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For Christine





PROLOGUE: DEPARTURE


Earth, 2151


Upperworld


I told Sofie I loved her the day we boarded the ships.


I sidled close to her in the loading bay. She was easy to spot, even with the massive crowd, thanks to the worldlink lenses that surrounded her. The Peace Corp. stood on alert, but they let me be. “There’s something I have to tell you.”


She stiffened. Her black braid curled down her back. The jewel on her forehead flashed red. We hadn’t seen each other since that night, months ago, when she’d lied to me and led me to believe she might one day be mine.


“I love you,” I said. “I know that doesn’t matter anymore. I just needed to tell you.”


She wouldn’t look at me. Her pod stood ready to receive her. Across the bay, separated by a distance infinitely smaller than the one that would soon divide us, I knew mine waited for me, too.


“Cameron,” she said. “You did not need to tell me that.”


“Actually,” I said, “I really kind of think I did.”


She looked at me then, and smiled. I tried to hold on to that smile, knowing I’d never see her again.


Not in a thousand years.





PART ONE


Sun Orbits Moon


Not for the love of a husband is a husband dear, but for the love of the soul a husband is dear.


Not for the love of a wife is a wife dear, but for the love of the soul a wife is dear.


—Maitreyi-Yajnavalkya dialogue, from the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad





Otherworld


Earth Year 3151


Night


I wake with her name on my lips.


And the feeling that something’s gone terribly wrong.


But I don’t know what. My mind’s cloudy, my thoughts scattered and unreal. My throat burns. My eyes blink open, but total darkness wraps me. Darkness and dizziness. Closing my eyes doesn’t help with the sensation that everything’s spinning. My heart races, and the first thought that makes sense is that I must have been having a nightmare. But I can’t remember it, not one detail. I can’t even remember going to sleep.


I try to think. The effort doubles my nausea, and I dry heave into the dark. Why can’t I see anything? What’s happened to me? Where am I?


When am I?


The fog rolls back slowly, and it starts to make sense.


I’m in my pod. The place where I was put into deepsleep and then into storage aboard the Upperworld starship, the Executor. Me, and close to a million others. Each of us in our own pod, sleeping through the endless vacancies of space until our ship was pulled by its target star’s gravitational field to its destination, the Earth-analog planet Tau Ceti e. If I’m awake, that must mean we’re here.


But there’s still something wrong. My pounding heart is a sure sign the pod’s given me an adrenaline injection. No gradual slide from slumber to wakefulness, the way it worked back on Earth when they put us into a week of deepsleep to test our response to total physiological hibernation. I’ve been wrenched awake, and that can mean only one thing.


The mission’s failed. The pods have ejected. And I could be a million light-years from where I’m supposed to be.


Golden lights dance around me as the pod’s systems spring to life. The front panel displays my personal information, reminding me, in case of a rocky awakening, who I am:


PASSENGER: NEWELL, C.


DOB: 05022134


CLASSIFICATION AT DEPARTURE: 17 EY


HT: 1.75 m


WT: 68.49 kg


HAIR: brown


EYES: brown


CORPONATION OF ORIGIN: Can-Do Amortization


GENETIC SCREEN: within designated parameters


PSYCHOLOGICAL PROFILE: within designated parameters


It gets dizzying reading all the data, but I turn my attention to the display that shows my vitals: heart, breathing, muscle tone, bone density. According to the numbers, I’ve lost very little in however long I’ve been in deepsleep, which means the pod’s nanotechnology has done its job, continuously monitoring calcium, muscle fiber, organ systems. My vision’s blurry, like looking through goggles, but I can see enough to scan the instrument panel, passing over the silver-and-black JIPOC logo, seeking the time log.


When I find it, I’m both relieved and shocked.


EY 3151.


The exact year we were meant to arrive. Precisely a thousand Earth-years after we left. The math of relativity was always slippery to me, so I won’t try to figure out how long that was for my sleeping body. But so far as Earth is concerned, I’ve survived a voyage that lasted more than twelve human life spans. And that means that if the readout’s accurate, the pods ejected at the end of the mission, when we’d reached our target.


I’m here. I’m where I’m meant to be. But if I’m where I’m meant to be, I can’t understand why I’m alone and locked in the life pod.


I try to sit. There’s not much room to maneuver, and despite the pod’s best efforts to revive me, I’m clumsy and uncoordinated from all the time in deepsleep. But after a few minutes of me struggling like a bug on its back, my muscles respond the way they’re supposed to, enabling me to lift my head and get into a hunched squat. That brings me face-to-face with the readout for my location, and when I see it, I blink and shake my head, thinking my eyes must be betraying me.


The screen’s blank.


Or not exactly blank. There’s a weak blue light emanating from it. But empty. No coordinates. No map. Nothing to tell me whether I’ve reached Tau Ceti e or not.


That could mean a number of things: I’m not where I’m supposed to be. I’m where I’m supposed to be, but the system’s malfunctioning. I’m where I’m supposed to be, but the sensors think I’m not.


Which could mean a number of other things. Deep-space travel’s brand-new—or was when the Executor left. There were no guarantees our destination would end up being what we’d been led to believe. All the data told us Tau Ceti e was sustainable—but then so was Earth, and we saw how well that turned out. So maybe I am here, but the computer’s telling me here doesn’t match what it expected to find.


