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The Gemini Strand

L.J. Hasbrouck


Act One

Abandoned Earth, Abandoned Children

This Game of Cruelty Hardly Becomes Me


Chapter One

Nil

I don’t know why I kill. I’m ordered to, true, and it’s all I’ve been trained to do. I’m good at it.

But that doesn’t mean I like it.

Lately, I’ve been losing my touch. Each time I suffer an emotional episode, my handler remedies it by sending me in for reconditioning. The guilt goes away, my efficiency improves, and the nightmares stop.

But the guilt always returns. And so do the nightmares.

Up to the point I awoke at the Guild’s headquarters, all I remembered was a dim, murky muddle of nonexistence. My eyes opened to a roomful of shadows. Vague shapes hovered over me, surrounding me in a nebulous circle. My vision remained hazy, my awareness cloudy—I mistook what would be my first memory for a chilling dream.

“Good morning, my son,” a cold but cajoling voice said. Lilith. My handler. “Your slate has been wiped clean. Let’s see if you do better this time.”

I was floating. But when I moved my arms, I displaced something thicker than air: water. My bare, pale limbs drifted in the translucent pool. Reflecting on it now, it was my birth. And the darkness delivered me.

Which makes Lilith the closest thing I have to a mother.

Tonight, she’s ordered me to slip into the Emerald City, Oz’s entertainment subdistrict. The buildings are green and glittery, disorienting like the rest of Mars’s vast and vacuous districts. Citizens stumble along a yellow brick road nestled between fields of red and pink poppies. A tiny dog frolics through the field alongside his mistress, an adolescent girl in a gingham dress and silver slippers. She darts in front of me, but I walk right through her. The image shimmers, light particles interrupted by my mass, until she reassembles and skips off without a sound.

None of it is real. It’s a projection, both literally and metaphorically, an idealized vision of our world according to the minds who invented it. A fantasy brought to life. All I’d have to do to destroy it is smash the lenses installed on the construction’s framework, strip the taciturn gray structures of all their glimmering emerald, and reveal the ordinary bricks beneath the yellow. Dorothy and Toto would disappear. The poppy fields would vanish, expose barren cayenne clay and ashen rock.

At least shadows are real. Honest. I slink into them, darting between hologram-cloaked buildings and grappling to the rooftops. Ads promising the improbable—the cure for any ailment, all at the low cost of submitting yourself to the Pantheon’s experiments—glint and glitch at the skyline’s zenith. I set up a zipline to the adjacent roof and grapple from rooftop to rooftop, leaving as many lines as I can in my wake. Haste isn’t necessary when entering the target zone, but a speedy exit is crucial.

As I traverse the rooftops, I scan for thermal signatures beneath and behind me. No one’s noticed me. Good. Though I pass several Bouncers patrolling below me on the street, they’re all underneath the Guild’s thumb and therefore instructed to ignore us. Even if a civilian sees me, they’d never see my face again—or see it at all. I use a different shroud on every job, but I sometimes leave them turned off in lieu of the full black bodysuit, which means I resemble some subverted superhero creeping and swinging through the night, mask and all. Not the most outlandish sight on Mars, believe it or not.

I send Isabeau off to survey the area around the soaring spires of the Emerald Castle, my target’s last known location. The synthetic falcon launches from my shoulder, wings shimmering as she slices through light beams shining in the air. I close an eye and perceive what she sees, one camera transmitting an image to another. This eye isn’t mine; it’s a replacement implanted with a chip. I don’t recall how I lost mine, but Lilith says it had something to do with the traumatic incident that sabotaged my memories.

I’m not sure I believe her, but I can’t question the woman who controls my life—unless I want to risk losing it.

Isabeau perches on a ledge outside the building. She monitors the area through a faux stained-glass window, her viewpoint displaying in my cybernetically enhanced eye. Inside the Emerald Castle, writhing clubgoers surround my mark.

I activate my shroud and shimmy down the side of the building with my grappling hook. The regulator installed in my chest controls the speed my heart beats at, keeping my pulse and temperature low at all times. Makes it tougher for thermal imaging and pulse readers to pick up on my signal. There shouldn’t be many people around with tech that can outdo mine, but a few paranoid denizens carry them as a precaution.

Not everyone trusts the Pantheon. With good reason.

I glance into a compact mirror to ensure my shroud works, then stow my gear and waltz into the street, blending with the crowd. The music inside the club vibrates beneath my feet as I approach the front doors, so I prepare my ears for the decibel assault. I nod at the Bouncer, make eye contact, press my palm into the scanner. It approves my print and accepts my false identity with a beep.

When I step through the doors of the castle, cool air whips against my face, and the bass pulses in soundwaves which ripple across every strand of my hair. To counter the heat of the crowd, the air inside is frigid. The relentless chill and unwanted physical crowding make me hunch my shoulders to retreat from the excess stimulus.

Some woman screeches an inane chorus about coming to bang, which is why most patrons gather here. Shrouds cloak about two-thirds of the clubgoers. My mark is a female, but tonight she wears the guise of a male. Maybe for fun, a change, or because she knows someone’s after her and wants to disguise herself for more practical reasons.

I can do this. I have to do this. It’s my duty. I can’t disappoint Lilith again. If I do, she’ll send me to Doc, have him “fix” me again, and I’ll wake in a fog of pain and confusion before my emotions flatline.

Then again, I’m on the verge of an episode. Maybe I’d rather stay numb.

