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  For Piper,


  who was there at the beginning as well as now, at the end, even though neither of us knew it at the time.


  I love you.




  A Life Unlived



   


  Terra



  The pixelated starfield was a poor substitute for the real thing. The longer Terra stared at it, the more her mind drifted from her work. How long had it been since she’d seen the stars from space? It felt like another lifetime.


  The university lab was brightly lit and uncomfortably air-conditioned. Most of the computers around her were off, the seats empty. A couple of other grad students occupied the far end of the table, eyes glued to their screens, headphones blocking out everything around them. Physically, they were all in the same room, but they might as well have been on different planets. 


  Terra blinked and tried to refocus on her work. Try as she might, though, she couldn’t bring her wandering mind to heel. Instead, she closed her eyes and allowed herself to imagine that she was back on the starship Icarus with its full suite of astronomy instruments. Her breath slowed, and a smile slowly spread across her lips. How she longed for that time when it had only been her and the stars.


  “Terra?”


  She sighed and came back to the present. Her advisor, Professor Armstrong, was an older man, almost in his fifties, with a bald head and a short gray beard. He wore a black yarmulke, with the equation E=MC2 stitched along the top in white thread. Terra knew it was supposed to be an inside joke, but she’d never heard it explained.


  “Yes?” she said, pushing herself back from her lab desk.


  “Can you come into my office? We need to talk.”


  She sighed and rubbed her eyes, even though she wasn’t tired. Or was she? After staring at a screen for so long, it was difficult to tell—especially when that screen never told her anything good. She suspected that was what her advisor wanted to talk with her about.


  She followed him out into the hall and around the corner. The office itself was quite cozy, with a messy stack of papers on the desk and bookshelves crammed with antique paper books. The wallscreen was powered off, but an old, tattered poster was tacked to the side of the nearest bookshelf, showing the scale of the universe. It progressed in multiple frames from Earth, to the Solar System, to the nearby stars, then to the Milky Way, the Local Group, the Virgo Supercluster, the local superclusters, and finally the observable universe itself. The visual reminder of how infinitesimally small Terra was never failed to thrill her.


  “Have a seat,” Professor Armstrong said, motioning to the folding chair next to the door. He left the door open, giving Terra some hope that the news wasn’t as bad as she feared.


  “What is it, Professor?”


  He leaned back heavily and stared out the window for a few moments before answering. That wasn’t a good sign.


  “Judy let me know that she can’t sign off on the proposal for your dissertation.”


  Terra’s heart sank. If her committee couldn’t accept her proposal, she’d have to go back to square one—again. She couldn’t help but feel as if a rope around her neck was slowly constricting.


  “Did she say why?”


  Professor Armstrong sighed. “She said that she just doesn’t find your research novel enough. The principles of graviton theory are already well understood, and she doesn’t believe that your dissertation will add anything new to our current body of knowledge.”


  “But the theoretical implications of—”


  “Yes, yes. The extreme upper end of the curve does provide us with some problems, but they haven’t kept us from building a functioning FTL drive or sending colony missions to the stars.”


  “But those are only spatial wormholes. Shouldn’t the nature of spacetime mean that it’s possible to make temporal ones, as well?”


  “I agree that it’s an interesting question—if mostly an academic one. But unless you can find a more compelling refutation of the Weingaard Principle, you’d be better off taking your research in a different direction.”


  Terra inwardly rolled her eyes. The so-called “Weingaard Principle” was one of those insufferable rules of thumb that had only entered the scientific canon because of a thorough lack of imagination. It was the general assumption that any wormhole across time would instantly collapse due to the temporal paradoxes it created; therefore, the existence of temporal wormholes was impossible. Mathematically, only a stable wormhole with a mass of at least five suns was capable of bridging time, so it was all but impossible to gather enough experimental data to challenge the point. The only such wormhole in existence was two light-years from Earth. 


  And Terra had already been through it.


  “Can I get someone else on my dissertation committee instead?”


  Professor Armstrong frowned. “You’ve already done that, Terra. Twice.”


  “I know, but—”


  “I’m sorry. I know how much this means to you. Hell, if it were up to me, you’d probably have your PhD already. You’ve always done good work in the lab, and I’m happy to keep you on as long as you need in order to put your research together.”


  Terra didn’t know what to say to that. The moral support did her little good if her proposal was still going to be rejected. Again.