The dizziness returns as I check the environmental readouts: atmospheric composition and pressure, water, life-forms. They, too, are blank.


I’m faced with a decision. I’m upright, breathing, blinking, moving. All systems go. The emergency release lies within reach. But if I pop the top and I’m not where I’m supposed to be, I’m screwed. Excessive or inadequate pressure. Radiation. Microorganisms. Lots of ways for me to die. And some of them slow and messy.


But the alternative isn’t any prettier. The pod could have kept me alive indefinitely in a suspended state. But now that I’m awake, my body’s clamoring for attention. My stomach cramps from eons of emptiness. My lungs strain to pull oxygen from the enclosed space. Embarrassingly, my bladder feels ready to explode. (Or maybe not so embarrassingly. You try holding it for a thousand years.) If I stay here, within a matter of days or hours I’ll be dead.


My mind is coming clear. It hurts to concentrate, but that’s an unavoidable side effect of not thinking for a millennium. I know what the pods are designed to do. In an emergency scenario, they abandon ship to seek planetary conditions meeting certain minimum requirements for human life. If they don’t find it, they don’t touch down. They wander forever, or at least until they run out of fuel. No one told us how long that was.


So, assuming the pod’s working, it’s set me down somewhere it thinks I can survive. Maybe where it was meant to. The Executor might have experienced trouble in orbit, and the pods responded on cue: eject, search for the right environment, wake the sleeper. Everything might be all right.


Or everything might have failed, theory and/or execution, and the moment I open the door, my head might get sucked off my body.


I take a deep breath. Or try to. The oxygen’s wearing thin. It’s like breathing through a paper mask, the kind people in the Lowerworld used to wear. The kind that got thicker and thicker as the air got less and less breathable.


That settles it. I’ve seen people hacking up lungs. If it’s a choice between that kind of death and the instantaneous, head-sucking kind, I’ll take the latter.


But I’m not a complete idiot. I listened to the JIPOC trainers. The pod carries a self-contained oxygen unit, good for up to twenty-four hours (depending on exertion and anxiety). Another safety feature in case one of the pods gets thrown clear of the ship during touchdown. If I’m where I’m supposed to be, and if the gravitation and air pressure are nearly Earth-normal, and if the Executor’s not far off, the mask should keep me breathing long enough to find it.


Lots of ifs. But at the moment, they’re all I’ve got.


I scan my thumbprint against an icon on the control panel, and the oxygen unit pops out. It slips easily around the back of my head, the mask covering my nose and mouth, the valve fitting between my teeth. I breathe in, and the unit delivers a jolt of O2. It’s as good as the adrenaline, maybe better. My vision is clear and my mind as sharp as it’s going to get.


It’s now or never.


I grip the release, pull the handle up. It moves easily. There’s a tiny pop of air as the pod’s shell opens, the panels folding back like the petals of an elaborate mechanical flower. I raise myself above the level of the pod and take a look around.


The good news is my head stays in place.


The bad news is I can’t see a damn thing.


The weak lights of the pod show me nothing except my own hands and arms and legs. My one-piece gray jumpsuit. The curve of the pod’s innards, the etched letters JIPOC on the front panel of the open shell. Beyond that, total darkness.


And silence. I don’t know what I expect to hear. But whatever it is, I don’t hear it.


I take another deep breath. My lungs expand, not quite as fully as they did in a CanAm Freshen Air apartment back on Earth, but it’ll have to do. For the next twenty-four hours, give or take, I’m not going to suffocate in this place.


After that, if I haven’t found the ship, I’m going to be faced with another choice. But I’ll cross that galaxy when I come to it.


I swing my legs over the lip of the pod and feel for whatever surface it’s resting on. My nerves don’t register anything particularly worrisome, excessive heat or moisture, so I complete the step, planting a foot on solid ground. It’s the tiniest bit spongy, but it holds my weight, even with my out-of-practice muscles feeling stiff and rubbery at the same time. I bring the rest of me out of the pod and stand.


Darkness envelops me. The air feels cold and clammy. I might be standing on the only patch of solid ground in a hundred kilometers for all I can see. There’s a speaker in the oxygen mask, so assuming a sufficient atmosphere to carry the sound, I should be able to communicate. If, that is, there’s anyone within earshot to hear me.


“Hello?” I call out, not too loud. My voice sounds weak and tentative. But I can hear it, slightly distorted by the speaker, which encourages me to try a little louder. “Anyone?”


No answer. I didn’t really expect one. But it feels like an eternity of loneliness has settled on my chest when the only thing that returns to my ears is silence.


I lean into the pod’s pale amber glow. It’s not entirely unequipped for this. A flashlight, a few days’ rations, a syringe. Not much else. The ship was loaded down with everything we needed to terraform Tau Ceti e. But an ejection scenario in deep space is totally different from an emergency situation on Earth. There, if your privacar breaks down outside a safe area, all you need to do is survive a couple of hours until the rescue squad arrives. Out here, if things go wrong, you don’t expect anyone to come to your rescue.


Which means there’s not much point in keeping yourself alive.


