know it was a good trip, though.”

“I've got two lines in the journal.” Blayde jammed her finger at the page as if to squash a bug. “Visited Da-Duhui. Avoid for a while. Don't eat the pizza. And that's it, so not much to go on.”

Zander rubbed his temples, squeezing his eyes shut. 

“Hopefully some memory will surface,” he said, suddenly back to his usual cheerful self. “How long ago was it?”

“Before Ja'karon. Now that was a good time. We should have taken Sally there.”

“You were almost eaten by a swamp-beast, and you tried to sell me into marriage with the Earth King. Yeah, that was fun.”

“Don't be so dramatic.” She grinned, slamming her journal shut. “He obviously liked you. And I didn't get any complaints at the time. Anyway, it was much more interesting than Da-Duhui, where the only thing I cared enough to write about is their bad food.”

“Interesting? This place is plenty interesting,” said Zander. “And most of all, it's safe. There's no drama. Just a good, classic alien city to show Sally. Harmless.”

Blayde let out a snort, making me wonder just how harmless it really was. If her idea of fun was narrowly avoiding death, I wanted to stay away from the places she gave five stars to on Yelp.

“We just escaped deadly fumes and a gun squad, Zander,” she said.

“But the upper levels are really nice.”

“If we can get Sally there in one piece, yes.”

“Which we will.”

“All this for dinner away from Earth?” Blayde looked at me now, squinting in doubt. “You get much better food on her planet. I think. Honestly, I wasn’t around long enough to check.” 

“This isn’t about the food, Blayde!”

“Then again,” I said, “if you mentioned to stay away for a while, that's probably for a reason, right? Should I ask ...?”

“Ask all you want, but I don't have an answer.” Blayde stuffed her journal into the inside pocket of her red leather jacket. “You can't expect me to remember everything. My mind has much more important things to focus on.” 

“But it is safe, right?” My eyes glanced at the window the security guards had run past. Had they seen our faces? Would they come looking for us? “You keep arguing about it, so how safe can it really be?”

The siblings exchanged long looks. Blayde communicated with her eyebrows alone, raising and dropping them as she shifted through a wide range of expressions. Zander seemed to understand her, sort of; after a minute of watching her emote a variety of eyebrow poses, he sighed and broke eye contact.

“As safe as it possibly could be,” he answered. “Crime rate is null on the higher levels, but you don't have to worry about that. We'll make sure nothing happens to you. I promise.”

“What Zander means to say,” Blayde interjected, “is that this is a fun trip and definitely not business. There's nothing to worry about.”

“Remind me, what would a business trip for you two involve?” I asked. Blayde rolled her eyes. Typical. Well, I hadn't known her all that long, certainly not enough to know what typical was, but it seemed familiar enough.

“Let's find something fun to do.” Zander rubbed his hands together with that smug grin on his face that meant exciting things were about to happen. The kind of grin that stretched too wide for his face. He looked like a kid in a candy store.

“First of all, let’s stop standing around this place, okay?” said Blayde. “It gives me the creeps.”

“Something gives you the creeps?” I trotted after her as she walked toward the room’s only exit. “You? The immortal, intergalactic space ... what are you exactly? Travel blogger? A cop? An assassin?”

She shot me a glare. “I have a bad vibe, that’s all. Give me a break, will you?”

“Sorry, I just ...”

“Run, run, run, run, run!” shouted Zander, snapping my sentence in half, flashing past us in a whirl of black leather. His hand caught mine and tugged, and, suddenly, I was running after him, an alarm ringing in my ears.

And, unlike the invisible swarm of bees that never was from the garage, this wasn’t the silent type. It sounded like a fire truck on steroids. I wanted to throw my hands over my ears to protect them from the shrill whine, but Zander gripped my hand, rushing me forward. My feet stung as they hit the floor, faster than I ever wanted to run. My breath was ragged, burning through my mouth and throat.

“What the hell did you do?” I stammered, right as a chunk of ceiling exploded above us. “Shit! What was that?”

“Don’t look back!” 

He didn’t need to tell me twice. I had only been on this planet five minutes, and already, two separate factions were shooting at us.

The hallway didn’t fit the dark surroundings of the museum-like room. Here, the floor looked like wood but was harder to run on, and the walls were covered with a washed-out tapestry. None of the sleek, futuristic walls from the first room or the old, musty concrete from the garage. 

“Did you—is that the coat that was on display?” I shouted over the siren, my feet pounding on the floor. His hand tightened as we sped up. “Why are you wearing it?”

“It’s mine!”

“Is that how things work? You take it, so it’s yours?”

“No, it is mine! They took it from me first!”

“Seriously?”

“I can’t remember who or when, but I’m sure!”

We spun around a corner and almost tumbled down a set of stairs. I staggered as the step I took forward landed on the floor of the landing below. Zander had jumped us forward without warning.

There were a series of rapid thumps, and a form crashed to the floor in front of me, a chunk of brown banister landing beside him. I screamed as I took in the blue skin and the wrinkles around the massive head. Zander helped himself to the creature’s gun and tugged me forward. I stepped over the alien, launching into another run.

Feet thundered on the wooden stairs far in front of us. Zander opened the closest door and rushed us inside. Blayde thrust it shut behind us, her breathing calm and composed. The only thing out of place was a smear of blue gel on her cheek.

Pretty sure that wasn’t shampoo.

“Zander.” She stormed at him, arms akimbo. “What the veesh did you do?”

“Isn't it awesome?” He twirled for us to take it all in, displaying the jacket like a peacock spreading his tail feathers. It was battle-worn, the kind a biker would wear. No patches or pins, just plain, old black leather, singed on one sleeve, brown in spots from age and use. No mythical treasure, no secret hoard of magic, just an old, battered leather jacket.
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