  Her advisor leaned forward. “Why don’t you take the rest of the day off?”


  She drew a long breath. The white fluorescent lights suddenly seemed too bright for her. She blinked, feeling a headache coming on, and absently rubbed her forehead.


  “It’s okay,” she said weakly. “I’m fine. I’ll be fine.”


  “No, really. You need a break.”


  From what? she wanted to ask. It wasn’t as if there was anywhere else she’d rather be. The lab might be too cold, too quiet, and too artificial, but it was still the closest she could get to her beloved stars.


  “Get a good night’s sleep,” Professor Armstrong urged her. “We’ll talk about your dissertation again in the morning.”


  Her legs betrayed her. She rose to her feet and stumbled out the door. A few moments later, she was back in the lab, watching like a spectator in her own body as she gathered her things. A few half-hearted goodbyes mumbled to her coworkers, and she was on her way out, nowhere to go but home.


   


   


  It took a good fifteen minutes for a car to arrive at the university’s student center. When it did, it smelled of cigarette smoke from a previous passenger. Terra sent it away and waited twenty minutes for the next one. Before stepping in, she double-checked to make sure it wasn’t due to pick up any other passengers between the university and her apartment. Normally, she split the car fare, but the last thing she wanted right now was to be trapped in an enclosed space with a stranger. Besides, it was still the middle of the day, and solo fares were at least somewhat reasonable. It wasn’t until rush hour that it became outrageously expensive to ride alone, especially for a lowly research assistant like her.


  The carefully manicured campus landscaping soon gave way to the broken concrete and aging steel and glass of the city. The streets merged until she was on the six-lane beltway that circled the downtown area. All of the self-driving cars were evenly spaced, creating the illusion that they were standing still while the scenery moved around them. Occasionally, one of the cars broke away to take an exit, but they were replaced by enough new ones that the formation itself hardly changed.


  The highway was Terra’s favorite part of her commute. It made her feel like she was in space again, where the city was Earth and the other cars were spaceships. Most of their windows were tinted, but there were a few cars that she could see into. One up ahead and to the left carried three people in business dress, a woman and two men, whose faces were buried in their handhelds. But the one just behind her had a family with three squirmy children. Terra smiled as she watched them. Then she made eye contact with the mother and realized that her windows weren’t tinted. She turned around quickly, not wanting to attract any undue attention to herself.


  Or did she? Did it even matter? She clenched her fists and drew a long, ragged breath. So much of her life was governed by validation from other people. Her advisor and the members of her dissertation committee were just the latest in a long line of people she was supposed to please. When was the last time that she’d truly lived for herself, and no one else?  What should it matter what others thought of her?


  But then she remembered why it was rude to look into the other cars. Each vehicle was its own little bubble, preserving the personal space of its occupants. A car could be driving barely an arm’s length away from hers, and yet the passengers would studiously avoid each other, just like the grad students at the lab with their headphones. Terra might as well smash her window with a hammer as make eye contact, because breaking that bubble was like puncturing the hull of a spaceship, destroying the only barrier between herself and the cold, dangerous void.


  Strange, then, that Terra felt lonelier surrounded by other cars on the highway than she ever had staring into the silent abyss of space. 


  But when she wasn’t looking at the other cars, all she could think about was her soon-to-be rejected proposal. This was her fourth attempt. The first rejection had happened shortly after her master’s degree, and it had derailed her plans so badly that she’d spent the next five years trying to figure out what to do. After a brief but unsuccessful attempt to pursue a career in astronomy (All of the money was outside the solar system, and Terra didn’t want to leave Earth.), she went back into academia and tried again. And again. And again.


  Had she reached a dead end? Was there really nothing she could do? It was beginning to feel that way, even if she was too stubborn to admit it. If only she were back on the Icarus. Things had been so much simpler then, when it was just her and Michael and the stars.


  Michael. Where was he now? Terra hadn’t seen him for years. They had used to get together periodically, to help each other adjust to their new lives. So many things about Earth had been strange and new to them. While they’d been frozen in cryo during the decades-long voyage on the Icarus, technology had advanced so dramatically that nearly everything felt alien to them. She smiled, remembering how she and Michael had joked about how they were living in a science fiction novel. In many ways, they felt like characters from some B-list sci-fi movie who had fallen into a frozen crevasse, only to be revived hundreds of years later.