The syringe, for example. The trainers said it was for injecting intravenous antibiotics. But Griff insisted it was for what you did when you realized you weren’t going to make it.


Still, I take the supply pouch out of the pod and empty it of its contents. A drinking tube built into the mask enables me to take a swig of water, and that refreshes my throat, though I can’t help recalling as it goes down that my jumpsuit has no waste-processing capabilities. The flashlight shows me a bare patch of rock at my feet, or at least what looks like rock, though it’s got that strange spongy feel. No vegetation that I can see. Mist or fog gathers in the air, its source indeterminate, too thick for the beam to penetrate more than a few meters in any direction. Whichever way I decide to go, I’ll be a moving island of light in a sea of darkness.


Unless, of course, I decide not to move at all.


I sit on the spongy ground. It’s not wet that I can tell, just porous and yielding. I could be imagining this, but it seems to pulse underneath me, like tremors from deep down.


My second decision tonight looks no better than my first.


In fact, it looks a lot worse.


I’m alone. Everyone I know is either dead or scattered across the planet, or more likely the galaxy. Could be I’m the sole human being not only on this world, but on any world. The billions we left behind, they’re long gone. According to the chief catastrologist for the entire Upperworld, Earth had maybe fifty good years left in it. “Good” being a relative term.


I take out the syringe, the vial of clear liquid that goes with it. If Griff’s right, death will be quick and painless. If he’s wrong, I’ll be pumped up on enough antibiotics to fight off an infection I don’t stand a chance of living long enough to contract. In which case death from anoxia will be mine to enjoy, unless the atmosphere is toxic enough to kill me with a single unprotected breath.


I laugh out loud. The sound emerges as a short, ugly squawk.


I’m seventeen Earth-years old. I’ve survived a journey more than fifty times that long. And all I get to do at the end is choose how I’m going to die.


I stare at the syringe in the flashlight’s glow. The liquid has a rainbow in it from the light, which means the visible spectrum on this place is comparable to Earth’s. For all the good that does me. I remember the stories people back home told about rainbows. With all the doomsday predictions on the worldlink, I guess they were looking for hope.


Hope, Sofie used to say, means nothing without struggle.


Her image flashes into my mind. I can see her face, hear her voice. My heart yanks at my chest as I realize this is the first time I’ve thought of her since waking up. I feel unbelievably guilty, as if remembering her now means I’d forgotten her before. I wonder if, wherever she is, she’s thought of me.


When I lost her, I think, I lost everything.


I indulge myself in that thought for about two seconds, then let it go. I’m not willing to give up. I knew when I stepped aboard the Executor that I’d never see her again. I also knew I might never wake, or that if I did, it might have been better if I hadn’t. But I got into the pod anyway. If I learned anything from her, it’s that even when life looks bleakest, there’s a reason to go on.


I swing the flashlight, willing it to penetrate the dark and fog. I shout into the night as loudly as the microphone will let me. “Adrian! Griffin! Anyone!” My voice sounds like I’m pleading.


But I get no reply.


Or that’s not entirely true.


I do get a sound, coming out of the dark and fog. A soft sound, a low sound, a rattling sound. A sound that doesn’t come from a human throat.


The darkness gathers itself to spring.


I guess I was wrong.


I’m not alone here after all.





Earth, 2150



Upperworld


I first saw the girl on the worldlink. That was the only place I could have seen her, considering. But I wasn’t supposed to see her at all.


I had my two best friends to thank for that.


Adrian Conroy, best friend number one. Friends since before either of us could remember. Friends in our very first Classification, where the grown-ups took embarrassing shots of us hugging each other, the way little kids hug, with our arms wrapped around each other’s necks and enormous goofy smiles on our faces. “Regular lovebirds,” Griff said, and maybe he was a little jealous because (being best friend number two) he came into the picture a few years later. Knowing Griff, though, he was just calling it like he saw it. And anyway, after Griff’s mom died and his dad got his transfer, the three of us were inseparable. Birthday parties, sleepovers, ball games, the whole deal. When we got older, there were more sports, hanging out, talking about girls, dating and dumping girls, copying off each other on tests, cruising around the walled outskirts of CanAm Capital in our dads’ privacars, daring each other to drive up to the guard station at the wall (but never doing it). When it came time to prep for the Otherworld Colonization Protocol, the three of us signed up on the same day. Not that there was any doubt we’d be on the command ship, what with Adrian’s dad being chairman of the board of JIPOC and my parents and Griff’s dad being high up in the ranks of CanAm, but Adrian said his dad told him everyone had to take the OCP for security reasons. So the three of us crammed for two months, with the same corponation trainer and access to the testing protocol via our dads’ private codes on the worldlink, and then we took it.


And aced it. Together. Of course.


“That was, like, a year of my life I’ll never get back,” Adrian said to me and Griff the day our scores came in. The three of us went out that night in Adrian’s dad’s privacar and got trashed at one of the clubs only corponation officials could get into. And their sons, with fake ID codes. I don’t remember how we got back home. All I know is we must have dinged up the car, because the next day Adrian showed up driving a brand-new one.