I stroll over to her, dance near her. The song changes to something more along the lines of dubstep with an exotic flavor, like the music used in Ancient Egyptian settings in films. Lasers sway from floor to ceiling, and a strobe effect flashes over the gyrating bodies. A horse trots through the crowd, changing colors and phasing in and out as the material destroys the illusion of the immaterial. When people touch, sometimes their shrouds glitch and the curtain lifts. Most are too inebriated to notice, and the rest prefer the fantasy in front of them to whatever reality lies beneath.

The Tin Man deejays from behind an illusory velvet drape while the Scarecrow serves overpriced drinks. Winged monkeys flit overhead, disappearing into the ceiling. The walls and floors are an oversaturated clover green identical to the exterior of the building, but the other lights sometimes shift them to purple or pink. I despise the gaudiness of it all, the shallowness—not just of the projections, but the people who come here to drink and get laid.

I make eye contact with my target, hold it. Without the lens allowing me to see through shrouds, she resembles an attractive man with a defined build and ebony hair. Underneath, she’s a striking woman with flame-red locks that swirl over her shoulders in waves. Her eyes are hazel, her gaze sensual. I move closer to her but don’t touch her.

A name scrolls across my left eye: Sarah Davenport. This matches the DNA profile stored in the Pantheon and Guild’s databases.

And confirms she’s my target.

“You’re gorgeous,” she tells me, but she’s looking at a false face, a fake body. She sidles closer, dangles her hands over my shoulders. “And tall.”

My shroud can disguise my gender but not my height, unfortunately. Since I knew my target was female, I selected the guise of another woman to make it easier for her to trust me. The Pantheon encourages same-sex unions since accidental pregnancies can’t occur. Although chemicals embedded in Pep Pills—our daily dose of sustenance and suppressants—render everyone sterile, some people find ways around it. The Pantheon takes care of any unapproved children. I suspect it’s the Guild’s job to track them down and dispose of them, but if I’ve been personally tasked with doing it, I don’t remember. Thankfully.

“You’re a quiet one, aren’t you? Don’t be shy, babe.” Alcohol contaminates her breath. I try not to wince as I put my hands on her slender waist. The skintight fabric of her bodysuit betrays her natural curves. “That’s better. Like what you see? Or do you like what’s beneath your hands better?”

I laugh it off and answer her honestly. “I like both. What about you?”

Intrigued, she moves closer to me. The front of her body brushes mine like she’s trying to test my interest. “I like these washboard abs and the stiff knob below your waist.”

“A ‘stiff knob’? What are you, an old British woman?”

Sarah sighs. “My great-great gran was.” She slides her palms down my chest. “What about you? Where did you come from? What kind of blood runs through your veins?”

I have no idea if I was born inside or outside this century-old colony, which evolved into a city filled with frivolous fairy-tale districts. And I can’t answer her question because I don’t know where or who I came from. Affected indifference has been my only way to deal with this crushing absence of identity. But I struggle sometimes when I’m alone.

Which is most of the time.

“I don’t know. O-negative?”

She giggles at my dry quip. “You’re fun. Want to get out of this tacky place and go somewhere more private? I want you all to myself.”

Sarah’s sultry curves and sugary scent are pleasant, but I’m not interested in sleeping with her. I resort to synths to satisfy my cravings. There’s no way I could screw someone I’m about to murder, and even if I wanted to risk getting attached to someone, the whole “love” thing doesn’t come naturally to me.

Although cameras monitor activity all over the districts—which is why I possess a built-in jammer—it’s more convenient for me if we go someplace with less witnesses, so I feign interest and flirt back. “And what place is this?”

She grins and snags my hand in hers. “Why tell you when I can show you?”

Sarah leads me through the crowd, our shoulders bumping other body parts as we brush past strangers. She draws me out of the club and into an expansive garden. Illusory patches of jade grass and rows of exotic flowers induce a wistful, fragile ambience. The silence provides a welcome respite from the deafening music inside.

She waves a hand through blossoms drifting in the air. “They’re so pretty, but you can’t catch them.” She walks backward, facing me. One finger presses the Omnia band on her wrist; her shroud vanishes. She unzips her bodysuit and rolls it down to reveal her face, freeing trapped auburn curls. “My name’s Sarah. What’s yours?”

I turn off the vocal filter but keep my true appearance concealed. In reality, I’m a male painted with an ethnically ambiguous palette—jet-black hair, one green eye, one gray, and a natural tan. My high cheekbones and the slight slant to my eyes point toward Asian descent, but I haven’t been able to dig up any info on my origins. “Sebastian.”

A dreamy smile flatters her pale face. “I went in there a couple of times au naturel, you know. They all flocked to me. Women, men, whatever’s in between. But it’s fake. They want what they see, not what’s underneath. I like to pretend I’m a man because even when they want you, they still respect you.”

She sighs and swipes a stray lock of hair from her cheek. “Have you read about Ancient Rome? Women were nothing to them. Most marriages were political. Their only roles were to raise children and act as Vestals. Men were more interested in other men. I always wanted to live like a man, but I could never commit to the transition—so I wear the shroud, have my cake and eat it too.” She sighs, drags a finger between her lips. “I wish I could eat cake. Or anything besides Pep Pills. But food is too expensive…” Her sharp laugh slices the night air. “Just another way for the Pantheon to control us, right? ‘You can’t eat real food, and you can’t have kids.’ We’re only allowed to exist in this world if we do things their way.”

The more she talks, the more I relate to her. Drawing a comparison between Lilith and the Pantheon is all too easy. “Where are you taking me, Sarah?”

She holds a finger to her lips. “It’s a secret, Seb.”