  It wasn’t quite that dramatic, though. In time, both she and Michael had managed to carve out their own lives, separate from each other. Gradually, they’d drifted apart. The last she’d heard, Michael had accepted a job at one of the Martian orbital farms. Had things worked out for him? Or was he still struggling, like her?


  Her thoughts turned dark again, and she glanced out the window as the skyscrapers passed slowly into the distance. White and silver spires reached skyward, some of them touching the clouds. Contrails crisscrossed the deep blue sky, while ground-to-orbit shuttles circled the spaceport, waiting to land as others prepared to take off.


  So many millions of people lived in such close proximity to each other, it was mind-boggling. How, then, was it possible for her to feel so lonely?


   


   


  Terra’s studio apartment was on the outskirts of the city, on the fifty-first floor of a hundred-year-old high rise. The elevator groaned as it climbed to her floor, but she was used to it enough that she barely noticed.


  “Good afternoon, Terra,” her home assistant greeted her. “You have one new—”


  “Copernicus, shut off,” she ordered. She was in no mood to deal with other people right now—even if those “people” were artificial intelligences. The home assistant went silent.


  She closed the blinds and collapsed onto her threadbare futon. In the semi-darkness, the glow-in-the-dark stars on the ceiling were just barely visible. They were the one decoration into which she’d put any serious thought. Her eyes traced the familiar constellations of the northern hemisphere, arranged with flawless precision. It had taken the better part of a week to get it just right, and the ceiling was still spotted with sticky residue. From the center of the room, it was almost real enough to fool her. Almost.


  She closed her eyes and imagined that she was lying on her stomach, staring down at the constellations through the floor window of her childhood bedroom. That felt more right to her than staring up. In her mind’s eye, the station spun lazily, the constellations passing so close that she could almost reach out and touch them.


  Then the starfield warped and lensed, and she stared into the maw of an enormous black hole. Shivers ran down her spine, and she was falling, falling, falling…


  When she woke up, sunlight shone through the gaps in the blinds onto the far wall. She groaned, her body aching slightly. How long had she been asleep? From the angle of the sun slanting through the blinds, it had been at least three hours. The day was almost over. She felt a sudden wave of depression. She didn’t even feel rested or refreshed. Just exhausted.


  She looked down at the scratched vinyl flooring, as if it were a window that could open on her command. But of course, she wasn’t on Heinlein Station anymore.


  “No,” she said, shaking her head. “Get ahold of yourself, Terra. It’s not that bad.”


  Or was it?


  She clenched her fists in a sudden fury, squeezing them until her knuckles went white and her fingers tingled. Why in the hell did a part of her wish she was back on Heinlein Station? That place had been a prison for her ever since her parents’ divorce. The view of the stars from her bedroom floor window had only strengthened her resolve to get away. She would never go back there. Never.


  Her shoulders sagged, and she buried her face in her hands. This wasn’t the first time she’d dreamt that she was back on the station. Was her life there, with all of its horrible memories, really better than it was now? Was she trapped in another prison—this time, of her own making?


  “I need a shower,” she decided, speaking aloud to fill the silence. She suddenly couldn’t decide whether it was worse having to deal with people or to be totally alone.


  She tossed her clothes in the laundry pile and stepped into the apartment’s tiny bathroom. When she tried to activate the shower controls, though, the screen stayed dark. She frowned, then remembered that she’d turned off her home assistant.


  “Hello, Copernicus,” she said aloud. The screen blinked on, and the AI’s disembodied voice greeted her over the apartment’s tinny speakers.


  “Good evening, Terra. You have one new message. Shall I—”


  “Copernicus, set a shower timer for four and a half minutes.”


  “Understood, Terra. Would you like your shower hot, warm, or cold?”


  Terra hesitated, then decided to hell with it. “Give me a hot shower, Copernicus. And make it five minutes.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yes.”


  “Understood,” Copernicus answered.


  A five-minute hot shower was not an insignificant luxury on her meager budget, but she felt too depressed to be stingy. Jets of hot water soon blasted her from all sides. She gasped in sudden shock, but soon relaxed. It felt as if all of the stress of the last twenty-four hours streamed out of her body and sluiced down the partially clogged drain. A pool of ankle-deep water began to form, but she ignored it and ran her fingers through her hair, working out the knots before lathering herself up with the crusty bar of soap. Then she frowned.