Here was the thing, though: If passing the test was cake, training for the colonization was torture. You couldn’t get around it the way we’d done with the OCP. You had to prep your body for the things you might have to deal with in deep space, your mind for the shock you might have to handle when you woke up a thousand Earth-years after the ship departed. Even more than that, you had to prove you belonged. Adrian said his dad didn’t want any deadweight on his ship. He wanted people who’d demonstrated their loyalty to the Upperworld—which meant people willing to bust their asses for the mission. As it was, less than 1 percent of our population was going to fit on the Executor, which a lot of people bitched about. But that’s life: Everyone’s competing for the same limited resources, and only the strong survive. With our dads’ connections, the three of us could cut some corners—scoring nanoroids through their corponation accounts to build muscle mass, for example—but we still had to work. The year before the ship was scheduled to take off in midsummer 2151, our parents pulled us from our Classification like all the other upper-echelon kids, and we went into training overdrive.


Colonization Preparation—or ColPrep for short—was brutal. Endless workouts in the weight room. Running treads and stairs. Climbing, rappelling, zip-lining. The nanoroids were nice and all, but we discovered that they didn’t activate unless you gave them lots of torn muscle fiber to repair. And then there was all the testing of emergency scenarios, from fire in the command ship to depressurization on the planet surface. Not to mention getting our heads scrambled by some over-aggressive PMP’s experimental deep-space drugs, then getting our balls busted by some hard-ass trainer’s twisted idea of playtime. At the end of each day, we came home and collapsed, our legs like jelly and the trainers’ spit dribbling from our foreheads.


“Kill me, Cam,” Griff would groan. “Put me out of my misery.” He was barely kidding. We felt like zombies. Zombies who’d totally pissed off someone and were getting the beating of their undead lives.


The day I first saw her, the three of us had crawled back to Adrian’s apartment after a grueling session in the zero-gravity gym. If you think zero-G is all about floating around and doing effortless backflips like they show in the promos, think again. It’s mostly about having trainers fire projectiles at you while you spin out of control and try to keep everything in your stomach from spewing out of your ribcage. Griff was particularly inept at batting away missiles, which didn’t surprise anyone who’d seen him play ball. He’d taken a nasty blow to the gut, and he kept jumping up to run to the bathroom.


“Check this out, dude,” Adrian said to me during one of Griff’s unscheduled breaks. He was stretched out on his bed, with the worldlink up and streaming live video.


I stared at the screen that filled an entire wall of his bedroom. “How’d you get into that, man?”


“With extreme caution, my friend.”


“Seriously,” I said.


“I believe the polite term is ‘hacking.’ ”


“You hacked a CanAm server?”


“I hacked the CanAm server,” he said. “Which is easy enough to do, if you’ve got a genius friend who owes you big time.”


For a second I couldn’t think who he meant, but then it came to me. Or the sound of him puking in the room next door did. “Griff? What’ve you got on him this time?”


Adrian laughed. “Let’s just say I caught our little friend red-handed.”


I decided not to pursue that one, because I didn’t want to know. “Since when is Griff a worldlink genius?”


“Since his dad’s one of our top tech guys,” Adrian said. “Mr. Griffin Senior must have passed along some very choice genes.”


“Or some degenerate ones,” I said. But I had to admit, I was impressed. I’d never come close to breaching the Ultimate Security Wall on the worldlink, not even when I was studying—aka cheating—for the OCP. No one in the Upperworld had access to Lowerworld feeds except the top corponation officials. The CEO and sub-CEO of the four Upperworld corponations, the VP of operations (i.e., my dad), the top top guys. The chief catastrologist and his catastruarial team, probably. I knew Griff’s dad was head honcho when it came to JIPOC starship technology, very hush-hush stuff, so I guess I should have figured he’d have the clearances to keep an eye on the Lowerworld. But my dad had never let me watch a restricted channel, and I doubted Griff’s dad would be happy if he knew his sixteen-year-old son had stolen his codes and was using them to snoop on Lowerworlders through the link. “That’s crazy, man,” I said.


“You want to see crazy,” Adrian said, “just get a load of what these Lower-lifes are up to.”


I watched. Most of the screen was dedicated to an approved channel, with promos for Otherworld Colonization fluttering across the feed like brightly colored streamers: Out of This World! and Get Away from It All! But way down in the corner, squeezed into a little box, Adrian had managed to hack into something I’d never seen before: a live, for-top-guys-only feed on the Lowerworld. The place-stamp said it was from SubCon, but it could have been anywhere outside the Upperworld for all I knew. Adrian performed some more hacking gymnastics and maximized the lens, crowding out the approved channel and using the 3-D function to make the Lowerworld feed pop off the screen. The image was grainy, the sound bad, a crackle like constant throat clearing. I made out a crowd of Lowerworlders—they had to be Lowerworlders, with their brown skin and robes and veils—standing in some soggy, polluted street, trash piled to the windowsills of their chicken-coop houses. Or maybe their houses were made of trash. That’s what everyone said, and I had nothing to prove them wrong. The crowd was big, hundreds of them at least, and more kept coming as I watched, streaming in from the corners of the screen. I didn’t get how they’d been allowed to gather, so many of them in one place, without the Peace Corp. coming to clean them out.


