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Chapter One

 The gray sphere plummeted into Earth’s atmosphere, riding shock waves of superheated air. Despite the intense friction on the sphere’s hull, the three passengers on board barely registered the steady tremors as they reclined on their couches. 
 Only Carmen Vincent stood. 
 Her mind commanded the virtual controls of the harvester while it was simultaneously logged into one of the Cordice spindlebots inside the sphere. Perfectly balanced, strong, and nimble, the tall, thin, metallic humanoid machine responded instantly to every command, each action informed by the harvester computer in case of an emergency. 
 Landing a stolen spaceship wasn’t half as hard as she expected. 
 Meanwhile, her body slept. 
 She lay millions of miles away on board the translator She Who Waits’ shuttle. 
 Without Carmen’s consciousness present, the delay in issuing orders would mean minutes in which anything might happen to the ship. And since the ship wasn’t hers, she thought it would be a good idea not to damage it any more than she already had. She would give it back after she delivered her passengers. The Cordice could retrieve it once she arrived on the Framework and relinquished the encryption. But they would have to be patient for a few more hours. 
 An illuminated bubble screen on top of the bot displayed her face as she watched her sister sleep. 
 Jenna Vincent had lost part of her leg and suffered a gunshot wound. The leg had been an accident when evading the malfunctioning Cordice caretaker. The Melded Primary Executive had later shot her, causing a critical injury that now threatened her life. The Melded had been trying to commandeer the harvester. Carmen and Jenna hadn’t given it to them. 
 The final decision to return home had been Jenna’s, as the options for treatment back on board the Cordice ship were to either upload her to their simulation or allow the Melded to perform surgery. 
 Since the Melded leader had been responsible for almost murdering Jenna, Carmen didn’t want any of them to touch her sister. And uploading meant life in a computer. No matter how perfect the Cordice simulation seemed, the thought chilled her. 
 Jenna had a hitch in her breath. A choking cough began. Carmen drew closer, not sure what to do. 
 “Hang in there, Jen.” 
 Faster. They needed to go faster. But how much faster could they go? 
 Carmen surveyed the data screens over and over. Faster meant more g’s, resulting in an equally harsh slowdown. When they had first been abducted by their mom, they had been on board one of the harvester spheres and had barely noticed motion. Not the case now. But the sooner she could get Jenna to the hospital, the sooner doctors—human doctors—could start treating her. 
 The stray thought resulted in an instant response. 
 The sphere began accelerating. While Carmen barely felt a thing through the sensory inputs on the bot, her readouts confirmed it. 
 Agent Barrett was screaming. “Are you still in control of this thing?” 
 What had she done? She tried to calm herself and realized she was having a hard time keeping focused. She had been awake too long. Her strange ordeal hadn’t afforded her much chance of rest and now her sister was counting on her. 
 With the touch of a virtual control, the harvester’s trailing spheres slowed theirs down via an electromagnetic beam. Too much deceleration. A jolt rocked the sphere, and the passengers instantly experienced the heightened pressure, forcing them deeper into their couches. 
 Barrett tried to look at her but could barely raise his head. “What’s happening? Carmen?” 
 “Everything is going well. I’m slowing us down. We’ll land back at Garden Village General and you’ll get the care you both need.” 
 “You’re sure you can stop us?” 
 “Yes. You’re almost home.” 
 He pressed his eyes closed. His broken hand remained swollen. A slightly overweight man in his thirties, he looked as worn and exhausted as she felt. She had been awake during most of their return trip. 
 She tried to shake the fuzz from her brain. Even the shadows within the sphere seemed to move with a life of their own. But rest would come later. She couldn’t afford the luxury of relaxing yet. 
 Through it all Jenna remained unconscious, having slept for most of the two-day-long return trip from Mars. Neither of them had known responding to their mother’s call for help would result in their being abducted and thrust into a situation beyond anything they could ever dream of. Alien refugees. The harvester, which everyone wanted but Jenna and Carmen controlled. And an enemy which threatened to destroy everyone, including Earth. 
 Carmen found the ship’s previous settings for course and speed. Allowed the computer to once again take over. The shaking eased and stopped altogether. 
 The sphere continued to cut a swathe through the air as it descended towards North America. It would take them home. Carmen had to trust it. She wished she could enjoy the view as the layers of sky peeled back, revealing the greens and browns of the land and the clouds and oceans to the west. 
 She confirmed her repeating message was still being sent at whoever might hear them. 
 “This is Carmen Vincent, daughter of Sylvia Vincent. We’re approaching Earth from Mars. I’ll be landing at Garden Village General Hospital with my sister, who will need medical attention.” 
 What kind of reception would they have? Were the surgeons ready? Would they be skilled doctors? The mad notion that the sphere might strike a plane on the way down occurred to her, but she forced herself not to think about it. Found herself praying that if they could only land, if Jenna would be okay, that was all that mattered. 
 Jenna’s warm brown eyes were open and staring at her. “Where are we?” 
 “Almost home.” 
 “Is Mom here?” 
 Carmen hoped her bot’s voice sounded calmer than she felt. “No, Jen, she’s not. Don’t worry about her. Try to relax. In a few minutes you’ll be at a hospital. They’re going to make you better.” 
 “When will she come back?” 
 “Soon.” 
 Her eyes closed again. “You never were a good liar. Worse than Mom.” 
 Carmen had been purposefully not thinking about what she could do to bring their mom back home. Sylvia Vincent remained with the Melded after they had restored her body. But part of her mind was still inside the Cordice simulation. Her mom had stolen the harvester and had made a deal with the Melded and a Cordice faction within the sim, and now Carmen didn’t know what part of her mother was real. 
 She would find out once she reached the Framework. But first she had to bring her sister back without getting shot down, hitting a jumbo jet, or slamming into the ground at warp speeds. 
 Easy. 