If she’s luring me into some kind of trap, I’m more than equipped to fight my way out of it. I’m not scared—I seldom am. But I am on edge. I need to get my proof and disappear before I lose the will to finish this.

I glance at empty benches, fake flowers, and trellises coiled with vines—but there’s not a soul in sight. No heat signatures. Diaphanous butterflies flit around, sucking imaginary nectar. Like Earth, Mars follows a twenty-four-hour schedule; it’s closing in on 3:00 a.m., the witching hour, and an arc of feigned moonlight hangs in the sky. If the blossoms were real, pale light might brighten the petals like I’ve seen in so many romantic movies. A chorus of chirping crickets plays over a hidden speaker—the nocturnal resonance of a lost history.

Sarah bounces toward a gazebo, hair flying free behind her like a wave of fire. She enters, turns to me, and beckons with a smile and a finger.

I close the distance between us and grab her waist. Before I can press my lips to hers, spread the poison, she withdraws and cups a hand around my cheek. “Sebastian, do you believe in love?”

“Why do you ask?”

“I don’t know. I guess I’ve seen it in old movies and shows—not like the ones they make today. There’s something in the way people used to look at each other, something synths can’t replicate. Hell, I’ve never seen anyone on Mars look at each other with real affection in their eyes.” Her eyes shine in the rays of light slipping through the gazebo’s latticed exterior. “My parents didn’t look at each other that way—or me. I was an approved birth, destined for beauty and brilliance. But I let them down because I wanted to be something else. Someone else. Have you ever felt that way?”

My stomach sours, and my throat tightens into a knot. When I answer her, I have to force the words between dry lips. “All the time.”

“Show me the real you.” She slides her fingers down my cheek. “The one underneath.”

My face will be the last thing she sees, so I oblige her.

“You really are gorgeous.” Her eyes narrow slightly, and her lush crimson lips part. “But your eyes—”

I crush my mouth to hers. She’s warm, her skin supple. Her small hands grip the back of my neck while she goes limp against me. Her breath shudders against my lips as I speak. “I don’t believe in love. I can never love anyone, and no one would ever love me.”

Her eyelids flutter shut. The poison’s fast-acting, but she’s fighting it. She slides into a puddle at my feet before I scoop her up in my arms.

Tears stream down her cheeks. The color’s already washing out of them. “They wanted to…fix me. But I can’t be fixed.”

Like me.

Something ripples through me, a wave of sensation I can’t place, but I can’t hesitate. I sweep the area, sense no thermal imprints in the perimeter, and heft her over my shoulder. To anyone who might see her, she’s another passed-out drunk.

She’s almost gone. Her final breaths drift against my ear: “The ads… There’s no cure. It’s all a lie…”

The ripple soars into a towering wave. It crashes down on me, threatens to drag me under, but I fight my way back to the surface and drown my emotions instead.

Although the night is well underway and darkness protects me, this subdistrict never sleeps. I have to be careful, listen for every wavelength, feel for every vibration, search for every sign of movement or heat. Sarah’s prone body is dead weight over my shoulder, and when she sways, she sets me off balance. I wipe the poison from my lips, troubled by the memory of our fatal kiss.

Once I’m out of the garden, I switch my shroud off so my tenebrous suit blends with the shadows of deep night. I keep to the alleyways, taking a path I memorized long ago. The Guild has access to three-dimensional holomaps for each district; I’ve traveled every alleyway, every duct, road, and structure in Oz, Wonderland, Neverland, Camelot, and Atlantis.

Time to collect my proof and make my escape tout de suite. I lug Sarah up onto the nearest rooftop and zip to a low building tucked between two elevated ones for cover. I splay her motionless body out; her hair spreads around her like a cloak of flame, and the pale light shining from above gives her ivory skin an ethereal glow. She’s a genuine sleeping beauty.

For a moment, I sit and contemplate her peaceful expression. I keep ruminating over Sarah’s words because I relate to them. The sense of existential indifference, of an unfulfilling life with no way out. She struck a match within me, but I doused the flame before it could spread.

I should have spared her, sliced her thumb off, given her the antidote, told her to run away and never come back—to find someone who could alter her looks, her prints, her DNA, to at least try to slip her through the Pantheon’s grasp. But I killed her without a second thought. Out of habit, of duty. Duty to a woman who doesn’t love me—a “mother” who never truly wanted me.

I sweep the hair back from Sarah’s face and stick an ignition grenade to her which will turn her body into ash within a matter of minutes. I spring my multi-tool from my waist and slice through the knuckle of her right thumb with a laser, then place her thumb in a container made from an indestructible alloy. The lacquer of her glittering nail polish gleams in the light before I shut the case, lock it, and secure it along with my other accessories. The path of ziplines I created leads me back to my getaway vehicle within minutes. I take the zipcraft to Atlantis, park it in the resort’s garage, swap the VID chip, and scan my biometric profile for entry.

Like the rest of the massive resort, Shangri-La’s garage resembles an underwater cavern. Marine creatures swim past me as I step into the elevator. Even with my implant, my heart nearly skips a beat when a gigantic shark dashes by the shutting doors. The elevator descends, and my gut plummets. I don’t know what Sarah Davenport did to deserve death at the indifferent hands of an assassin. Her trail of flaming hair, lively gaze, and playful smile haunt my vision like a specter, a ghostly image imprinted on my eyes. When I shut them, I still see her, still hear her quivering voice asking me if I believed in love, claiming she couldn’t be fixed.