I watched, fascinated. I’d heard countless stories about the Lowerworld in Two Worlds History and watched stock footage on the approved sites, but those were all the same. The Lowerworlders had wrecked the planet, they were trying to get their hands on nukes to blow the whole place up, they lived across the ocean, safely walled off from the Upperworld, in the ruins of the once-beautiful cities they’d bombed to pieces after the Upperworld corponations pulled out. I’d memorized those stories well enough to pass the Separate Destinies module of the OCP, but I’d always wondered what it would be like to see the place for real. Bad as the feed was, the image on Adrian’s screen seemed like the answer I’d been waiting for. It was as if I’d stepped out of my own world and been let in on some huge secret they’d kept from me my entire life.


Then one man with a pile of rags wrapped around his head climbed on top of what looked like a collapsed house and started talking, waving his arms as he spoke. He had a high-pitched, squeaky voice, and I couldn’t understand a word of it.


“What’s he so worked up about?”


“Probably has to take a piss,” Adrian said with a laugh.


“TranSpeak, please?”


“Come on, man, this is classic.”


“I want to know what he’s saying, dude.”


“Oh, all right,” he said, and clicked the link.


“Otherworld colonization,” the guy on top of the rubble said, shouting in a voice so loud you could hear the strain even over the TranSpeaker, “is a right, not a privilege.”


The crowd cheered. Some held signs with marks that looked like red crayon squiggles scrawled on dirty white cardboard. When Adrian hovered the cursor over the signs, I saw that the marks formed words, reading Justice Now and Our World Too, Not Two Worlds and something I didn’t recognize, the word “Sumati.”


“The Upperworld has taken this planet’s riches from us, retreating to their walled citadels to lap up their ill-gotten wealth, and now they intend to leave us behind to face the ruin they have created,” the speaker continued, his voice rising impossibly high. “They are like locusts, traveling from world to world, using up each in turn and moving on to another.”


“It gets better,” Adrian said.


“Is this on a loop?”


“It’s the same thing every day. They’ve been at it for months.”


“The Upperworld corponations believe that only the wealthiest few should have access to Otherworld colonization!” the guy screamed. “But the prophet Sumati speaks differently.”


The crowd cheered so loud at this final statement it was deafening, even on Adrian’s screen.


“Sumati?”


“The top Lower-life,” Adrian said. “The one they’re so excited about.”


“What, is he some kind of Terrarist big shot?”


“She,” he said. “But yeah, they’re all Terrarists.”


We watched some more. The guy on the trash pile got even more excited. His voice rose to a pitch where you couldn’t make out the words even with the TranSpeak function. Maybe he’d run out of things to say and was just screaming. The crowd went crazy. They waved their handmade signs and jumped up and down in their bedsheet clothing, and some of them did this strange dance, dipping forward at the waist and bobbing up and down. It was mesmerizing and exciting and a little bit scary all at the same time. Adrian said that when they got really worked up, they threw themselves in the dirt and rolled around in their own garbage.


The toilet flushed, and Griff came out, looking queasy. “Damn, Adrian. Haven’t you watched enough of this shit?”


“You missed most of the show,” Adrian said. “But the best part’s coming.”


Griff grabbed a chair and sat, the material shaping itself to his body. It must have detected how messed up his biorhythms were, because it started to massage him until he shut it off.


“You realize we are totally screwed if my dad finds out,” he said.


“You’re screwed,” Adrian said. “I’m just an innocent victim of your criminal propensities.”


“Thanks a lot, man,” Griff said, flipping Adrian the bird.


But he watched while the scene unfolded. Many of the people on-screen were down on their knees in the dirt like Adrian said, except they weren’t rolling around, more like bowing to the ground with their hands spread in front of them. The speaker waved his arms so wildly he lost his balance and slipped, which made Adrian crack up. Flames appeared in the corners of the screen, torches held high by some of the people in the crowd. Then, all at once, the sounds from the crowd ended and it got really quiet, so quiet I thought the audio had gone dead. But I could hear a sort of hissing, which might have been static or might have been the light rain that had begun to fall over the bodies and the muddy streets and the piles of trash.


“What’s going on?” I said.


“Just wait,” Adrian said, his voice and eyes eager.


I watched. The feeling that I was about to be let in on something hidden made my heart pound.


A small knot of men was moving toward the place where the speaker stood. They looked like the rest, brown skin and sharp dark beards, but the way they walked and the identical white jackets and pants they wore gave them the appearance of private mercenaries in uniform, marching to the front of the crowd. In their center stood a dark figure, much smaller than them, and in purple instead of white. I couldn’t see the person’s face, but I could see enough to tell she was a woman.


When the men in white got to the front of the crowd, they spread out in a line behind the woman, giving me my first clear look at her. She was short, dumpy, maybe sixty years old. A purple sheet fringed in gold wrapped her, muddy where it dragged on the ground. Her graying hair hung over one shoulder in a single long braid. She had a spot of red centered on her forehead. I thought it was blood at first, but looking closely, I saw it was too perfect for that. A single spot, like a laser scope about to put a bullet in her brain.


“Sumati?”


“How’d you guess?”


She raised her hands, palms out. The crowd had fallen to the ground, but they weren’t moving. In fact they held themselves perfectly still, with their heads pressed to the muddy street. They looked like they were riveted by the woman’s presence, waiting for her to say something. The man who’d done all the screaming had come down from his perch and joined the others, and like them, he was too busy bowing to say anything more.


