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The Golden Ticket

The buzz of the holographic sign always rattled Luke’s teeth, but it was there in an attempt to lure in new clientele—and he needed the money. SWIFT AUTO SHOP: YOU’LL BE IN AND OUT flickered against the backdrop of the busy streets of New York City. Luke waited at the front desk for new customers, nervously tapping his fingers on the ceramic counter.

He waited again, and then waited some more until it was one hour before closing time and no one had shown up looking for repairs. He sighed, checking the number on his digital piggy bank. His total amount was at six-hundred Digibucks, just four-hundred shy of his goal, and time was running out.

He was never going to be able to afford a ticket to the Genesis Hotel. The luxury space resort would take off without him, and he’d spend the rest of his life wondering what if.

Luke reached for the remote on his desk, flipping through the channels on the hanging screen. As if to torture him, he came across a commercial for the Genesis Hotel. The space cruiser was enormous, able to fit thousands of guests at one time. Scott Preston—the blond-haired, well-dressed, billionaire CEO of Preston Enterprises—appeared on the screen with the spaceship in the background.

“Our innovative hotel has everything you could want in a vacation. A spa, a casino, a five-star restaurant, and more. Run entirely by androids,” Scott said as pictures of the interior flitted by. “For just a thousand Digibucks per ticket, you could be one of the lucky passengers to experience the magic of the very first space hotel.”

A beautiful brunette woman with blue eyes appeared on the screen. She had long flowing hair, a slender figure, and a pearly-white smile. She wore a flight attendant’s uniform, Genesis Hotel’s signature white and blue. She bowed at the camera.

She was the most gorgeous woman Luke had ever seen. Transfixed, he couldn’t tear his eyes away from the holo-screen, smitten and tongue-tied.

“Meet Naomi, one of the androids working on the ship,” Scott said, gesturing at the android with a smile. “Anything you’d like to say to the humans watching, Naomi?”

Naomi nodded, her eyes boring into the camera. “The Genesis Hotel is your perfect vacation spot. It will be my pleasure to serve.”

Luke couldn’t believe he had found an android attractive. It felt so ... wrong. Unnatural, even. Still, it was astonishing how life-like she was—and if Luke saw her on the street, he wouldn’t have been able to tell she wasn’t human.

“Genesis Hotel boards in three weeks,” Scott continued, his gaze back on the camera. “What are you waiting for? Purchase your ticket today before we’re completely sold out and be a part of history in the making!”

Naomi smiled, speaking the slogan’s words on the screen. “Genesis Hotel—where luxury meets the stars.”

Theatrical music played as the ship floated through outer space. Luke shut the holo-screen off and flung the remote across the room. He had seen enough, been tortured enough.

Just as he prepared to place the CLOSED sign on the door, the bell above it rang and someone entered the auto shop. It was a middle-aged woman dressed in a fur coat, an overpriced handbag attached to her shoulder. With expensive jewelry and the latest holo-phone, the woman was practically a walking bank.

Jackpot, Luke thought. This could be my lucky day.

“Good evening, ma’am,” Luke said, walking over to her. “How may I—”

“This is the worst day ever!” she replied with a huff, throwing her purse on the counter. “I was just trying to do some shopping when my flying car broke down outside your God-awful shop.”

Luke typed her information into the holo-computer. “I see. Has your car ever broken down before?”

“No, never! Look, I don’t want to drive on the road like a poor person. Do you know who I am? My name is Betsy Goldworth. And I need my flying car back as soon as possible.”

“Whatever you say, ma’am,” Luke muttered. “Please bring your car around the back and I’ll take a look at it.”

Once the flying car had been driven into the garage, Luke popped the hood and flicked on the light switch. Betsy impatiently hovered over him as he worked, and he tried his best to keep his cool. He couldn’t find a problem with the engine so he inspected the small gas tank where the anti-gravity fuel was pumped into.

He wiped his greasy hands on a nearby rag and stepped back. “I see the problem now—your Anti-G tank has a leak in it. You won’t be able to fly until it’s fixed. It’s a pretty common issue, actually. Happens all the time with flying cars.” 

She huffed. “Whatever. When can you fix it? I don’t have all day. I’m in a rush, actually. I have to get home and pack for the Genesis Hotel.”

Of course she can afford a ticket, Luke thought. She’s probably never had trouble affording anything in her life.

“Well, the good news is that it shouldn’t take very long. Half an hour at most,” Luke replied. “It’ll be four-hundred Digibucks for my work.”

Technically, an issue with an anti-gravity tank only cost about three-hundred and fifty D, but Luke was upping the price and hoping the woman wouldn’t notice. He was so close to his goal, he could taste it. He just needed one final push.

Betsy shook her head. “I’ll pay you three-hundred D for it. No more, no less.”

Luke sighed. “I’m sorry, ma’am, but my price is four-hundred. What’s a hundred extra dollars to someone like you?”

“It’s a hundred dollars more than I want to spend.” She paused. “If you won’t do it, I’ll find another mechanic in town. There are plenty of them around, you know.”

She picked up her holo-phone and handbag and walked toward the door. Luke cursed under his breath before he took a step forward, chasing after her.

“Wait!” he cried, and she turned around. “You win, Ms. Goldworth. Three-hundred it is.”

Luke knew he’d regret it, but he really needed the money—regardless of buying a ticket to the Genesis Hotel. Customers were scarce and times were hard. He glanced over at his piggy bank, mentally saying goodbye to his space hotel dream forever.

Betsy smiled. “Great. You’d better get to it. And hurry up, will you? The smells in here are making me sick.”