I enter the resort, then dart into my room to swap one uniform for another and stash my gear. After that’s all taken care of, I head up to the penthouse suite to deliver the proof to Lilith. When I’m not out on hits, I’m responsible for guests’ luggage and the cleanliness of their rooms. I’ve asked Lilith several times if I can stick to this mundane cover, abandon the death and deception, but she insists my “talents” would be wasted. When she threatened to take me to Doc, I stopped asking.

Lilith is all smiles when she greets me. She spreads her arms into a mockery of a warm embrace and tucks me against her. The scent of some exotic flower clings to her, evoking the fake garden Sarah led me to, then Sarah’s own flowery perfume. “Ah, my darling, is it done?”

I nod, step back when she releases me. Every time I meet her, she looks the same—a woman with colorful braids, a mahogany complexion, and honey-colored eyes—but the others she encounters might not be greeted by the same appearance. She knows much and reveals little, someone who revels in keeping her cards close to her chest.

Lilith’s pet shark swims in his tank. Not a real shark, but a synth with lifelike skin meant to emulate one. Another reason the one outside the elevator startled me. Bruce might not be legitimate, but he’s as strong as a genuine shark—and deadlier. I’ve seen him tear people to pieces, their limbs floating in cloudy red water while he thrashed back and forth, even cracking the glass of the tank once.

Ironically, the one thing I know is real in Lilith’s room is the one thing I wish weren’t.

I withdraw the case and reveal Sarah Davenport’s pristine thumb. A wave of nausea swells from my stomach into my throat. Lilith plucks the box from me, walks over to her scanner, and presses the thumb to it until a beep confirms I’ve killed the right person.

Lilith sets the thumb on her desk. She steps over to me and grabs my face in her hands. My urge is to withdraw, but I fight it, keep my eyes level with hers. I can’t see through her shroud, can’t see through her. “You’ve been doing so well lately, Nil. I’m pleased with your improvement.”

I think back to what Sarah said, about her parents wanting to change her. My guilt resurfaces, claws its way out of me. “She said she couldn’t be fixed. Is that why I was sent to kill her?”

Lilith’s hands fall from my face. Her brow knits while she studies me as if to determine whether I’m serious or a kid rebelling against authority. I’m pretty fucking far from a kid by this point. I’ve been alive for twenty-five years, but I remember less than half—all of them spent being numbed and shaped into a killing machine. “I spoke too soon. You and your damned questions…”

Lilith only dishes out tiny spoonfuls of information when it suits her. There’s no clear tactic to make her talk. And the ones I’ve been taught don’t work on her, so I try another. “What, you don’t know why we kill people either? Do you have a boss who won’t answer your questions?”

Bruce dashes behind Lilith in his tank. The only time I fear her is when she smiles. Truly smiles, not the fake “so lovely to see you” greeting bullshit she pulls when I return from a job. Her lips twist into a sickening grin, so wide it nearly stretches past her gums. “I suggest you go pop a Pep Pill and get your head on straight—or do you need to be reconditioned again?”

I exhale through tight lips, frustrated by Lilith’s threats, and take a step toward the desk she’s retreated behind. Palms flat against it, I lean over and search her abyssal eyes for a spark of life. “Maybe I can’t be fixed. Especially since I don’t know what’s wrong with me. Do you?”

Lilith fixes me with her most menacing glare. Her voice spews acid. “Nothing is wrong with you. You’re a predator, my child. And everyone else is prey, nothing more. Their words are only soundwaves in the air, and you are the bow that plucks their strings.” She stands and sidles around the side of the desk, strokes a delicate hand through my hair. She’s trying to pluck my strings, but it won’t work this time.

I flinch from her and grab her wrist, driven by instinct. But I catch the glint in her furious eyes before I dare tighten my grasp.

She jerks her arm free of my hand, but she doesn’t strike me. That’s not how she punishes me. Her words cut deeper than any instrument ever could. “You’re dismissed. Go play with one of your toys if you want an outlet for all these pesky emotions of yours. I’ll deposit some credits into your account.”

I have a go at a few synths now and then, mostly to blow off some steam and see if any of them do anything for me. But I can’t feel lust toward something that isn’t alive. Nor can they feel for me, and the “conversations” we hold are rudimentary—even worse than the circles Lilith talks in. Eventually, I stopped talking, but the lone function they serve does nothing for me anymore. They don’t challenge me, intrigue me, appeal to me.

I want someone to make me feel alive. To make me feel human. Lilith treats me like I treated those synths: as something to be exploited and discarded once it’s no longer useful.

As I slip through the door, she tosses a pale object into Bruce’s tank: Sarah’s thumb. The shark’s jaws snap around it. My gut lurches, and when I rush back into my room, I retch up the contents of an empty stomach. Another emotional attack, a surge I can no longer repress.

There’s no cure, Sarah said. It’s all a lie. There’s an insidious purpose behind those ads she mentioned, the ads I passed en route to end her life. A false promise to fix the unfixable. If you can’t heal a horse’s broken foot, you shoot it to put it out of its misery.

Are Lilith and I the ones who shoot horses? Who do the Pantheon’s dirty work for them? Perhaps they’re responsible for my problems—

And if I can’t be fixed, they’ll have someone put me down.


Chapter Two

Morgan

I hunt for what’s hidden. It’s my job. My life. All I’ve ever known. Morgan le Fay, interplanetary scavenger. I’m a nobody from nowhere, found and raised by a man who calls himself “Arthur.” He’s no legendary king, but he’s my captain, my father, and the person I admire most in all the universe.

And he’s the reason I’m stuck in this collapsing crater.