I held my breath. For a second I felt like I was there, waiting with the silent crowd for the woman to speak.


But she didn’t. She just stood there in front of them, with her hands in the air, and they stayed on the ground like she was holding them motionless. All the Two Worlds sites said that Terrarist leaders exercised absolute control over their recruits, making them do anything they wanted, like strap explosives to their chests and blow themselves up in the middle of a hotel or a shopping center. They’d get their underlings strung out on crystal death or worked up on some ancient religious bullshit—who could tell the difference?—and have them run around dressed in costumes or covered with tattoos of extinct animals before their leaders blew them up from the safety of their headquarters. And then the leaders would claim they’d done it because they loved the planet Terra, and that the animal trappings were a way of showing their great love for the beauty that was gone, which made a whole lot of sense when they were the ones blowing things up. It was why the Upperworld corponations had pulled back behind walled cities, and why the Lowerworld cities were piles of rubble like this one.


But if Sumati was giving the people in the street some kind of order, it wasn’t evident to me. And the people weren’t running around wild. They were bowing. Listening. Waiting.


Like me.


“Is something supposed to happen?” I said.


“Any second,” Adrian said tensely, almost a whisper.


A shot rang out. I flinched, thinking it came from the room and not the screen. The crowd leaped to their feet and scattered, muddy robes flying behind them, shrieks filling the air. Some of them scaled the walls of garbage and took off across the rusted tin roofs, while others threw themselves into doorways or alleys or any crack that appeared in their maze of a city. In seconds the crowd had disappeared. I expected to see Sumati and her heavies break for cover next.


But they didn’t.


I could see the Peace Corp. approaching, a whole squadron in glistening white uniforms marching in tight formation, rifles at the ready, the yellow-and-green SubCon logo emblazoned on their chests and on the energy shields some of them carried. It was bizarre, this show of force against one old woman who stood there silent and frozen, arms raised. I knew that corponations like SubCon and Frackia had a much tougher job than CanAm, since it was their responsibility to keep peace in the sprawling, unruly geography of the Lowerworld. But it still didn’t make sense. The crowd was gone. The woman stood unmoving, unresisting. What had she done, and what were they about to do to her?


The Peace Corp. snapped their black visors down to shield their faces. They leveled their rifles, taking aim. I leaned forward, a sick feeling in my stomach, unable to stop myself from watching.


But then something tore my attention away from the old woman and the guns trained on her.


Coming up behind Sumati, in an identical purple robe fringed with gold and a long braid of jet-black hair, was another woman, much smaller and slimmer. With a shock, I realized she wasn’t a woman but a teenage girl, no older than me. Her skin was the same pale brown as Sumati’s, and she had the same single red dot on her forehead. Even in the grainy worldlink video, I could tell that she was beautiful: high cheekbones, full red lips, curves beneath her robe. The way she moved made it look like she was floating, like she was the ghost of the old woman from years before. She hadn’t covered half the distance to where Sumati stood when she held up her hands as well, and with my gaze fixed on her, I saw that her eyes met the Peace Corp. calmly and without fear.


Her eyes.


Their intensity shot through me like an electric current. They were a color I’d never seen in a human being, a summer sunset gold. My heart beat faster, and though I knew this was impossible, I couldn’t get over the feeling that those incredible eyes were looking not at the Peace Corp. but at me.


Then her voice rang out, loud and clear but in a language I couldn’t understand, as if the TranSpeaker had jammed or something. I heard her say the word “Sumati,” and I thought—but this made no sense—she said “CanAm,” too, but the rest was beyond me.


“TranSpeak—” I said.


There was a buzz and the image slanted and broke up, and the next thing I knew we were staring at a blank screen.


“What the hell?” I said.


Adrian shrugged. “It’s always like that. They’re about to take Sumati down, then we lose the feed. Then the next day, she pops up in some other Lowerworld hellhole, and the same thing happens all over again.”


“But what happened to the girl?”


“Girl?” Adrian toyed with the link, trying to bring the feed back up. “Dude, did you get a look at that hag?”


“I saw her,” I said. “But there was a girl. Dressed the same way. She said something. In their language.”


“Damn it,” Griff said, and jumped up to hustle to the bathroom again. Adrian laughed as the door slammed.


“There’s six billion breeders over there,” he said. “The Lowerworld population’s, like, totally out of control. You expect me to keep track of one in particular?”


“No, but . . .”


He had the feed back on and was surfing sports channels. I figured I could get in one more question before the subject was done. “How does Sumati get away?”


“How the hell do I know?” he said, eyes fixed on the on-screen menu. “Maybe they’ve got some escape route. Or maybe there’s a whole bunch of them dressed up the same. All I know is she shows up in a different Lowerworld corponation every day, from ConGlo to MicroNasia. The local Lower-lifes are dancing around in their skivvies, listening to some hopped-up street preacher, and then she comes along and stands there until the cops show. It’s like she’s their god or something. And they can’t wait to hear what she has to say.”