“A shame,” Luke muttered, then took a deep breath and got to work.

After the car was repaired and she was flying away to join the long line of sky traffic, Luke counted his digital money and sighed.

She hadn’t even tipped.

****

[image: ]


An hour later, Luke walked home through the overcrowded downtown streets. It was the middle of summer, but there was a chill in the air, no doubt due to the pollution. Despite the advancement of technology, the city had really deteriorated as climate change destroyed the planet.

No wonder people are so eager to board Genesis Hotel, Luke thought. This planet is a dump.

Both flying and regular cars whizzed by. There was a certain irony in the fact that a mechanic didn’t have his own vehicle, but with so few customers, it was a wonder he could still put food on the table.

He heard a commotion coming from the sidewalk ahead and stopped in his tracks. A cluster of people with signs and banners surrounded a nearby building, pounding on the glass doors. Luke looked up. The letters P and E couldn’t be missed—the building was the headquarters for Preston Enterprises, a tech billionaire and genius. But why was there an angry mob outside?

As he walked closer—it was the only way home—he finally heard the words they were shouting. “No means no! The androids have to go!” followed by, “androids are scary! We’re a little wary!”

The rhymes were silly, Luke had to admit, but there was truth in them. Androids were a new technology and humans were always afraid of what they didn’t understand. And they frightened Luke a little too.

Security guards were stationed in front of the building to keep the protestors from pushing their way inside, but Scott Preston was nowhere to be found. A moment later, the front doors opened a crack, then someone poked their head out.

“Ladies and gentlemen, there’s no need to shout,” a man said, and Luke realized it was Scott Preston. He could barely see him through the horde of people. “Please, let’s keep things civil.”

A journalist pushed through the crowd. “Mr. Preston, can you confirm the rumor your company filed for bankruptcy? If that’s true, how did you afford to design the Genesis Hotel?”

As Scott scrambled for an answer, his mouth opening and closing, another journalist stepped forward. “What about the rumors that a scientist was killed during a test of the androids? Word on the street is that you covered it up, Mr. Preston. Care to explain?”

“No comment. Please leave or I’ll be forced to call the police,” Scott said before he slammed the door shut and disappeared inside.

Luke took a deep breath and tried to make his way through the crowd. “Excuse me, pardon me. Just need to squeeze by ... don’t mind me...”

The crowd jolted forward, attempting to break down the front doors. The security guards did their best to repel the ambush, but they were outnumbered. Someone in the crowd started throwing punches and shoving. A second later, a random punch happened to collide with Luke’s jaw.

This is the worst day of my life, Luke thought.

The punch knocked him off his feet and he landed on the ground with a hard thud. He placed his hands over his head as the crowd trampled him, not even noticing him on the ground as they stormed the doors. He thought he was done for until he heard the distinct whirl of police sirens in the distance.

Once the NYPD showed up, the crowd dispersed. No one helped Luke up, not even the security guards. Once the red and blue lights engulfed the street, Luke knew he had to get out of there. He didn’t want to be arrested for something he had no part in.

He ran home, clutching his aching jaw the entire way. He flicked on the light in his cramped two-bedroom apartment, pretending not to notice as cockroaches scurried from sight. Home sweet home. Or dump sweet dump as his roommate would say.

The bathroom ceiling was leaking, the refrigerator was making a weird humming sound, and a stack of electronic bills sat piled up on the kitchen counter. They were flashing red, signaling that Luke needed to pay them or risk losing his place. It was all a sinking reminder of how poor his auto shop was performing. And how much of a failure he was.

If only I could get a ticket to the Genesis Hotel, Luke thought. Then I could forget about this crap for a few weeks.

He grabbed an ice pack from the freezer, wincing as he placed it against his bruising jaw. He put his things down on the floor, looking around for his roommate, Raymond. The apartment was quiet and empty.

“Ray? You home yet?” Luke called out, glancing around.

Silence.

His shift must’ve run late, Luke thought.

He grimaced as he looked through the fridge and cupboards for something to make for dinner. They had three food items in there—cheese, milk, and old pasta. It would have to do. And if Ray wasn’t home for dinner, he’d wrap up the leftovers for him and put it in the fridge.

Keys jingled in the hallway before the handle turned, and his best friend and roommate, Raymond White, walked through the front door. His Afro bounced with each step, his honey-golden eyes sparkling. He looked exceptionally cheery—too cheery for the kind of place they lived in.

Ray smiled. “Hey, man. What’s for dinner?”

“Bland mac and cheese,” Luke deadpanned.

“Mmm, my favorite.” Ray paused, staring at Luke with concern. “Am I crazy, or is your face bruised?”

“There was an angry mob.” When Raymond raised his eyebrows, Luke shrugged him off. “Don’t ask. Not important.”

“All right, whatever you say. So ... did you make it yet?”

Luke boiled a pot of water on the stove, glaring at Raymond out of the corner of his eye. “Does it look like it’s ready?”

Raymond crept closer, shaking his head. “No, not the pasta. The money! Did you make it to 1000 D yet or not?”

Luke avoided his eyes, watching as the water boiled. “No, I’m a hundred short. Did I ever tell you how much I hate rich people?”

Raymond turned silent. “Damn, that’s disappointing. What happened?”

“Oh, just the usual. People not wanting to pay. Look, even if I get the money somehow—which is a big if at this point—the tickets for Genesis Hotel will be sold out soon. And I need to pay these bills. There’s no money to spare.”

There was silence for a moment. Luke hung his head in shame as he grated the cheese, his stomach rumbling.