Chapter Two

 Green, gray, and camo military vehicles lined the street leading up to Garden Village General Hospital. Trucks and Humvees mostly, but among them were armored cars and at least one boxy-looking tank. Flashing strobes blinked everywhere, bright in the hazy morning. Wisps of fog clung to the rows of eucalyptus growing along the nearby boulevard. 
 A helicopter hovered around a mile off, its undercarriage bristling with what appeared to be missiles. 
 Carmen clenched and unclenched her metal hands as the sphere slowed gradually to a soft downward creep. If she did nothing, they’d touch down on the loop near the hospital’s ER. She plotted a retreat just in case: an upward trajectory that would take them into the air and away from Garden Village, sacrificing comfort for speed. 
 At least one thing was certain. They had received her message. She zoomed in on the hospital. No one was visible near the buildings. They had cleared the parking lot of civilian vehicles. But then a group of five people wearing the yellow hazard suits emerged from the ER’s entrance. They looked like spacemen in their own right, covered head to toe in shiny plastic. 
 Barrett was sitting up. “What’s happening?” 
 “We’re here. And it looks like your people are waiting for us.” 
 He was a Homeland Security agent. Before her abduction, he and a bunch of soldiers and scientists had occupied the broken-down restaurant where they found the sphere. Carmen tried to remember which other agency had been part of that team. Judging by the hardware, they were military. Air Force? Marines? Men in Black? 
 At least they hadn’t started shooting. 
 He unsteadily tried to stand. “Show me. Let me see what’s happening.” 
 She made the sphere clear as glass. The ground rose from below. The hospital in all its boxy beige stucco glory stood at the center of the swarm of military vehicles. The blinking lights strobed in a frantic explosion of brightness that caused Barrett to squint. More than a few of the Humvees had antenna arrays with dishes aimed at them. 
 The group of five at the ER entrance all carried bulky equipment but no weapons that she could see. 
 Carmen stopped the sphere inches from the ground. She made the sphere solid again before opening the door. The door material formed a sloping ramp. Again, a shadow within the sphere shifted at the periphery of her vision. She dismissed it. With so many ship controls and menus distracting her, it was impossible to keep track of it all. And now, with the end of their voyage within reach, she felt a nervous hope blossom. 
 Barrett moved for the exit. 
 Carmen stopped him with an open hand. “Jenna first.” 
 She moved the bot to the doorway and peered down at the approaching hazard suits. Two of the team held small video recorders. One waved a wand device back and forth while another was typing on a tablet strapped to his wrist. A woman led the charge, her face barely visible through the shine of her plastic visor. 
 She raised a hand in a greeting. “I’m Doctor Greta Leavitt. We received your message. Are you Carmen Vincent? Can you understand me?” 
 A surge of emotion surprised Carmen. She almost couldn’t speak. “That’s me. Come help my sister. She’s on board. Please hurry, she’s—” 
 Again the shadow shifted, a blur along a wall of the sphere. But as it moved it took on dimension, a shape, as if an unseen hand had peeled away a sheet of transparent film and was bringing it towards her. A crisp shock rolled through her fingers and feet and up through her spine. 
 The scientists and soldiers, the sphere, Agent Barrett, and Jenna all vanished in a flash. 