“The girl was the one who talked,” I said, but he wasn’t listening anymore. I settled back in my chair, which hummed comfortingly. If Adrian noticed, he didn’t say anything. We watched sports, bitched about our trainers, then his parents showed up and I went home. Griff didn’t leave the bathroom the rest of the time I was there. I called out to him as I left, but he only groaned in response.


Back at my apartment, I programmed something to eat and tried to forget about the video. Laugh it off, like Adrian would. Focus on my own life, not some street scene taking place thousands of kilometers away.


But it stayed with me. The crowd, the preacher, his speech, then the bodyguards, Sumati, the Peace Corp. . . . And last of all the girl with the golden eyes, the girl who’d called out in a voice so clear it was as if she was standing in the room with me—yet somehow it hadn’t made an impression on Adrian or, so far as I could tell, Griff. They hadn’t seen her, much less heard her. It was as if she was speaking only to me, looking out from the screen across all that distance with something to tell me.


Like she was there for me.


I knew it sounded crazy. But a voice inside kept whispering that there was something there, something I’d missed. Something I’d known before but forgotten, like a password you make up with your friends when you’re little and then drop out of your memory banks when you don’t have any more use for it. It danced on the edge of my mind, maddening when I couldn’t pin it down. I knew I’d have to come back and see the video again, see her again, if only to see if anything was there.


Adrian thought I enjoyed the show, so he hacked in and let me watch a bunch of other times. I laughed along with him while he joked about Terrarists and Lower-life messiahs. I kept my mouth shut when he cheered the Peace Corp., when he shouted at them to take Sumati down. I didn’t say another word about the girl.


But I saw her every time. I heard her speak. I waited to receive her message, but the TranSpeaker always died just before the words left her mouth.


And the whole time she was talking in a language I felt I should know, her eyes never left mine.





Otherworld


Earth Year 3151


Night


The thing made of mist and shadows leaps at me, and it’s not made of mist and shadows anymore.


A body, hard and fast as a bullet, slams me to the ground. My flashlight flies free. Something makes a scraping noise, like knives being sharpened. Then pain worse than anything I’ve ever felt impales my left shoulder, and I can’t help the scream that tears from my throat.


Hot liquid coats my face. It burns. My shoulder blazes as if the muscle is being opened by a scalpel.


The thing chatters in my face as it leans over to feed.


Then the night explodes in a brief, bright flare, showing me a confused image of the creature that hangs above me, gunmetal-gray flesh and a face that’s all teeth. It emits a startled scream before flinging itself away and vanishing into the mist. I hear swift, soft footpads for a second, then all is still again.


My shoulder’s on fire. I reach for it with my right hand, touch the stickiness of blood. I press hard against the wound, gasping at the pain. My eyes burn so much from whatever dripped in them, I can barely keep them open. I can’t see well enough to know how bad the shoulder is, but I know it’s bad. I wish my heart would stop pumping so fast, since I know it’s pumping my life away.


Every movement I make feels like it’s going to rip my arm from my body. But I sit up, try to dig through my supply pouch for a bandage. The pain nearly makes me pass out, and with only the weak beam of the flashlight on the ground nearby to aid my burning eyes, I can’t find what I need. Sitting has made the blood pour down my arm onto my hands, and it’s getting too slippery for me to hold on to anything. I lie back down, feeling dizzy, the mist swooping unnaturally over my head. My brain’s moving in slow motion, my eyes squeezing shut. I press my hand against the wound, unable to feel the pain or pressure anymore. All I feel is cold.


I’m going to die here. I knew it all along. Bleeding to death wasn’t on my original list, but that’s exactly what’s going to happen. And then the thing will come back and scavenge what’s left.


The thought makes me struggle to stand. But my legs are rubber, and they collapse under me.


I’ll never see Sofie again.


I knew I’d never see her again the day we boarded the ships.


Maybe I’ll see her on one of the worlds she used to speak of.


There’s the sound of something scuffing rock. The thing’s back. I force my eyes open, try to raise my head to face it, but I’m too weak to do even that.


A beam cuts the darkness, fog swirling overhead in the fan of yellow light. Then a voice. A human voice. Two.


“Did you get it?”


“Ran off, I think.”


“Wounded?”


“How the hell do I know?”


“What are they?”


“My friend, we’re in the middle of freaking nowhere. I’m afraid I didn’t ask the tour guide for a rundown on the local wildlife.”


I try to call out. My throat is as weak as the rest of me, and all that emerges is a soft groan. The voices pause then resume.


“Did you hear that?”


“What am I, deaf?”


“Is it the thing?”


“If it is, our worries are over. Sounds half-dead.”


I summon all my remaining strength and call out again. I know those voices, their banter, their back-and-forth. I can’t believe my luck. A thousand years and a hundred trillion kilometers from home, and it’s the two people I’ve known the longest on Earth.


“Adrian!” I call out. “Griffin!”


The footsteps stop, but the flashlight beam swings a wide arc through the mist. When it shines in my face, erasing what little I can see of the world, I hear their cries.


“It’s one of ours!”


“Gee, you think so?”


The footsteps become louder. The light dances in front of my eyes, so painful I have to shut them again. Something falls to the ground beside me, a body. Hands prod me. I’m too numb and cold to feel them.


“Holy—!” the one on his knees swears. “It’s Cam!”