I could call Gwen for help, but I don’t want to bother her—and frankly, I’m embarrassed. I’ve been navigating Earth’s carcass for most of my life and had enough close calls with the treacherous terrain to know better. The chasm I’m stuck in once sat at the bottom of the Santa Ana River, but when Earth neared its point of no return nearly two centuries ago, the future colonists of Mars started draining and filtering all the water they could. Time and an unbalanced ecology took care of the rest. Clouds of acrid dust cover some of the shallower trenches, but I’m usually quite skilled at detecting these sandy traps.

Not today. Obviously.

Fortunately, Arthur ran his “Knights” through a crash course in case a mishap like this occurred. I unclip the rope from my tool belt and swirl it in a loop, tossing it toward the upper edge of the basin. I angle for a cliff with sturdy stone sticking out from it, hook into it with the claws at the end of my grapple, and yank until the rope stays taut. Once I brace my feet against the wall, the soles of my boots embed handy spikes into the surface. I pretend I’m a mountaineer or that I’m raiding tombs, something more exotic than trying to climb out of a hole I stumbled into.

Rocks and clumps of sand tumble below me. I utilize all my arm strength, hand over hand, keeping the precipice in sight as a goal. Part of the wall crumbles from beneath me, but I swing to the side and stick to a sturdier section. Sweat clings to my brow and my heart pounds in my ears, but I don’t have a free hand to adjust the temperature of my suit. I curse under my breath, then utter words of encouragement and imagine Arthur’s up there calling them out to me. “You’ve got this, Morgan. You’re strong, stubborn, and clever. You can pull yourself out of any hole you fall into.”

I claw my way over the edge of the crater wall and haul myself up with what energy I have left. That fucking sucked. I’m almost too sapped to turn the dial and cool my suit, but my goggles are too fogged to see through.

Once the haze clears and my arms no longer droop like rubber, I get to my feet and find my bearings. Weathered, peeling road signs loom in the distance. I focus my lenses to sharpen details obscured by the cloud of dust contaminating Earth’s atmosphere: I’m near the intersection of La Palma and Lake View Avenue, still in Anaheim, California.

I radio Gwen to check in. She is my partner on this excursion—and my best friend—so hearing her voice will help calm my shaky nerves. “Hey, G. Where are you at? Find anything fun yet?”

She radios back promptly, her elegant accent complementing her rich voice. “I’m picking my way through some old theme park. You’d be surprised how many creepy mascot costumes survived the apocalypse. How about you, M?”

“Same old, same old: dirt, rocks, and debris.”

And barren fields where crops used to be, a plethora of billboards advertising treatment and prevention for UV exposure, and a total absence of animal and plant life. Good job depleting the ozone layer, humanity. As much as I loathe Mars and wish I could experience pre-apocalyptic life on Earth, there’s no denying we’d have gone extinct as a species without the Red Planet.

Gwen sighs. “Lance called to brag about how he and Arthur beat us to the ship. I should probably start working my way back to our rover. If you make it first, call me and come pick me up. Otherwise, I’ll call you.”

I hang up and make a sulky face, irritated I haven’t found anything noteworthy. I have a reputation to uphold, and I won’t let Lance beat me at something else today.

After I remotely recall the hovercart that fell into the crater with me, I inspect my cargo: intact, despite my bumbling tumble. I reactivate it and pick my way across the jagged landscape until I reach a parking lot filled with rusted vehicles. Several stick out of narrow chasms left behind by catastrophic earthquakes, so I watch my step. My stomach lurches when I imagine myself falling into a crevice deeper than the one I dropped into. There’s a reason I don’t look out of the windows while we’re soaring through space: the infinite void infuses me with irrational panic.

When the ground gave out beneath my feet, I swore I would fall forever and I’d never stop screaming. Which makes me that much prouder of my self-sufficient, valiant escape. But do I want to go through it again? Nope.

I quicken my pace until something stops me in my tracks: a red-and-white hospital sign dangling from a recessed portico. Our doctor-slash-technician, Merlin, loves antique medical equipment…

And I’m worried about Arthur. About the times I hear him talking to himself in his room. About the memories he’s forgetting and the details he misremembers. He’s way too young to lose his mind, but I don’t know how to help him—and I’m desperate to find a way.

Ads sprinkled throughout Mars promise wondrous cures or payment for anyone who volunteers for treatment. I tried to goad Arthur into checking them out without letting on how worried I was about his health—and even half joked about signing Lance up—but he brushed me off. “There’s always a catch,” he told me. “And I don’t want anyone to catch me.” He got a bit prickly any time I’d mention it after that, so I went back to pretending everything was hunky-dory.

Arthur named me after a sorceress, so now all I can do is work my magic. I won’t stop looking until I find what he needs.

I enter the hospital lobby through shattered glass doors. It’s like stepping into an image from my history holobooks. Dust-covered chairs, cracked TV monitors, and a cluttered desk await me in the lobby. I sweep my hand over fraying silk plants and pluck up torn, faded gossip rags. I aim my scanner ahead of me: it spots objects with enough concentrated material to trigger it, but it misses the fine details a human eye might catch.

Mostly, I find clipboards, melted pens, and yellowed papers. Everything else has disintegrated into powder or been buried in layers of rubble requiring multiple trips to sift through. I save my hands for the delicate pieces and blast the big stuff with lasers; I only make “pew-pew” noises if I’m alone. Which I am.