“Well, that’s too bad,” Ray replied, softly. “It’s a good thing I found a way to get you a ticket then, huh?”

Luke scoffed, not bothering to look his way. “Don’t mess with me, Ray. I’m not in the mood for one of your jokes.”

Ray nodded. “You’re right—I joke too much. Luckily for you, this time I’m telling the truth.”

Luke’s head shot in his direction as Ray placed a golden credit card on the kitchen table. It sparkled in the pale light of the room as Luke rushed over, running his fingers over its jagged letters. ONE LOWER-CLASS TICKET TO GENESIS HOTEL. NON-REFUNDABLE.

They were the most beautiful words Luke had ever seen.

“What? When? How?” Luke asked, glancing up at him. “I could kiss you right now!”

Ray laughed. “I think I’ll pass, thanks. To answer your questions, I managed to snag a spot as one of the Sentries aboard. I knew you wanted to see the Genesis Hotel, and I really wanted to do something nice for you. There were a lot of applicants, actually. I think my glowing recommendation from my boss at the Empire State Building won them over.”

Luke narrowed his eyes. “The Empire State Building? You’ve never worked there.”

Ray grinned. “Okay, so I had to embellish a little, but who cares? I get to be a Sentry on the first trip of the Genesis Hotel! Do you know how big that is?”

“It does sound big. But hang on a second—what’s a Sentry? You didn’t explain.”

“It’s the only human position on the ship. Really, it’s just a fancy title for a security guard. We’re supposed to watch over the androids and make sure they don’t malfunction and whatnot,” Ray replied, placing a piece of shredded cheese in his mouth. “And you know, make sure they don’t turn evil and kill everyone.”

“Is that a possibility?”

Raymond shrugged. “Dunno. I mean, these androids are new. They’ve never been field-tested before. Who knows what they’re going to be like? And Scott Preston has them flying the ship and cooking the meals.”

“Really? Well, I’m sure the company thinks they’re safe. Is Scott Preston expecting trouble?”

“Hell if I know, but it doesn’t hurt to be prepared, right? Literally, every science fiction novel warns us about androids. We gotta be careful, you know? Don’t want a Terminator on our hands.”

Luke continued stirring the pot of macaroni. The hunger pains in his stomach had been replaced with butterflies. “And it’s free? I don’t have to pay a single thing?”

Ray nodded. “All expenses paid, two-week vacation. The Sentries get their stay paid for and they get an extra ticket to bring a family member along. If anyone asks, we’re distant cousins, okay?”

Luke laughed. “You got it. I can use the money I made to pay the bills instead. Thanks for this, Ray. I won’t forget it.”

“Consider it an early birthday, Christmas, and Easter gift.” Ray clapped a hand on Luke’s shoulder. “But you’re welcome, buddy. Anything for you.”

As they ate their dinner and chatted about the Genesis Hotel, Luke got into bed that night with a giant smile on his face. He tried to catch some shut-eye, but sleep eluded him. How could he rest when he was so excited?

I’m going to the Genesis Hotel in three weeks, Luke thought. This is the best day of my life.

When he finally closed his eyes, his dreams were filled with champagne and fine cuisine, beautiful androids, and the void of outer space.
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Chapter Two
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Launch Day

The three weeks until the Genesis Hotel passed at an agonizingly slow pace.

It was a good thing Raymond had bought the tickets, because Luke hadn’t had a single customer. He spent his time at work watching space documentaries on the Internet, learning as much as he could before launch.

Despite his money and customer troubles, he found himself without a care. Why would he worry when his wildest dream had come true?

Today is launch day, he thought as he woke up that morning. The date September 16th, 2080 flashed colors on his digital calendar. Genesis Hotel, here I come!

He glanced in the mirror, smoothing down his frizzy red hair. The giant bruise had almost completely faded, and he was glad he wouldn’t have to board Genesis Hotel looking like he had just gotten into a bar fight. He wanted to look—and feel—his best.

Raymond burst through Luke’s bedroom door, his suitcase in tow. “Today’s the day, man!” He pointed at his outfit, resembling a knight’s set of armor. It was silver and gleamed in the dim light of the apartment. “The Sentry uniform just came in the mail. Last minute, but at least it showed up. How do I look?”

“Like King Arthur just knighted you,” Luke joked, packing his suitcase. “Are you going into space or into battle?”

Ray shook his head, failing to hide a chuckle. “Yeah, yeah—very funny. You’re just jealous you don’t get to wear the uniform.” Ray pointed at Luke’s suitcase. “Pack light—those were the orders. There’re supposed to be shops and stuff onboard.”

Luke nodded, grabbing only a handful of clothes before he looked out his eighth-floor apartment window. The entire city was in disarray with people on the move. They lugged their suitcases and children with them before clamoring into their vehicles, leaving the streets mostly deserted.

“Is the whole world boarding the Genesis Hotel or what?” Luke asked, tearing his gaze away from the window.

Raymond nodded. “Not everyone, just ... mostly everyone. The rich kind of everyone. Some say the Hotel can hold a million passengers. Pretty wild, huh?”

Luke glanced at the clock on the wall. It was a quarter to ten, and take-off was scheduled for noon. “Totally. Well, we’d better get going. I don’t want to miss anything. Know where we’re heading?”

Raymond held up the golden ticket with the information. “We’re supposed to meet at a launch pad somewhere out of state. Don’t worry—Preston’s paying for our cab ride there. He can afford it.”

“Hell yeah he can. Dude’s richer than everyone in this city combined.” As Luke turned his key and locked the apartment door behind him, he couldn’t contain his excitement. “Goodbye, cockroaches. Don’t miss us too much while we’re gone.”