Chapter Three

 Coming fully awake felt like pancake syrup was chugging through Carmen’s veins. She wiped the eye crusties away. Her saliva had turned to book paste and her throat was dry. When she sat up, the world spun, forcing her to cling to the edge of the flight bed. 
 Still on board She Who Waits’ shuttle, she confirmed. But the shuttle was no longer in flight, the artificial gravity provided by forward motion replaced with a looping spin that was nausea-inducing now that Carmen had elevated her head. 
 They had completed their voyage to the Framework. Carmen had known it would be faster than her journey to Earth. She tottered to the sink the Dragoman had created in the rear hold of her ship, washed out her mouth, and drank deeply. 

What happened?

 She had piloted the sphere to the hospital, was facing the waiting soldiers and scientists, and…blank. 
 She returned to the bunk and accessed the com node. Waited the infuriating several minutes as the node tried to reconnect her to the harvester. An untranslated message popped up in her mind. She blinked it away and tried again. Counted the seconds. At the six hundred mark the message repeated. 
 From what she could learn from the com node, the harvester was gone. 
 “Are you there?” she called. 
 Her voice went unanswered inside the shuttle interior. She rose again and searched the parts of the small craft she could access. The rear bay had two rows of columns and a pedestal near the door to the front compartment. She Who Waits had never let her see the front of the ship. Carmen had guessed it was a space where the translator might leave her shell or protective suit and enjoy the thick atmosphere, which might be toxic to a human. 
 A tiny bathroom stood empty. A receptacle tucked into the foot of the crash couch had several of the food bars along with a few packets of liquid that smelled like orange soda. All edible, as Carmen had discovered, if not particularly appealing. 
 But the thought of food was far from her mind as her apprehension built. She needed to know what was happening with her sister. She Who Waits could send a message to Earth, couldn’t she? And what had interrupted the com signal and cut her off? 
 The Melded. Somehow it was them, she guessed, either blocking the signal or finding some way to hack the harvester controls remotely. Answers would be hard to come by while stuck on the shuttle. 
 A hatch near the rear led to the airlock. She wobbled as she looked inside. A floating blimp bot waited for her. The football-sized machine floated closer. 
 “Can you call her? Hello? She Who Waits, are you there?” 
 The bot didn’t respond. 
 “Well, what can you tell me?” 
 The bot’s voice sounded like three or more voices, male and female, layered together. “She Who Waits is attending the Framework council.” 
 “Let me talk to her.” 
 “Her relayed message is that designate Carmen Vincent is to wait aboard the shuttle.” 
 “I’ve seen her translate between three different people, four if we include her. She can’t put me in the loop?” 
 The bot hovered without a reply. 
 “Then can you connect me again to the harvester? Or send a signal to Earth? I have to find out what’s happening.” 
 Carmen waited for a frustrating moment for the bot to say anything. If it had relayed the request to She Who Waits, the Dragoman translator wasn’t answering. She touched the hatch and tried to find a button that might open it. 
 The bot moved up to eye level. “If you wish to leave the shuttle, you will need to wear the suit.” It shined a light on a cream-colored garment and helmet hanging in a recessed compartment. It looked small. 
 “Is that for me? I’m supposed to put it on?” 
 Considering She Who Waits constantly wore a clear crystal shell that looked like a transparent support beam, Carmen realized that the air on the Framework might be anything but compatible to humans. Her question was silly. 
 “The suit was printed with your measurements. It will protect you from any undesirable effects within the Framework common areas. But the council requested you wait.” 
 She grabbed the suit. “Good to know.” 
 It was lighter than she expected, a full-body one-piece with a helmet. The material felt like soft leather. It clung to her and sealed tight after she stepped into it and pulled it up. The helmet, once stretched over her head, likewise molded around her neck. But before she could feel too constrained or claustrophobic, the material around her face went clear. She could see perfectly. She felt herself over and confirmed the suit covered her entire body. Snug, a perfect fit. But there was no display of any sort to show how much air she had. 
 “This thing will warn me before I suffocate, right?” 
 The bot’s light winked out. “The suit will continuously convert the atmosphere inside the common areas of the Framework to one you’ll find comfortable.” 
 “I guess that’ll have to do. Take me to her.” 
 The bot led the way into the airlock, and she followed. She found herself holding her breath as one door closed and the air pulsed around her as if fans in the ceiling were being turned on and off. When the second door opened, there was no dramatic shift in the air. But the corridor beyond almost caused her to fall as she stepped into it. She leaned on one wall and waited as the bot scooted ahead. 
 She hadn’t taken the time to think about her arrival at the Framework. She had promised to return the harvester once she delivered Jenna. And now she was showing up empty-handed. The possibility of seeing her mom restored felt like it was slipping from her fingers. 
 She forced herself to breathe slower and focused on the bot. Then, with a hand on the wall to keep her balance, she made her way down the corridor to find the Framework council. 