I search any operating rooms and offices I can access until I’m covered in powder, ash, and dirt—and some other crap I’m better off letting remain a mystery. We take precautions, cover up head to toe in antimicrobial suits and breathe through filtered masks, but every trip is a risk. So far, no one has waltzed onto the ship with some creepy-crawly strapped to their face or black goo dripping from their orifices, but that’s an “x days without workplace accident” record I’d rather not break.

The outline of a square object with valuable metallic elements glows in my scanner. I trudge over to the desk it’s tucked in, but when I try to yank the drawer open, it won’t budge. Arthur always taught me, “When a door won’t open, find another way in,” so I burn a square around the cheap particleboard at the back of the desk and pluck it out. The treasure is mine for the taking. Maybe I am a tomb raider, of sorts.

“Sweet!” I slide the silver object out and swipe the film of dust from it. “Merlin’s gonna love you, little laptop.” The heat hasn’t melted this relic. I assume the dual barrier of the building and desk kept it safe in the shadows.

I flop onto my rear, plop the computer onto my lap, and pry it open. The glass screen and plastic keyboard are cumbersome in my hands; I’m used to flicking out my wrist, logging into my Omnia with my fingerprint, and poking away at images hovering in the air. I can’t see how people accomplished anything with this awkward hunk of junk.

The laptop’s lost all its charge. My Omnia runs off my energy courtesy of magnetic nanotech. Kinda creepy, but so long as I’ve got juice, it does too. Everything’s wireless now, but I’ve plucked plenty of electronic plugs and such from Earth, and Arthur has a store of loot on the Pridwen. If he doesn’t have the doohickey this laptop needs to power on, some pawnbroker or antique vendor will. And if it doesn’t power on, they can strip it for parts and transfer a few credits to our account.

I secure the laptop in my hovercart, then rummage through the computer desk out of habit, feeling for anything my scanner might’ve missed. The tips of my gloved fingers scrape against a clunky object wedged between the desk drawer and wall, like it got displaced when someone slammed the drawer shut.

When I pluck the item out and study it, my weary eyes alight with the jubilation of an archeologist discovering a groundbreaking artifact. A desk plate with the name “R. Hauer” etched in it gleams at me.

Holy fucking shit. Arthur didn’t make him up. “Roy Hauer” isn’t another fairy tale—which means everything else Arthur told me was true. Hauer might be involved with my birth, with my abandonment.

I pry a crumpled piece of paper from the back of the nameplate with trembling fingers. Elegant strokes of ink sweep across it: a handwritten letter, something exceedingly rare on Earth and practically nonexistent on Mars.

Roy,

Don’t forget to eat your lunch. And don’t come home too late. I was thinking tonight might be a good wine and ABBA night, one of our “Throwback Thursdays.” You pick the wine; I’ll pick the song.

Din karlek, Alex

This can’t be real. Arthur’s had me searching for this guy over thirteen years. I’d been bugging Arthur to let me join him on his “scavenger hunts,” but he dissuaded me with claims of dangerous terrain, temperatures, and trolls. Only one was a lie. When he finally told me I could come with him, I quaked with so much excitement I could barely yank my suit on.

But Earth didn’t live up to the images I’d conjured in my mind, and I sulked, stomped, and glowered until Arthur walked me over to the rim of a deep canyon. He held my hand tight and told me, “I know this isn’t what you wanted to see, Morgan, but sometimes you have to use your imagination. Picture what might’ve been here, what might still be hidden here.”

I gazed into the abyss of the ravine and contemplated how deep it went, then imagined myself falling until I ended up a bloody stain on the rocks. All it would take was one slip of my foot, a slight shift in balance—but I knew the hand wound in mine would never let go.

I kicked a rock into the chasm and followed it with my eyes until I lost sight of it. “Is this another one of your dumb pranks, Papa?”

Arthur scoffed and squeezed my hand. “You used to get a kick out of my pranks, darling! I suppose you’re truly growing up; cynicism is the first sign of adulthood.”

“If this isn’t a joke, then what are we doing here?”

Arthur rummaged through his carrier and produced a torn, yellowed newspaper dated over a hundred years ago. When I flipped through it, a good chunk of the pages was missing. An article detailing Roy Hauer’s exploits had been highlighted, but the photograph was scribbled over with black ink. Without Hauer—at least according to this article—Hellas Planitia would have no life-support system, no magnetic field to protect us from the bitter cold and dust storms, and no artificial biosphere to regulate the temperature, air quality, and radiation.

I handed the paper back to Arthur, who smoothed his hand over what he obviously considered a rare treasure. “When I found you wailing outside my front door, this was the only thing you had with you. I’ve been looking for signs of this man ever since. This article is the only evidence Roy Hauer truly existed. I’ve never seen a picture of him. Any biographical records have been wiped from the Ether. Films, books, documentaries…he’s a ghost.”

By age twelve, I had transitioned out of fairy tales and moved on to more mature fare—and also grown weary of all the practical jokes Arthur pulled. For a second, I thought he was still pulling my leg…but the grave aura surrounding my normally jovial father figure convinced me he was dead serious.

“He’s way too old to be my real dad, right?” I asked. “He’s got to be dead.”

Arthur squeezed my hand and turned me away from the daunting canyon. “Merlin used to support my search for Hauer, but he’s convinced it’s driving me mad. He thought it would be better if I never told you; if I gave up. But I can’t. And you deserve to know, deserve the opportunity to search for the truth.”

Our bulky face masks made reading Arthur’s expression impossible, but his breathing hastened, and his fingers trembled around mine. I bit my tongue and waited for him to spill the information he wrestled with revealing.

“The day I found you was the day my foster parents disappeared. This article, this man, is the only clue I have about your origin and their disappearance. My parents never told me where I came from, even when I asked. Someone was holding something over their heads—perhaps their lives.”