****
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The cab ride took two hours to make it to the launch pad, and Luke fidgeted the entire way.

The skyscrapers and highways turned into endless forests and farmland, and Luke realized they must’ve been somewhere in the country. As the cab came to a halt and Raymond paid the taxi driver with the allowance he was given from work, Luke stepped out of the vehicle, glancing around.

The scene was something straight out of a science fiction film—like 2001: A Space Odyssey or Interstellar. A long stretch of gravel that resembled a runaway at the airport led to an extravagant spaceship. Several employees bearing the star logo of Preston Enterprises were cleaning and fixing up the ship, ensuring that it had enough fuel to last the journey. The slogan—Where Luxury Meets the Stars—stretched across the side of the ship in bold letters.

The spacecraft was painted ivory and resembled more of a cruise ship with several floors, large windows, and a futuristic curved design. Passengers parked their flying cars on the road before walking toward the ship in the distance, chatting about the journey. Most of the people there were millionaires and made Luke feel out of place. He pushed those feelings down, focusing on the excitement buzzing in his stomach.

“This is so cool,” Luke said, he and Raymond walking side by side. “Can you believe we’re going into space?”

“I can’t. And damn, it’s a little hot in this suit,” Raymond muttered, wiping the sweat that had formed off his brow. “They could’ve warned me it was like an oven in this uniform. I hope the ship is air-conditioned. Good thing space is cold, huh?”

Luke wasn’t listening anymore. He was too busy staring at the ship. He pinched himself just to make sure he wasn’t dreaming, glad to find out he was totally awake. In all his eighteen years of living, he’d never felt as excited as in that moment.

The crowd stopped abruptly a few feet ahead, merging into a single line. Luke stood on his tiptoes to see what was happening.

“Do you see anything? Why are we stopped?” Raymond asked, squinting to see into the distance.

“I think there’s a woman up there. One of the employees,” Luke said, as he saw a feminine figure walk to the front of the line. “Wait—I think I’ve seen her somewhere before...”

It was Naomi, the beautiful android that had been in the Genesis Hotel commercial. She smiled at the people in line, shaking hands with the few who were the closest to her. 

Scott Preston joined her side a moment later and placed a hand on the small of her back.

“Wow, she’s something special.” Raymond whistled, checking her out. “Preston looks a little too friendly with her, doesn’t he?”

Luke felt something stirring inside him as he watched Scott Preston touch Naomi. Was it anger? Annoyance? No, it was jealousy—jealousy at his best friend who was ogling the woman of his dreams, and Scott Preston for touching her.

It was silly, Luke realized. Naomi was an android and probably wasn’t capable of romantic feelings, but he couldn’t help but have a crush on her. She was so delicate, so pure. And when Scott Preston tightened his grip on her side, Luke balled his fists at his side and took a deep breath.

To distract himself, Luke glanced around and noticed more familiar faces in the long line. Some of the people waiting patiently were the protestors from three weeks ago, and he wondered why they were boarding. Had they changed their minds about the androids? Or were they planning to protest onboard?

Luke nudged Raymond. “See those people over there? Keep a close eye on them after we board.”

“Sure, but why?”

“Those are the protestors from Preston Enterprises a few weeks ago. They were yelling about how they don’t trust his androids. I just have a bad feeling about them, that’s all.”

“Hmm, sounds suspicious,” Raymond muttered as he stared at them. “I’ll watch out.”

Naomi lifted a megaphone to her mouth and aimed it at the crowd. “Welcome, humans, to the very first tour of the Genesis Hotel. It is my pleasure to serve.”

“They say that a lot,” Luke whispered to Raymond. “My pleasure to serve. Sounds stupid.”

“It’s what they’re programmed to say,” Raymond whispered back, still staring at Naomi. “All the androids are. It’s what they were made for.”

Deep down, that didn’t feel right in Luke’s gut. What if the androids didn’t want to serve?

“Let us on!” one of the lowerclassmen shouted behind Luke. “We paid enough for a damn ticket. Enough waiting!”

Some of the upperclassmen gasped at the man’s bluntness, but Luke nodded in agreement. It’s time to get this show on the road, he thought. 

Naomi froze like she wasn’t expecting their reaction.

Scott chuckled, snatching the megaphone from Naomi’s hand. “All right, all right—we’ve made you wait long enough. Ladies and gentlemen, I present to you ... the Genesis Hotel!”

Naomi led the line toward one of the doors on the lower deck which opened automatically with a swish. The room was filled with seats, similar to an airplane, and as soon as Luke and Raymond entered, they were handed two sets of astronaut suits by Scott Preston.

“As a safety precaution, we’re asking all our guests to wear these during takeoff,” Scott said when he noticed Luke’s confusion. “Legal reasons, mostly.”

“Legal reasons? Are you sure all of this is safe?” Luke asked, his mind filling with doubt.

Scott’s smile faded. “The Genesis Hotel is perfectly safe. Now, take your seat and prepare for takeoff.”

Once they had suited up, Luke and Raymond placed their suitcases in the overhead compartment and searched for their appointed chairs. It was hard to think with the crowd murmuring and knocking into them.

“Scott Preston isn’t as nice as I thought he’d be,” Raymond whispered. “Man, he was angry as hell when you questioned him. Where’s the friendly guy from the commercials?”

Luke nodded. “Tell me about it. And there’s something about him I don’t trust. Where’d he find the money to fund all this? Wasn’t he bankrupt? Shit, I’m glad I’m not the one working for him.”