  “Copernicus, what’s that about a message?”


  “I’m sorry. I don’t understand. Say again?”


  She sighed. “Copernicus, do I have any new messages?”


  “Yes, Terra. You have one new message.”


  “Who is it from?”


  Pause. “I’m sorry. The sender is not in my database.”


  “What do you mean?”


  Before Copernicus answered, a buzzer sounded, announcing that she had less than thirty seconds left before the water shut off. She put away the soap and hastily rinsed herself.


  “The sender did not use a form of ID recognized by my database. For a small monthly fee of $$9.99, you can upgrade me to the premium version, which allows me to—”


  “Never mind,” Terra groaned. “Just play it.”


  Her personal assistant went silent. After a brief moment, the recorded message played over the speakers.


  “Hi, Terra. It’s Michael. It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”


  Terra’s breath caught in her throat. The water shut off, but she hardly noticed.


  “Anyway,” the message continued, “I recently decided to move on from the Mars colonies, and I’m staying at one of the orbitals. If you want to get together sometime, my schedule is flexible. I, ah, thought it would be good to catch up.”


  A hundred different memories flashed through Terra’s mind as he spoke. The Icarus, the arrival at Earth, the first few months of their struggle to find their way in the new world. Her heart began to beat faster.


  “In any case,” Michael continued, “let me know what you think. I’d love to get together sometime, maybe for dinner. See you.”


  A brief chime indicated that the message had ended. Terra leaned for support against the wall of the shower and quietly began to sob.




  The Belly of the Beast



   


  Estee



  “I’m hungry,” Luna whined. “Hermes is hungry, too.”


  Estee took a deep breath and bit her lip hard. Her baby brother had been fussing ever since they’d been forced to flee Icaria, leaving behind their homeworld and everything they’d ever known. A part of her wanted to cry with him, but she couldn’t afford to do that—not with everyone depending on her now.


  She glanced over her shoulder at Khalil, his rifle strapped over his back, his combat fatigues dirty and worn. He carried Celeste, her other little sister, in his arms. Her arm was nestled in an improvised sling, with a fresh bandage tied to the gunshot wound in her shoulder. She was still unconscious.


  “She’ll be all right,” Khalil answered Estee’s unspoken question. “Officer’s lounge, two levels down. That’s what the ship AI told us.”


  “Right.”


  Estee inwardly forced herself to stay focused. The ship had said it would send a car, much like the one that had taken them to the bridge. She shuddered at the memory of the disorienting journey through the center of the ancient ghost ship, walls and floors at odd angles to each other with no consistent up or down. Thankfully, this part of the ship wasn’t nearly so disjointed, but something about it still creeped her out. Perhaps it was the glassy smooth surfaces all around her, or the unnatural ambient light that constantly surrounded them. She hadn’t noticed it before, but there weren’t any shadows anywhere. The soft glow from the ceiling and walls bathed them in constant light.


  For most of her young, teenaged life, Estee had been out in the open air, with the boundless sky above her and the hot, grassy savannah stretching out in all directions. Even the mountains were no barrier to her, as she and Papa had frequently ventured beyond them. But here, there was no sky, no horizon. Everything was bounded by walls. Even the massive perspective-defying concourse was still just another enclosed space, giving her a creeping sensation of dread that she couldn’t easily ignore.


  But that wasn’t the most important thing right now.


  “Where is the car?” Luna asked. Estee frowned—the hall was conspicuously empty.


  “The ship AI said it would send us one,” she stated, as much for her own benefit as for her little sister’s.


  “The same AI that was fighting with itself?”


  Estee had no answer for that. She remembered how the AI had interrupted itself in mid-scroll, red letters and jumbled text filling every screen. The concourse wasn’t the only part of the ship that was working at cross purposes with itself.


  “Maybe the car is waiting somewhere else,” Khalil offered. “There are a lot of—oh look, here it comes.”


  The car glided soundlessly over the glass-smooth floor. It was little more than a platform with two cushioned benches facing each other, with a small screen on one of the armrests. As soon as it came to a stop, Khalil laid Celeste out on the bench while Estee helped Luna and Hermes. Only then did she and Khalil take their seats.


  The screen on the armrest said OFFICER’S LOUNGE. Once they were all safely on board, the car moved off, slowly at first, but it quickly picked up speed.