Chapter Four

 For the shadow, disrupting the sphere’s communications link was as easy as a touch. Normally it would avoid such an overt action that might cause its discovery, but the shadow knew an opportunity when it saw one. After all, it had been studying the Cordice and their technology for decades. 
 The two humans who held the encryption were vulnerable. But the shadow could only get to one of them, as Carmen Vincent hadn’t physically accompanied her sister on the voyage. Neutralizing the com system would cause the harvester’s computer to reset and assume a holding pattern in its current location. And if the shadow’s brood on the Framework acted fast enough, the ship would remain out of reach of the survivors. 
 Then they could destroy the Framework and the last remnants of resistance. 

All glory to those beyond the Wall.

 But what of this unknown world and its inhabitants? It needed to learn more. 
 The shadow took to the floor near Agent Barrett’s couch as the humans in their bulky hazard suits boarded the sphere. They gave the inert bot in the doorway cautious looks before directing their sensors and recording devices around the interior. 
 Eavesdropping was as simple as touching Barrett. The shadow got the sense of their vocal language as Barrett’s mind unwittingly shared its comprehension. And the human law enforcement official was familiar enough, as the shadow had gently acquainted itself with him during the two-day journey. Impulses. Thoughts. Feelings. Memories. 
 The shadow had exercised self-control by not pushing deeper. 
 One human, the one who identified herself as Doctor Greta Leavitt, was talking to the bot. 
 “Carmen, are you there? Can you hear me? Did something happen? We are boarding the vessel and will help Jenna. But we need to learn more so we can help you. Where are you? Where is Sylvia Vincent? Where’s your mom?” 
 But Carmen Vincent wasn’t answering. 
 One human crouched before Barrett. Barrett had sagged but remained sitting as the other human gave him a quick examination. 
 “I’m going to assist you,” the human said. “We’re bringing a gurney.” 
 Barrett struggled to rise. The shadow stretched a digit to keep contact. “I’m okay. Get me out of here.” 
 It had to hurry to follow Barrett to the doorway as his escort helped him outside, but it paused and broke their connection as another team arrived with a rolling bed. They surrounded Jenna Vincent’s couch. It took the team a while before they moved her, lifting her up onto the gurney. 
 She wasn’t conscious. She was missing part of a leg and, from what the shadow had learned, had suffered internal injuries from a Melded firearm. 
 They strapped her in and wheeled her out past the bot. The shadow waited to pounce. No one noticed as it slipped onto the base of the gurney above the wheels. 
 Outside, the sunlight was bright enough to cause the shadow to draw itself up. It felt pain. But it dare not retreat. With so many eyes upon the gurney, an attentive human might notice the shimmer beneath it if the shadow moved. Even as Barrett entered the hospital, more humans in their bright suits emerged past him. They met the rest of their team to guide Jenna Vincent inside. 
 The interior of the facility was well lit and crowded with crude electronic devices that set the shadow’s nerves on edge. The beeps, buzzes, pings, and hums made concentration nearly impossible. It tried to connect with Jenna Vincent to get a better understanding of where they were, but she remained unconscious. The other humans stayed bundled in their hazard suits, and none of them lingered long enough for the shadow to breach the elastic material. 
 So many lights. Even on the gurney, someone might spot it. 
 They stopped for a long moment just inside the doorway as the humans inspected their patient. After a consultation with Dr. Leavitt, they were on the move again. The team rolled the gurney through a set of doors and they came to a stop as other humans moved a curtain out of the way and prepared a bed. Then most of them left. A remaining pair leaned over the gurney and began ministering to Jenna. 