“Hey, it’s good money. As long as he’s not a drug dealer or a murderer, I’m cool with him being an asshole.”

“Uh-huh. Where are we sitting?”

“In seats 227 and 228.” Raymond scanned numbers above the chairs. “Ah, here we are.”

As they sat down and buckled up, Naomi walked over. “Did you find your seats, gentlemen? Are you satisfied with my performance so far?”

“I’m a lot more satisfied now that you’re here,” Raymond replied, grinning.

Naomi hesitated. “I ... don’t understand.”

Luke elbowed Raymond. Once he looked Naomi in the eyes, he felt himself grow nervous. “Um, we’re fine. Thank you, Naomi.”

Naomi grinned at him, and up close, he could tell that her smile didn’t meet her eyes. Was it just because she was an android? Or was she genuinely unhappy? Could androids even feel those kinds of emotions?

As she walked away to check on the other passengers, Raymond chuckled. “Dude, you got it bad for her. Never heard you stumble through your words like that before.”

Luke blushed. “Shut up. I’m just not used to talking to androids.”

“Well, you’d better get used to it. There’s supposed to be over three-hundred androids onboard, so you’ll be seeing plenty more of them.”

“Three-hundred androids?” Luke whistled, sitting back in his seat. “Damn. That’s almost like an army.”

As the minutes passed and the realization that he was going to space sunk in, Luke started panicking. Once they took off, there was no going back. He couldn’t just open a window, jump out, and head home.

“Ray, I’m a little nervous,” Luke whispered. “What if something goes wrong? What if coming here was a mistake?”

Raymond placed a hand on his shoulder to calm him down. “Hey, man—it’s okay. You said it yourself before. Scott Preston wouldn’t send thousands of people out here if it wasn’t safe. Just try to breathe, all right?”

“Okay, yeah. Good idea.”

A robotic voice sounded overhead. “This is Adam, your android pilot speaking. The Genesis Hotel is preparing for launch. Please sit down, buckle up, and remain still.”

A countdown began around them, then Luke took a deep breath. 

“Three ... two ... one ... blastoff!”

With a jolt, the rockets roared to life and the spaceship lurched into the air. As it climbed in speed and altitude, Luke looked out the window and saw the spaceship passing through the misty clouds.

That was a mistake. He felt like he was going to throw up.

Raymond handed him a brochure. “Hey, look—this’ll take your mind off everything. Did you know it takes eight minutes and thirty seconds to reach outer space? We have to pass something called the Karman Line before we’re technically there.”

Luke sighed, his hands shaking with anxiety. “Ray, I know you’re trying to help, but—”

“Did you know it was named after Theodore von Karman, a Hungarian-American engineer and physicist?” Raymond pointed at the brochure. “The Line sits at a hundred kilometers above Earth’s sea level—”

“Ray, seriously. Thanks, but it’s not working,” Luke replied, breathing out. His face and knuckles were white as he stared straight ahead at the back of someone’s seat. “God, this was a bad idea.”

Raymond sighed as he put the brochure down. “Fine, have it your way.”

A few minutes passed, and Luke felt the atmosphere in the ship change. He closed his eyes, focusing on happy thoughts. It was like an extreme water pressure at first before it lifted, and Luke felt like he was floating.

Luke opened his eyes. He was floating!

As he looked around, everyone’s seats were dangling in mid-air. Raymond was trying to reach for him, but their seats had glided away from each other. People screamed, drifting around the room, and Scott Preston removed his seatbelt and floated over.

“Remain calm everyone, and stay in your seats,” Scott said. “We’re having minor technical difficulties. We just need to reset the gravity controls and everything will be back to normal.”

No one remained calm. People continued screaming and tried drifting over to their family members, but it wasn’t easy to maneuver in a zero-gravity environment.

The sound of a door clicked open, then Luke looked in its direction. The emergency hatch had unlocked itself, displaying the void of space a little closer than he would’ve liked. His heavy breathing fogged up his astronaut helmet as anxiety gripped him tight.

The passengers screamed louder. 

Luke’s heart raced madly, his breakfast threatening to come back up.

“Naomi, seal the door!” Scott cried, glancing over his shoulder at her. She was floating near the seats and nodded at his orders. “I’m heading to the cockpit!”

As Scott floated away, he opened a door on the far side of the room and disappeared inside. The ship took a sudden, hard turn, and passengers were sent flying upside down. Betsy’s wig flew off her head and floated through the air, something that would’ve been hilarious if Luke wasn’t afraid for his life. His chair banged into the side of the ship, which put him directly in the path of the open hatch.

“Luke, watch out!” Raymond cried. “Hang on, man!”

Raymond swung an arm out to reach him, but the ship turned again, pulling Raymond back even farther. It pushed Luke closer to the hatch, and the more he struggled, the faster it swept him away.

Being only a few inches from the hatch, Luke could see everything—the blackness of space, the glimmer of the stars, the deep blue of the Earth beneath him. He felt so small, so weak. But despite the dangers, it was beautiful. Breath-taking. Luke almost forgot what was happening for a minute before the fear crept back in.

He was grateful for his spacesuit, but if he fell out of the ship, would they be able to bring him back in? Or would he float forever until he ran out of oxygen or smashed into something?

Luke started praying in his head. This isn’t how I want to die, he thought. I’ve never missed my crappy little apartment so much.

As his chair drifted closer to the hatch, he accepted his fate before he felt a strong arm tugging at his leg. When he looked back, it was Naomi, using her robotic strength to reel him back in. It was like a vice grip.