  “Where are we going?” Luna asked.


  “I don’t know,” Estee admitted. She’d never heard the word “lounge” before, but the ship had told them there were food synthesizers there. And while she didn’t know what a “synthesizer” was, either, if it made food, that was all that mattered.


  As if to drive that point home, Hermes started wailing again. Luna tried to comfort him, but soon grew frustrated.


  “Here,” said Estee, reaching out to take him.


  “He wants Mama.”


  Don’t we all. 


  She gently rocked the baby in her arms until he was at least a little calmer. The movement of the car also seemed to help. They rode down the hallway at a comfortable running pace until they ended up in a small, cylindrical room. A set of doors shut vertically behind them, closing them in. Hermes wailed even harder.


  “It’s okay,” Estee tried to comfort her baby brother as she bounced him on her knee. “It’s just for a little while. We’ll be out soon.”


  The doors opened, and the car moved out into a hallway that was much, much wider than the ones near the bridge. It was a lot straighter, too. The ceiling was just as low, though, creating a nauseating tunnel effect. Estee closed her eyes until the car came to a stop.


  Khalil nudged her. “We’re here, Estee. Better get out.”


  He picked up her sister Celeste, who moaned a little but otherwise was still unconscious. Still carrying the baby, Estee led them to a nearby door. It opened for them automatically, just as the bridge door had.


  “Whoa,” Luna muttered in awe as they stepped inside.


  The room was unlike anything Estee had ever seen. The walls were ivory white and inlaid with colorful gemstones. A gorgeous light fixture hung over the center, filled with shimmering crystals that dazzled her disbelieving eyes. Below it sat a magnificent marble table, its black, polished surface as perfectly smooth as a lake of still water just before a summer’s dawn. The couches and chairs were similarly ornate and luxurious, with more than enough pillows to bury them all.


  “Masha’allah,” Khalil said softly. “This is… the officer’s lounge?”


  Estee sensed movement to her left. She turned and saw text flash across a wall display, next to what she assumed was the food synthesizers. There were also cabinets, counters, and dispensers. Together, she and Khalil walked over to investigate.


  You are indeed in the officer’s lounge, the screen read. How may I assist you? 


  Khalil frowned. “Are you the same AI that spoke with us on the bridge?”


  Baby Hermes’ cries rose in pitch as new text scrolled across the screen.


  Yes. I am Najim-12, the artificial intelligence that pilots this ship. How may I assist you? 


  “Can you get us a bottle of milk?” Estee interjected. “We have a hungry infant who needs food.”


  I understand. Please wait. 


  The machinery began to hum, though there was no obvious change. Estee glanced at Khalil, who looked expectantly at a small, round sliding cover on the wall. After a minute, a chime sounded.


  Your food is ready. 


  Khalil slid the cover open and pulled out a clear bottle with a rubber nipple on one end. He held it out to Estee. The milk inside was warm, but not too hot for a baby. She held the bottle up to the light to examine it.


  “Is that stuff safe?” Luna asked.


  Estee took a deep breath. “Only one way to find out.”


  She pressed the nipple to her lips. The milk was creamy and sweet, and warm like the bottle itself. She swished it in her mouth a bit, checking for anything about it that might be off.


  “Gross,” said Luna, making a face as Estee swallowed it.


  “Why? It seems fine to me.”


  “Yeah, but you wouldn’t do that if it was Mama’s milk, would you?”


  Estee rolled her eyes and gave the bottle to Hermes. Within moments, he was eating contentedly.


  “Thank goodness,” Estee said as she watched her baby brother eat. Without Mama around to feed him, she didn’t know what they would have done without the food synthesizer.


  “I still think it’s gross,” Luna muttered.


  “You all can go sit down,” Khalil said, motioning to the nearby couches. “I’ll make some food for the rest of us.”


  “Are you sure?” she asked.


  “Yes. I’ll be fine. Go.”


  She frowned. Something was obviously wrong, but she didn’t know what. They were all still under a lot of stress, though, so she didn’t want to push it.


  “Come on, Luna.” She glanced back at Khalil, but he was already cycling through a series of menus on the screen.


  They joined Celeste, who was lying on a nearby couch with Khalil’s canteen. After setting baby Hermes on a pillow, Estee turned her full attention to her injured sister, gently running her fingers through her hair. Celeste moaned.