 The shadow slid across the floor and under one of the tall curtains. Beyond the partition was another bed. 
 Barrett lay propped up and was staring directly at the shadow. “What is that? Hello? Help! Help me!” 
 It remembered enough to understand the basic words and his cry of alarm. The shadow darted for a space between the head of the bed and the wall just as Doctor Leavitt pushed through the curtain. 
 They were shouting, and Barrett was agitated. 
 The shadow wasn’t waiting for them to start a search. It found a convenient outlet and was behind the wall before the doctor could check. But as the doctor retreated to the foot of the bed, the shadow reached out and touched the back of Barrett’s arm. 
 “Nothing there,” the doctor was saying. “You’ve been through a high-stress experience. We can give you something to calm you down.” 
 “No, nothing. I saw something. It caught the light, and it moved towards the bed.” 
 “If it was there, it’s gone now.” 
 The shadow waited and listened and watched through Barrett’s eyes. Someone in a hazard suit stepped through the curtain holding a tray with what might have been medical implements or drugs. 
 Barrett’s voice had reached a new octave. “I said I don’t want a sedative, Dr. Leavitt. Let me up. I want to get out of this bed. I have to report to my boss, not yours. My agency controls the landing site. It’s my situation.” 
 “Not anymore,” Leavitt said. “Not since you let yourself be taken up into space. This is an Army show now. And you need to be debriefed. I want to know what happened up there. What you saw, who and what you met. I want to know about Sylvia Vincent, her daughters, and that ship outside. So I’d advise you take your pills, have a sip of water, and we can talk.” 
 Barrett spoke through clenched teeth. “You took my phone.” 
 “We can’t clear anything that went up with you. You know that. We don’t know what they did to you. In fact, you, me, and everyone here will be in quarantine. We’re checking for microorganisms first. And with what we heard from Sylvia Vincent, we can’t rule out some agent which might affect the mind.” 
 “Okay. Okay. I’ll take my pill.” Barrett accepted a paper cup from the attendant and swallowed a yellow capsule. “Let’s get started. Is there a command tent?” 
 “Later. I’ll be back soon. Get comfortable. You’re staying here until we put some fluids in you and we get that hand looked at.” 
 Barrett didn’t reply as the doctor departed. The shadow let go of him and receded back into the wall as more people came and went. It found many places where it could peer out into the bustling hospital. In the neighboring curtained-off portion of the room they were working with Jenna Vincent. Dr. Leavitt was consulting with other humans in uniforms on a video screen. 
 So much futile purpose. 
 But Barrett was alone now. The shadow reemerged. It needed to learn more. Barrett was breathing steadily. His eyes were partially open, his broken hand encased in a plastic cast. The shadow found a place under the bed and reached up to once again touch him. And then the shadow pushed. 
 Barrett gasped. 
 The shadow felt the human’s mind racing even as whatever pill he had taken dulled his senses. Replaying the events of his recent voyage. The thrill of the launch into space. Fear upon seeing the Cordice caretaker attack them. The frustration when Carmen Vincent questioned his every order with the potential future of his world at stake. 
 And there lurking beneath it all was a son posing as a man, a son who never lived up to his father’s expectations, becoming a federal agent instead of pursuing a career in law. 
 More faces in Barrett’s memories. A mate, Danika. His own son, Roger. Both relationships had eroded to an uncomfortable tolerance and lives lived under a single roof while sharing nothing. 
 Deeper. 
 The shadow probed memories of overheard conversations between colleagues at Homeland Security’s Emergency Preparedness and Response unit who resented Ray Barrett’s rise, calling him a bootlicker and a yes man and much, much worse. 
 Deeper. 