She managed to yank him back toward the seats, then she shut the hatch with a loud bang 

Other passengers murmured quietly. A man had almost died in front of them. And an android had rescued him.

“Thank you,” Luke managed to say, his voice echoing through the helmet. “You saved my life.” 

Naomi studied him as if she had never seen a human up close before. 

Luke blushed and lowered his gaze just as she replied. 

“It is a pleasure to serve.”

Luke didn’t have a chance to respond. With another jolt, the spaceship twisted on its side. In the blink of an eye, the artificial gravity kicked back in and everyone plummeted to the floor with screams.

Luke hit the ground hard, knocking the wind out of him. His head was pounding and his eyes were fluttering open and closed. He heard footsteps and looked up briefly to see Raymond kneeling beside him, a worried look in his eyes.

“Don’t try to move,” Raymond whispered. “I won’t lie to you—it looks bad, man. But everything will be okay, all right? I promise.”

Luke felt something wet on him, and when he brought his fingers up to his head, he realized it was blood. His blood.

Naomi walked over and bent down. She said nothing but placed a gentle hand on his face. She looked shocked—traumatized, even. His eyes remained on hers.

A moment later, Scott Preston walked into the room with a smile. “Okay, even though we had some trouble, we made it. Genesis Hotel has arrived. Is everyone all right?”

“We need a doctor!” Raymond cried, pointing down at Luke. “Please, someone help him!” 

I made it to outer space, Luke thought, but will I die here?

And then his eyes closed and everything faded to black.
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Chapter Three
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The Arrival

When Luke woke up, he had a pounding headache. He opened his eyes slowly, wincing at how bright the room was. He tried to move his limbs and stand up, but everything was fuzzy and disorienting.

Naomi’s face appeared above him. He wasn’t sure if androids could worry, but she did look a little concerned for him. Her eyebrows were furrowed and her eyes were soft. His vision was blurry, but he was sure it was her.

“Are you an angel?” Luke asked.

“Sorry to disappoint you, but no,” Raymond replied, leaning over him. “Do you remember what happened?”

Luke nodded. It slowly came back to him. 

“Gravity failed, and I was pulled to the exit door.” He paused. “I almost died, but Naomi saved me. She’s a hero.”

He could’ve sworn he saw Naomi’s lips curve into a small smile, but his eyes couldn’t be trusted right now.

A tall, good-looking man in a white laboratory coat took his temperature. “My name is Finn, the android doctor aboard the Genesis Hotel. You had some internal bleeding, but we managed to stop it. How are you feeling, Mr. Swift?”

“Like someone hit me with a semi-truck,” Luke muttered, sitting up. He took a better look at his surroundings, which resembled a hospital room. “Where am I? How long was I out for?”

“Not long—maybe half an hour. You’re in the infirmary. We took you here right away,” Raymond replied. “We made it, man. We’re on the Genesis Hotel. See for yourself.”

Even through the pain, Luke smiled. He slowly rose to his feet, walking toward the giant window. The spaceship floated through the sea of stars. He could see everything from the window—all the planets in the solar system, the silver orb that was the moon, the space debris that flitted past. Earth was below them, still bright blue and spinning, and it was nice to see it from a window instead of a hatch.

“It’s incredible,” Luke whispered. “And to think I almost died without seeing this.”

The doors to the infirmary opened with a loud swish. Formal footwear clicked on the ceramic tile before Luke turned around and noticed it was Scott Preston, dressed in an expensive suit and tie. 

He knew he wasn’t in Heaven anymore.

“Ah, Mr. Swift,” Scott said with a smile. “How are you doing? We were worried.”

Raymond scoffed. “Oh, I’m sure you were—worried about your bank account, that is. It was your fault Luke almost died! The Genesis Hotel should be held accountable.”

Scott’s smile faded. “There’s no need for accusations, Mr. White. Just be glad your friend survived. As a new Sentry, you should be on duty, no? Report to the barracks for assignment.”

Raymond looked back at Luke. “But—”

Luke nodded. “It’s fine, Ray. I’ll meet up with you later.”

“Okay. Take it easy, man.” Raymond leaned in to whisper in his ear. “And don’t let this slime bag intimidate you.”

As Raymond left the room and the door closed behind him, Scott removed a piece of paper and a pen from his suit pocket. He handed it to Luke. “I’d like you to sign this document if you wouldn’t mind. It’s standard procedure. No need to read it.”

Luke read the piece of paper anyway. He didn’t have any background in law, but he was pretty sure it was a legal document that prevented someone from suing after the accident earlier. 

Luke shook his head, handing it back to Scott. “I’m not signing anything until I know what it is,” he said. “That’s my standard procedure.”

“It isn’t a big deal, Mr. Swift. Just simple paperwork to stop you from suing us over your ... mishap earlier. We wouldn’t want a scandal on our first day, now, would we?”

“Hang on a second. Tell me one thing. What happened back there? I saw it myself—the door opened. I think someone wanted to kill us. To eject people.”

Scott scoffed. “Please, Mr. Swift, there’s no need to be so dramatic. We’re doing a formal investigation, but I’m sure it’ll be deemed an accident. Now, if you could sign the document?”

“If he doesn’t want to sign it, I think we should respect his wishes,” Naomi said, in a small, shy voice.

Scott’s nostrils flared. “Quiet, Naomi. The humans are talking. This doesn’t concern you.”

Luke balled his fists and took a step forward. Scott Preston was at least five inches taller, but he still tried to look as intimidating as possible. “Speak to her like that again, and I won’t be the only one having a mishap today.”