  “It’s going to be okay,” Estee said softly, as much for her own benefit as for Celeste’s. “You hang in there, all right? Be brave.”


  “Mmm,” Celeste muttered.


  “Will she die?” Luna asked.


  “Of course not,” Estee answered, shooting her an angry look.


  “Mama and Papa died,” Luna murmured. She looked away and sniffled.


  Estee sighed and motioned for Luna to sit next to her. When she did, Estee gave her a hug.


  “I know,” she said. “But the bad men can’t get us here. We’re going to be okay.”


  “How do you know that?”


  Estee hesitated. Before she could answer, her little sister spoke again.


  “I don’t like this spaceship. It feels creepy.”


  It creeps me out, too, Estee wanted to tell her. Instead, she rubbed her back.


  “You need to be brave, Luna. We all do.”


  “But I want to go home.”


  “We will,” Estee promised.


  Luna began to cry. “But there is no home anymore. The bad men destroyed it.”


  “Then we’ll find another home, where the bad men can’t get us.”


  Luna didn’t seem comforted by that answer. Estee wiped away her little sister’s tears and looked her in the eye.


  “Listen to me, Luna. It’s going to be okay. We’re together now, and that’s all that matters. Whatever else happens, we’ll get through it. Together.”


  “I miss Mama and Papa.”


  So do I, Estee thought, hugging her little sister close. Over their heads, the mysterious crystal light fixture shimmered in the sterile alien air.


   


  Khalil



  Khalil watched the food synthesizer warily as it hummed and worked. All that the computer had asked from him was to select a meal from a menu and enter the number of people. It seemed like there should be more to it than that, but less than a minute later, the food was ready.


  He opened the cover and found himself staring at a platter of falafel, tabouleh, and pita bread, with a large bowl of warm hummus. There was even a vial of oil and some zaatar on the side. Cautiously, he tore off a piece of bread and dipped it in the hummus. It was delicious. When he tried the falafel and tabouleh, it was exactly the same. The food was as fresh and as wonderful as anything his family had ever cooked. In fact, the taste brought back memories of his grandmother back on Mars; it was as real as anything from her kitchen.


  “What’s wrong, Khalil?” Estee called from the couches. The sound of her voice brought him back to the present.


  “Nothing,” he answered. “I’ll be there in a minute.”


  He brought the food over and set the tray on the marble table in the center of the room. Luna eyed it suspiciously, but Estee dug in.


  “Oh, wow, this is really good! What is it?”


  “Food from home,” Khalil answered simply. Luna stuck out her tongue.


  “It looks gross.”


  “Luna!” Estee said sharply. “Be nice.”


  “It’s all right,” Khalil reassured them. “I’m not too sure of it, too.”


  “Why?”


  “Because… I don’t know. It’s too perfect. My grandmother would work for at least an hour to make a meal like this from scratch, but the machine—the ‘food synthesizer’—made it in less than a minute.”


  Estee shrugged. “Maybe the food was already prepared, and the food synthesizer just warmed it up?”


  “And have it taste this fresh? Not likely.”


  Estee’s hunger must have overridden her concern, because she continued to eat the food with relish. Luna was more reluctant, but one bite of falafel was all it took for her to change her mind. Celeste soon roused herself, and with Estee’s help began to eat ravenously as well.


  Looking at them, Khalil couldn’t help but feel out of place. He was a battle-hardened soldier, and the girls were as harmless as doves. Did they resent him for that? If not for his mutiny against General Cain, perhaps their parents would still be alive. Perhaps the rest of his platoon would still be alive, too.


  “Don’t you want some?” Estee asked him.


  Khalil shook his head. “I’m not hungry, thanks.”


  “Are you sure?”


  He nodded.


  Luna looked at him for a moment, then frowned and spat out her food. It made an awful mess on the tray.


  “Luna!” Estee chided her. “What are you doing?”


  “Khalil doesn’t think that it’s safe.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “The food, of course. That’s why he won’t eat it.”


  “No, no, no,” Khalil said, putting on a show of confidence. “The food is perfectly safe, I assure you.”


  To make the point, he tore off a piece of the pita bread, dipped it in oil and zaatar, and scooped a large dollop of hummus. He looked Luna in the eye as he ate it. For the briefest moment, he felt that something was off: a little bit of waxiness in the hummus, perhaps, or something in the texture of the bread. But it was so slight that it could have been his imagination.