Now Arthur verged on hyperventilating, about to soar off on one of his “flights of fancy,” as Merlin liked to call them. His pranks and stories entertained me, but when he got an idea in his head like this—a conspiracy—it scared me.

I didn’t know what to say, hadn’t fully processed what he told me, so I changed the subject to steer him onto another track. “I wanted to see trees and birds and flowers, and the ocean…but all you wanted to do was trick me into looking for this guy’s stuff with you because Merlin won’t.”

Arthur chuckled, but his eyes shone with the glint of moisture. Even then, part of me knew he was clinging to my childhood more than I was. “I’ll tell you what: when we go home, I’ll take you to Atlantis. They have a new museum where you can sniff vials of scents like ‘roses,’ ‘fair food,’ or ‘sea breeze’ and imagine yourself walking through a stately garden, exploring a whimsical carnival, or dragging your bare feet through the seashore. You can even pet different animal furs, flip through paperback books, and sample artificial food flavorings. Wouldn’t you enjoy that?”

I broke free of his grip and crossed my arms, trying my best to pout and worm my way out of looking for traces of this long-dead scientist guy, but Arthur’s mock-begging eventually won me over. “Sure.”

He patted my shoulders and beamed with the radiance of a thousand suns. Even through his goggles, his sky-blue eyes sparkled in the sunlight breaking through the dust clouds. “Attagirl. Let’s get going.”

All these years, I’ve been the only one entrusted with Arthur’s secret—a secret that involves us both. He hid this search from Merlin, from Gwen and Lance, scared they’d leave him like the rest of the crew because they’d think he’s out of his mind.

Arthur’s article mentioned Hauer’s postgraduate studies were in California, so we worked our way from top to bottom, occasionally breaking away so the others wouldn’t wonder why we were so fixated on the coastal behemoth. But I hold proof in my hands, proof I get to bring back to my father, proof I was right to believe in him when no one else would.

I do a happy dance, pack up, and direct my hovercart back to the stretch of broken road. I send a message to Gwen asking her where I should pick her up and another to Arthur telling him we’re on our way back to the ship.

After Gwen replies, I hop into the rover and zoom over Earth’s craggy terrain with a stupid smile plastered to my face the entire way. I pick her up, still grinning, but she can’t see it. She huffs and climbs into the rover with her loot, cramming it between her legs and the center console.

“Sometimes the risk just isn’t worth the reward.” She sighs and looks at me, her lashes long and lovely even behind a plexiglass barrier. “Please tell me you found something worthwhile, at least.”

I’m itching to share my discovery, but I need to save the news for Arthur. “I’m pretty positive I found something that’ll make Arthur shit moon rocks.”

“Disgusting!” Gwen shoves my arm and winces. “Do I want to know what that could be?”

“Oh, you probably won’t care. But Merlin’s probably going to blast his cannon over it.”

“Can you please stop it with the disgusting imagery? You sound like Lance.” I can tell she’s smirking by the subtle arch of her eyebrow. “Lance is going to hate you—but I don’t mind if you’re Arthur’s favorite. You’re mine too.”

I click my tongue. “You’re laying it on way too thick.”

As we coast over the broken stretches of road with a bold coral sunset beyond us, a shot of dread dulls my elation. Whatever’s on that laptop could make or break this search for Arthur, for me. Maybe there’s nothing on it—or it won’t work. Then all we have is a letter and a nameplate, and Merlin’s going to hate us for hiding this from him. He’ll hate me even more for egging Arthur on.

After Gwen and I board the ship, Lance strolls over to me with his jaunty gait, trying to peer and pry at my loot while it’s stuffed in its titanium prison. “Looks like you got some interesting stuff, Morg. Want to compare hauls?”

I elbow him out of my way and take my mask off, swipe raven strands of sticky hair out of my eyes. “Not interested in elevating or emasculating your ego today, Lance. I’ve got bigger fish to fry.”

“Morgan,” he says, rolling the r, “why the sour face? You look like a baby who just ate a lemon.” He’s been watching ancient videos stored on the Ether network. Lance loves to waste time on stupid shit. I used to watch it with him until Gwen joined the crew. Now we watch plays at the theater in Atlantis, but Lance doesn’t go because they’re “boring.” His loss.

Gwen wedges herself between us. “Maybe she caught a whiff of your hideous cologne. Now would you kindly piss off so I can stop holding my breath?”

It actually smells nice, fruity and light. But the more compliments you throw at a smug bastard, the bigger his ego swells—and I’d prefer nothing else of his swell. We were close as preteens, when Lance first joined our crew, but then hormones kicked in and deepened our playful rivalry. Gwen’s presence exacerbates the rival element; they really don’t like each other. I still like him most of the time, but not in the way he’d prefer.

Once upon a time, handsome princes whisked beautiful princesses away to pointy stone castles filled with throne rooms, dining halls, and ballrooms. Then they pumped out roly-poly, red-cheeked babies—who inevitably ended up cursed or killed. Our ancestors grew up believing this was the ideal existence: a man, a woman, a mansion, children, and happily ever after. Or a man, a woman, a shabby trailer, a litter of screaming brats, and divorced after a year. But marriage isn’t a thing now. Neither is religion. Without religion and tradition wagging a judgmental finger in our faces, we’re not herded into an “ideal” life. I’m disinterested in sleeping with anyone, though I am aesthetically and emotionally attracted to a select few people.