Scott turned silent, clenching his jaw. 

Luke swore someone was going to get punched. He was just waiting for it.

The door opened a second later and a frantic human Sentry entered the room. He wore the same outfit as Raymond. “Mr. Preston, something’s wrong. We need you right away.”

Scott glared at Luke but said nothing. As he ran out into the corridor after the Sentry, Luke followed, ignoring the pleas of his doctor to stay for more tests.

The hallway was long and winding, and Luke continued following Scott until it curved into an atrium. Hundreds of people were inside, crowding the room and searching for their luggage. They murmured and gasped at something at the front of the room.

Luke pushed through the people and saw what was happening. A group of Sentries swarmed around a beautiful android, her body sparking with electricity. Her skin was twitching like she was suffering from a seizure, and she kept banging into the walls.

“Mal ... functioning,” the android said in a monotone voice. “Error ... error...”

One of the Sentries tried grabbing the android, but the machine reached for his throat. With superhuman strength, the android lifted the Sentry into the air and crashed him into the wall. His helmet went flying off and Luke noticed who it was.

Raymond.

Betsy Goldworth was the first to scream. Other people did the same, fleeing down the corridor. 

Luke rushed to Raymond’s side, pulling him out of the way of the angry android. 

The android’s eyes turned bright red, and its face tightened into a snarl.

“Kill ... kill ... kill,” it said repeatedly.

The android turned its attention to Luke, approaching with red eyes. As it raised its fist to strike him, a sharp sound rang out and the android suddenly paused. It fell to the ground with a thud and one last spasm, then the red light in its eyes dimmed before fading.

Scott Preston stood there, holding a taser in his hands. He lowered the weapon and motioned toward the Sentries.

“Get rid of her,” Scott ordered. “Now.”

The Sentries did as they were asked and dragged the android through a door that read THE GENESIS ROOM. They disappeared inside, leaving nothing behind.

“Shit, are you okay?” Luke asked Raymond as he helped him to his feet.

Raymond nodded. “Yeah, I think so. Good thing for my armor. But what the hell is going on here? First, you’re almost ejected into space and now an android nearly kills me?”

“Minor wrinkles to be ironed out. With a new ship and new androids, this is to be expected,” Scott replied before he turned his attention to the crowd that had gathered for the second time. “Ladies and gentlemen, I apologize. I assure you—these two incidents are isolated and will not happen again. You’re safe here.”

The crowd looked around at one another, hesitating, but eventually nodded and accepted Scott’s apology. What else could they do? They were stuck onboard for the full two weeks.

“Please follow our android secretary, Eve, to your quarters and change into your finest clothes. We have drinks and food waiting for you in the cafeteria, where I can officially welcome you to the Genesis Hotel,” Scott continued, adjusting his tie. “I’ve been looking forward to celebrating with all of you.”

Luke’s stomach growled at the thought of food. A good meal will cheer me up, he thought, and take my mind off everything. 

As the crowd thinned out, Scott walked over and nodded curtly at Raymond. “You have your taser for a reason, Mr. White. Use it next time,” he said. “Now, get to the cafeteria before I reconsider your job here.”

After Scott turned and walked away, Raymond scoffed. “You know how I said before that I didn’t care if Scott Preston was an asshole? I take it back. I hate that guy.”

Luke nodded. “Yeah, I know what you mean. Two accidents in one day, though? I think you’re right—that something’s going on. And we need to find out what.”

Raymond hesitated. “Or maybe it’s nothing and Scott Preston’s just an idiot who doesn’t know what he’s doing. I think his ignorance is going to get us all killed.”

“I dunno, I think there’s more going on here, Ray. I trust my intuition. Someone is causing these accidents. They have to be. And Scott’s trying to cover his ass.”

“Come on, who would want to mess with the Genesis Hotel? Maybe you’re just being paranoid after what happened to you. It was pretty traumatic.”

Raymond was trying to lighten the mood and think on the bright side, but Luke couldn’t shake the bad feeling he had. He kept quiet but vowed to himself to find out the truth.

He just had to.

****
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The android secretary, Eve, checked Luke and Ray in at the front desk. While not as beautiful as Naomi, all the androids were striking. 

As they collected their suitcases, Luke scanned his ticket for more information. “Where are we staying? Please tell me the room has a hot tub,” Luke asked the android, rubbing his aching muscles. “I could use one right about now.”

“You do not have a hot tub. Your sleeping quarters are located on the left side of the ship, Mr. Swift, in Room 113. Your Golden Ticket can be used as a keycard,” Eve replied. “Mr. White will be staying in the barracks near the surveillance room. As per his employment contract.”

Eve pointed in the direction of the suites, just past the garbage room. 

Luke could smell the terrible stench already. He noticed the wealthier people were directed to a garbage-free zone and offered fancy chocolates and expensive wine. But Luke wasn’t rich enough to afford an upper-class ticket, so he’d have to settle for whatever awaited him in his quarters.

“Good to know inequality still exists in space,” Raymond muttered. “Let me drop off my stuff and I’ll meet you in the cafeteria. Save me a seat!”

Luke nodded, then the two of them went their separate ways. As he walked down the corridor, plugging his nose, he could definitely tell it was the lower-class section of the ship. The halls were dirty, the lights flickering.

Luke sighed. “So much for luxury meeting the stars.”

He smiled politely as he passed other lower-class passengers before he found Room 113. As he went to scan his Golden Ticket to unlock the door, he saw that it was already ajar. He double-checked the number on the door to make sure it was the right room, and when he noticed it was, he pushed it open and entered.