 A trip to the ocean where a beached jellyfish stung him on the foot. 
 The embarrassment of not performing sexually during his sixth date with Veronica, a chemistry lab partner at some place called UNLV. 
 Getting second place in an art contest, the image of his mother’s face looking forlornly off into the distance, acrylic on paper. 
 Wetting himself during naptime, his first day of kindergarten. 
 Raymond Barrett’s nose was itching. The shadow pushed. As much as Barrett wanted—needed—to scratch, he couldn’t. His mind became filled with delicious panic. Not only would his hand not move, but neither would his arms, legs, or mouth even as he wanted to call for help, scream, or whimper. 
 The dry tickle only grew, filling Barrett’s left nostril with a maddening tingle. Yet he couldn’t lift a finger. His jaw tremored. Sweat oozed from his brow and his armpits. The shadow held on, eager to see how hard this human would fight. 
 Would his bladder release as it had during that noteworthy day from his childhood? 
 His brain pathways proved simple enough to nudge. So many neural triggers to be pulled. 
 His father’s voice. “Never raised you to take the easy road, Raymond. Waste of your education. If your mother was alive…” 
 The voice of his associate director at the agency. “You’re sure you want to file this complaint, Ray? I encourage my agents to solve matters between themselves when it’s something minor like this. A charge like this could permanently stain a career…” 
 So many emotions, which the shadow stirred up like ashes in a breeze. The yearning to be accepted by his fellow agents. The possibility of a second chance with Veronica, but he had been too scared to return her texts. A future where he didn’t settle for what amounted to an arranged series of dates by a well-meaning aunt. Where he had the courage to call it off instead of finding himself married. 
 And now Agent Barrett, the victim of his own life, couldn’t scratch his nose. 
 But the shadow could. It used his nondominant left hand and shared Barrett’s ecstasy as it rubbed the itch into submission. Even allowed Barrett to gasp in delight with the sensation. 
 “Feeling better?” 
 Dr. Leavitt entered through the curtain. Ice-blue eyes studied Barrett. Barrett made a choking sound as he tried to reply. The shadow stopped pushing. 
 “Gah…chk…huh!” 
 “What’s wrong?” 
 Barrett was breathing hard, as if he had been exerting himself. “I don’t know. Something…felt weird. It was like I couldn’t wake up.” 
 Leavitt filled a paper cup with water from a yellow plastic jug on a rolling table. The table also had a heart-shaped metallic balloon with the words “Get Well Soon” in bright rainbow colors. 
 “You sound parched, Agent Barrett. You’re also exhausted. Lie back and try to relax. I have some good news. From our examination, neither you nor Jenna Vincent are radioactive. In fact, besides your hand, you appear to be in perfect health. No aliens bursting from your chest if that’s what you’re worried about. That was a joke.” 
 Barrett composed himself on the bed. Took a drink. “So you’re in charge here, doctor?” 
 “Yes, over the landing site here. I hold the rank of major. But you can call me Greta. You look like you need to get some sleep.” 
 “Okay, Greta. But I don’t want to sleep. I want to talk. Because you need to hear what I saw while up there. We’re not alone. That sphere which brought us here. Has it left?” 
 “It hasn’t moved. And we’ve spotted a second sphere some fifty miles above us. And there’s another beyond that. We’re working on figuring out what they are, exactly.” 
 “It’s all part of a single spaceship. And capturing it might be the most important thing that humanity has ever done.” 
 The shadow wanted to dismiss the possibility that these simple beings could seize the harvester. But it wouldn’t leave it to chance. Now it would need to not only study these earthlings, but make sure they never captured the Cordice vessel and never ascended beyond their world. That way when those beyond the Wall returned, they could deal with the humans on their lone planet as they had dealt with so many others before. 
   