  “See?” said Estee. “Now, no more spitting up your food.”


  “All right, all right,” Luna muttered.


  Estee looked around for something to clean up the mess, and Khalil helped her by pulling out a cloth napkin from one of his pockets. She thanked him with her eyes and wiped it up.


  “The ship believes it is a starliner,” he reassured Luna as Estee finished up. “That is why the food is safe.”


  “What’s a starliner?”


  He paused to consider how best to explain the concept to a twelve-year-old girl who had grown up on a virgin wilderness planet, with no one else besides her immediate family.


  “It’s a ship that carries people between stars,” Estee answered for him. “The voyage is very long, and the people want to be comfortable. That’s why they have rooms like this. Isn’t that right?”


  Except that this is only the officer’s lounge, Khalil thought silently. The room looked like nothing so much as a grand banquet hall on a luxury yacht. In all his life, Khalil had never seen such opulence.


  “Is it really a starliner?” Luna answered.


  Estee laughed. “Of course, silly! Why wouldn’t it be?”


  “Khalil said that the ship only believes that it’s a starliner. That means it could be something else. Right?”


  Estee pleaded silently with him not to say anything that would frighten her. Of course, it was obvious that she was frightened herself. Khalil couldn’t blame her. Everything about the ship was too grand, too spacious—and above all, too empty.


  “Do you want the truth?” Khalil asked, knowing that Estee’s little sister would never be comforted by a lie.


  “Yes,” Luna answered.


  Khalil knelt down to be on eye level with her. “The truth is that if the ship knew what it truly is, none of us would be alive right now. But we are. So yes, the food is safe. And so are we. For now.”


  Luna stared at him with eyes as wide as saucers. In contrast, Estee’s glare was hot enough to cut through metal. There was something comical about that, but Khalil was not in a laughing mood. And he knew when it was time for him to make an exit. He rose to his feet.


  “I’ll go scout the area,” he said, unslinging his rifle. “Be back in thirty.”


  “In thirty?” Estee asked, momentarily confused.


  “Thirty minutes. I’ll be back soon.”


  She shook her head emphatically. “No, Khalil. We need to stay together.”


  “It is all right,” he said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “I won’t go far. You’re not in danger here.”


  For the moment. 


  Estee bit her lip and looked away. “All right. But be safe. And come back soon.”


  “I will. I promise.”


  Just like you promised to rescue her parents? 


  The thought stabbed at him like a bayonet through the heart. He turned to hide the pain on his face and walked quickly away.


   


   


  Khalil shouldered his rifle as he stepped into the brightly lit corridor. The smooth, glassy surfaces and ambient, shadowless light were unreal, like something out of a dream. Not for the first time, he found himself wishing for the company of his fellow marines. On the long voyage to the wormhole and later to Icaria, his platoon had become like family to him.


  And now they were all gone.


  The worst part was that he hadn’t even been there when most of them had fallen. There hadn’t been enough room to bring everyone up on the space elevator, and the shuttles they’d brought for the rest of them had carried a hostile squad loyal to General Cain. Had Khalil made a mistake by not staying behind with his men? No. It had been the only way to ensure that the mission critical data in Estee’s pendant didn’t fall into the wrong hands. But that didn’t change the fact that he’d abandoned them.


  He remembered that awful moment when the airlock to the shuttles had slid open, revealing Sergeant Danislav and a heavily armed squad of hostile marines. His reaction had been immediate: he’d drawn his sidearm and fired. In the chaos that had ensued, Private Vance had taken a deadly shot to the chest, and Specialist Mikhailov had been shot in the neck, his wound spurting blood like a fountain.


  “What now, sir?” Specialist Martinek had asked breathlessly after they’d escaped into the corridor, her cheeks pale.


  “We need rifles!” Private Cernovich had shouted. “That armor’s too good for our sidearms.”


  “Are you kidding? We can’t repel boarders by ourselves!”


  Khalil’s wrist console had buzzed with orders from Captain Fairborn to fall back to the bridge. The three of them had gotten away just as Cain’s men broke through the blast door, the explosion shaking the deck and filling the corridor with smoke.


  On the bridge, everything was chaos. Someone distributed rifles while the crew built an improvised barricade near the door, but Captain Fairborn was in a state of panic, as were many of his officers.
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