A dark figure stood near the bed, rummaging through the nightstand and shelves. Then they took a step back and sighed.

“Nothing here,” the person muttered to themselves. “Come on, gotta be something that’s valuable...”

“Excuse me?” Luke set his luggage down. “Who are you and what are you doing in my room?”

The person turned around, startled at Luke’s voice. It was a young boy, probably around the age of fifteen, carrying a lockpick kit in his hands.

The boy froze, and when he didn’t speak, Luke took a step closer. “I’m not going to ask you again. Are you going to explain yourself or should I call security? My friend is a Sentry, you know.”

“No, please don’t!” the boy cried.

“Well, what else am I supposed to do? You broke into my room, and now you’re trying to steal my things. Looks pretty bad.”

The boy sighed. “I really wanted to see space, so my older sister spent all her paycheck buying us tickets. I knew I couldn’t break into the fancier suites—no offense, but poor people are easier to steal from. We don’t have anything left since our parents died, and ... well, I wanted to...”

“Take something and make a profit?” Luke asked, and the boy nodded. Luke sighed and removed his holo-phone from his pocket. “I see.”

“Please don’t call someone! I’m sorry. I’ll leave right now,” the boy said, but Luke put his arm out and stopped him in his tracks.

“Relax, kid. Look, I know what it’s like to have nothing. How about I send you and your sister some Digibucks to get you back on your feet? I don’t have a lot, but it’s more than what you have now. What’s your name, kid?”

“Toby. Toby Hewitt. My sister’s name is Mona,” the boy replied, giving Luke a half-smile. “Thank you. Thank you so much. We really need it.”

Luke nodded, pressing a button on his holo-phone. “No problem. There, some money was transferred to your account. Use it wisely, okay? And stop breaking into people’s rooms. You’re lucky I’m forgiving. And I’ll be taking your lockpick kit just to be sure.”

Toby handed it over. “Deal. I won’t forget this—and don’t worry, no more breaking and entering for me. I swear it.”

“Good. I’ll hold you to that, kid.”

A feminine voice echoed down the hallway. “Toby? Toby, where are you?”

“In here, Mona!” Toby said, poking his head out the door.

“What are you doing in there? Come here before someone sees you!” she hissed, grabbing him by the shoulder.

“Someone already did,” Luke replied, turning around. “Don’t worry, I don’t plan on reporting it.”

The woman turned beet red, and it matched her hair. She looked to be the same age as Luke. “Oh, I am so embarrassed. My brother’s such a handful sometimes. Apologize, Toby. Right now.”

Luke shook his head. “There’s no need. He did already.”

“He sent us some money,” Toby said, turning to her. “He wants to help.”

The woman shook her head. “No, we can’t accept that.”

“Mona, was it?” Luke asked, stepping closer. “My name is Luke Swift. Trust me—I understand what you’re going through. Please take the money. As a gift. On the Genesis Hotel, people like us need to stick together.”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right. And you’re too nice. I’ll make sure everyone hears what you did for us,” Mona said, smiling as she tugged on her brother’s arm. “We should get to the cafeteria. You’re welcome to sit with us if you’d like. Thanks again.”

Luke nodded and said his goodbyes, closing his hotel door and shutting it tight. As he unpacked, he thought about everything that had happened—the gravity malfunction, the exploding android, and now the break-in. Were they all connected somehow, or just a random string of events? A stroke of bad luck? Minor mishaps like Scott Preston said?

And if someone could break into Luke’s room that easily, what else could they do? He didn’t like the possibilities.

Luke hung his jacket on a hanger in the closet. As he looked up, he spotted it—a small camera lens peeking out of the wall. Looking closer, he saw that it was blinking red.

Someone was recording him.

“What the hell?” Luke asked, moving closer.

When he did, the camera retracted into the wall and disappeared. At first, he thought maybe Toby had set it up, but it looked expensive and connected to the ship. It must’ve been professionally installed. To observe him, maybe.

Three strikes, Luke thought. The Genesis Hotel’s not what it seems. So what is it, really?

He was dying to know.
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Chapter Four

[image: ]




The Dinner Party

Luke pushed the past few days out of his mind and entered the cafeteria. As he smoothed the wrinkles out of the suit he had rented, he joined the line at the front door and waited patiently. He could smell the delicious aroma of whatever the kitchen was cooking, and his mouth watered.

Once he reached the front of the line, the android smiled and read his Golden Ticket. She pointed to the left of the hall. It was clear it was the lower-class side where the poorer, lesser-known guests sat.

You certainly get what you pay for, Luke thought.

The cafeteria itself was large and spacious with hundreds of tables and chairs. Little place cards hung off the seats, and Luke searched for the one with his name. Both male and female androids were dressed in waiter outfits, carrying silver trays with fancy appetizers Luke had never tried before. He was glad there was alcohol so he could get drunk as soon as possible and forget about everything.

As he walked deeper in, he noticed the divide right away. The left of the cafeteria was cramped and blindingly white, while the right side—the rich section—was decorated with pretty flowers, red tablecloths, and expensive paintings and sculptures. It was like a prestigious French restaurant right next to a McDonald’s.

“Luke! Over here,” a female voice said.

He followed the voice to Mona and Toby’s table where they were smiling and waving him over. A few other lower-class guests were sitting with them, too engaged in their own conversations to notice him.

“Found your seat,” Mona said, pointing at his place card. “You looked a little lost back there.”

“Thanks. I was worried I’d never find it,” Luke replied, sitting down. “So, are you two enjoying the Genesis Hotel so far?”
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