I squint, force a smile. I can’t see his face beneath the helmet and oxygen mask he wears. “Hey, Griff.”


“You’re hurt.”


“Been better.”


“Can you stand?”


“I’m not . . .” He gets his arm under mine, lifts. My legs aren’t there. I stumble and fall. Blood smears his boots. He doesn’t back away.


“Adrian, get over here. Cam’s hurt.”


The flashlight moves closer. I can’t see the face of the one holding it, but I can see his hand.


“Hey, Adrian.”


“Hey.” There’s a long silence, broken only by the sound of Griff’s heavy breathing.


“Well, for God’s sake, don’t just stand there,” he says. “Help me out.”


“We shouldn’t move him,” Adrian says.


“Well, we can’t just leave him.”


“I’ll stay,” Adrian says. “Go back and find my dad. Tell him you need a medkit. And a stretcher.”


Griff says nothing, but I can hear his hesitation.


“Get moving, Griffin,” Adrian says. “Take the light,” he adds, and the beam sails into the air, swinging wildly before settling. Griff must have fumbled it.


“You sure you two—”


“Move!” Adrian says, and this time Griff’s feet take off, fast, the sound getting softer before dying out completely.


Adrian drops beside me. I can’t see a thing, but I feel his hands on my wounded shoulder. He’s putting steady pressure there, and it should hurt, but that entire side of my body is as numb as a stone.


“How bad is it?” I ask.


“Let’s just say you won’t be our starting second baseman this season.”


“It’s my left arm.”


“Then there’s still hope.”


He’s silent, leaning his weight on me, using his hands to stop the flow. I can’t tell if it’s working. The world seems a little less distant, but my ears are ringing and I feel sick to my stomach. I wish I could see Adrian’s face, say something to him like I used to back on Earth. Some joke, something.


Finally, I say the first thing on my mind, the last thing before I lose consciousness. “Where are we?”


“We’re in hell,” he says, his voice ringing like everything else. “But you already knew that.”


• • •


I’m not expecting to wake up. Not on this planet, anyway. Not on any planet, really.


But I do. I come to in brightness. There’s no mist, no nothing. This place is as empty with light as the other was with dark.


A shadow falls on me. A body. I flinch, thinking it’s the thing from the fog. But it’s human. It speaks with a human voice, a concerned voice.


“How are you feeling?”


I can’t feel anything, and I think I’ve gone mostly blind. Could it have been some kind of acid that spilled in my eyes? “I feel . . . better,” I say.


“Good,” the voice says. “The wound looked ugly. We weren’t sure about toxins. Can you sit?”


Hands grip my back. I feel them but don’t feel them, like they’re separated from my skin by a wall of water. They guide me upright. I’m afraid I’m going to get sick, but then my head and stomach settle.


“You’ll be fine,” the voice says. “Assuming we’re right about the toxins. Did you get a good look at it?”


“It was dark. I saw . . .” Why can’t I see? “It was too dark.”


“The nights are very dark,” the voice says. “The atmosphere, you know. By the same token, the days are very clear.”


“Is that why it’s so”—I feel and sound stupid—“so bright?”


There’s a short laugh. “I nearly forgot.” Fingers fumble around my face, and I realize there’s some sort of material stretched across my eyes, too lightweight to feel. Tape, maybe. A tearing sound gives way to varied light and shadow. “There.”


I blink at the face in front of me. I don’t know him, but I recognize the silver-and-black JIPOC crest on his lab coat. One of the primary medical personnel who put us into deepsleep on Earth. One of many brought along to minister to Upperworld passengers numbering in the hundreds of thousands.


“We found traces of an organic compound on your face,” the PMP says. “We’ve taken it to the lab for analysis. We were concerned about its effect on your eyes.”


“My eyes are fine.” I blink again and realize it’s true.


“And the arm?”


I’m about to tell him my arm’s not there when I realize it is. It hugs my side, wrapped tightly in gauze and tape, and though it tingles a little, I can’t feel any pain. Drugs, probably. “Arm, eyes, both fine.”


“But you didn’t see what attacked you.”


“I told you, it was too dark.”


He nods, sighs. “We know so little about this place. Officially, we’re not even supposed to be here.” Then he looks abashed, like he realizes he just said a no-no.


I can’t help laughing. “Officially, was I attacked last night?”


“Of course.” He purses his lips, his expression turning from embarrassed to offended. “I filed an incident report.”


That makes me laugh even harder, which wakes up the arm enough to cause me the first actual pain I’ve felt since I came to. “What’s it say? Unknown assailant kicks teen’s ass at undisclosed location?”


He bustles around me, which is probably his way of avoiding eye contact. “I’m sorry I can’t be more helpful. Until there’s a statement from Chairman Conroy, all I can say is that we have, officially, touched down on an unidentified interstellar location. Which,” he adds, glancing up for a second, “plain to see, may not have been our scheduled final destination.”


Plain to see. Unless every reading we took on Earth set new records for wrongness, our scheduled final destination wouldn’t have rocks that are more like sponges, nights without moon or stars, swift things that shape themselves into hard-edged predators out of swirling mist. I’m about to say something else when he signals, and the auxiliary medical personnel I hadn’t noticed standing behind the head of the bed moves to put his hands on my left side.
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