Although Lance’s golden hair shines in the light and his sapphire eyes dance with a twinkle of mischief, his puckish lips perpetually quirk into a smirk I want to punch off his face. The slight tilt of the tip of his nose gives him an impish quality, and he has a snaggletooth like a damned vampire fang. He’s scruffy and insufferable. Handsome, charming, clever, and cocky because he knows it. But he wants something from me I’ll never want from him.

When I push past Lance and make my way into Crew Quarters, I spot Arthur sitting with Merlin at one of the tables. As soon as Arthur catches my gaze, he stands and approaches with a proud smile. “How’d my girls do?”

Gwen makes a disgusted sound to signify “not well” while I lower my hovercart to the ground and extend the wheels. Once the lid springs up, I withdraw the laptop and thrust it at him. “Ta-da! Do you have something to power this up with? Found it in some old hospital.”

This is only the aperitif, something to get him salivating before I deliver the full course to him. I want to savor this.

“Morgan, this is an astonishing find!” When Arthur’s excited, his accent intensifies. I can’t place it, but it’s not like mine or anyone else’s. If I had to compare it to something, I’d pick Nordic, but I’m basing this on actors who may or may not have been performing an accurate rendition of the dialect. “Merlin will be thrilled, my darling. Even if it doesn’t boot up, he can use it for parts.”

“But, Daddy,” Lance says, batting his eyelashes, “didn’t I do good too?”

Arthur and I give Lance an admonishing look, but humor tinges Arthur’s features. “All my children make me proud. Even you.” He swats the back of Lance’s head, his eyes crinkling at the corners when his smile widens. “But Morgan has a rare talent.”

“Finding junked computers?” Lance’s eyes flash toward me, piercing me with envy.

I clear my throat, eager to show him up. “I found this in the desk with it, Arthur.” When I hand Arthur the nameplate, his squinting eyes go wide.

“Morgan…was there anything else in that desk?”

“Yep.” My nonchalant shrug provides a stark contrast to Arthur’s fidgety excitement. I shoot Lance a smug smirk while I hand Arthur the letter, but he has no idea why Arthur’s hands tremble as he holds the crumpled slip of paper.

Arthur swallows, but he doesn’t say anything. His eyes sweep across the letter, then lock in place. His free hand idles to his temple as if massaging the twinge of an oncoming headache. He’s having another one of his episodes, the ones he explained away to me as “vivid, sudden daydreams.” Merlin spots the shift in body language and joins Arthur in seconds, staring at the paper clenched in Arthur’s hand. Merlin’s eyes lift to meet mine; his thick eyebrows knit and his thin lips tighten, silently asking me what the hell I’ve done.

My gut seizes with anxiety. When my gaze slides to Lance, he’s studying Arthur with a little furrow in his brow. He’s thickheaded, but he’s not dense: he knows something is up with Arthur too. We’ve just never talked about it—not since Gwen came in and we drifted apart. She slides a hand down my arm and cups my elbow, but I can’t read her face as easily as the others.

Arthur tucks the letter into the laptop and smooths a hand over the plastic as if stroking a baby’s fine hair. He cradles it beneath one arm and grips the nameplate with his other hand, refusing to let go. A strong undercurrent of unease tickles the back of my mind and diminishes the pride of my lucky—not skilled—find.

“Let’s get back to Mars,” Merlin says, guiding Arthur to the command center. The rest of us secure our gear in the cargo bay before we join our captain and his first mate, settle into our seats, and strap in for liftoff.

Ugh, Mars. I never miss you.

A billboard towers beyond the ship’s expansive windshield. I ignore Lance and Gwen’s inquisitive stares and study the faded, peeling image instead. Old-fashioned artwork depicts a golden-haired girl holding an orange, her figure as plump and luscious as the fruit. Her vivid crimson smile stretches to a ludicrous point; I sincerely doubt an orange has ever made anyone that happy.

Thanks for visiting sunny Anaheim, California! the sign proclaims. Orange you glad you came?

My face crinkles with doubt, resembling a lemon-eating baby more than the orangegasming bombshell.


Chapter Three

A Man with Many Masks

When I’m not out murdering hapless people, I spend the bulk of my free time streaming videos over the Ether. Mostly foreign productions set in exotic locations. I enjoy the variation in languages and settings—the dominant language on Mars is English, though words from someone’s ancestral tongue sometimes slip into intimate conversation. Images of snow-capped mountains and twilight seascapes can only be projected by lenses now, never visited. Though I’ve never been to Earth, a potent sense of loss saturates me when I view these lost landscapes.

At night, I soak my aching muscles in the water we siphon and purify from beneath Mars’s surface. Sometimes I sit in the cushioned window nook, watching while whales and dolphins swim in pointless loops, sleek silver zipcrafts zoom through the air like speeding bullets, and ant-sized people march toward their destinations. They’re trying to kill time, fill the void—same as I am.

Not much excites me, interests me. Innumerable dead ends exist within my labyrinthine mind, no exits.

The day after Sarah Davenport’s execution, Lilith summons me to her suite. An image of Bruce snapping up Sarah’s floating thumb unsettles me, but I tug on my shroudsuit and activate my tacky resort uniform. I tow a hovercart stacked with suitcases down the hall, stopping to drop them off at their corresponding rooms. The interior of the hotel resembles the ocean floor, filled with iridescent shells and vivid coral. Transparent fish and other bizarre creatures with too many or not enough appendages swim by, sometimes in mock pursuit of something smaller. Light ripples on the carpet in wavy white streaks, intended to replicate sunlight piercing through undulating waves, and a massive blue whale soars over my head.
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