Chapter Five

 The Framework entryway extended in every direction, a cavernous interior unlike any of the other spaceships Carmen had seen. The Melded frigate was a hodgepodge of pragmatic design with no eye to symmetry, She Who Waits’ shuttle was elegant and unadorned, and the Cordice ship was efficient and in poor repair. But nothing had prepared her for this. She’d never have thought the alien survivors would have come together to build something so immense. 
 She stood on a platform beneath the long corridor that extended back to the airlock. But she felt the encouraging tug of gravity. Without it, she knew it would be difficult to get oriented. Carbon-black girders ran in every direction, forming a network of support buttresses. Distant pools of soft light shone on what appeared to be other platforms. Each had its own orientation on what might be up, which made Carmen believe she was inside a massive cylinder. 
 And whoever built the place didn’t believe in guard rails. 
 A small ramp led downward. It glowed as she set a tentative foot on it. The bot hovered to follow. Her balance was improving, the earlier case of the dizzies fading. The slope was gentle enough, and the suit afforded her perfect movement, feeling not much more constricting than a tightly zipped-up jacket, if she ignored the helmet. 
 The ramp descended towards a waterfall. A stream of misting, trickling water dripped down on a twisting formation of polished stone. Beneath the sculpture was a pool. Globes of light stood around the structure, with paths sloping up and off into the darkness. Looking at the sculpture reminded Carmen of a tangle of limbs, almost as if She Who Waits or one of her kind had allowed themselves to be the model for the artist who had made it. 
 The stone held flecks of sparkling gold. 
 Looking up, Carmen noted the descending water caught the light and formed a halo. Flecks of water dripped on the bot as it sidled up next to her. Carmen walked around the sculpture and counted seven paths leading away, along with the ramp that would take her back to the shuttle. 
 “Which way to find this council?” 
 When she received no answer, she knew she would have to either go back or be willing to get lost. She would have to assume the Cordice had a way of keeping tabs on the ship. Did they know the harvester was no longer under her control? Were the Melded part of this council? And if so, would her mother be there? 
 It gave her two targets. According to She Who Waits, the Melded were coming back to the Framework. If she could find their ship, she might find her mom and try to bring her to her senses. Or she could face this council. Let them know what had happened, even if she was short on details. 
 Retreating to the shuttle began sounding better and better, but she considered one path. 
 A lanky form approached down another path that had grown bright. A green eye beamed brilliantly from the hairy face of the Melded she knew as Ovo. He stood tall, with two artificial arms and clumpy fur on his bare chest. 
 Ovo had been the medic who had attempted to treat her sister, and the Primary Executive had bloodied his nose for it. Still, he was one of them and had helped keep Carmen a prisoner. He didn’t appear to be armed now, and he raised a hand and paused a few paces from her. 
 Using his wrist device, he produced a rolling series of pictographs showing a stick figure doing…something. She guessed it was either being attacked by arrows or drowning. The images replayed backward and forward, then up and down. 
 She made a helpless gesture. “I don’t understand. I’m sorry.” 
 His throat swelled. His speech was a grinding, croaking sound. 
 A neutral voice spoke from his wrist. “The air is breathable.” 
 “I understood that. We can talk? I was told to use the suit.” 
 He paused as if listening to something Carmen couldn’t hear. “Yes, I have a rudimentary translation app. You’ll need your suit in certain areas. Not here. This is the atmosphere makeup in our current location on the Framework.” 
 The floating images that followed reminded her of the harvester’s virtual controls. But without the harvester’s computer, she could make no sense of them. 
 “I can understand you well enough,” she said. “You can skip the pictures. Your app learned English?” 
 “Your mother has assisted us.” 
 “In just a couple days?” 
 He croaked a reply that didn’t receive a translation. He fiddled with his device and the displays vanished. He then turned and took a few steps down the path from which he had come. 
 “Follow me.” 
 “Where?” 
 “To where we wait to hear the outcome of the council’s decisions regarding your future, of course.” 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Ovo wasn’t stopping to listen to her questions. 
 How could she possibly be the topic for the Framework when they had so many other things to worry about? 
 The bot from the shuttle puttered along behind her as she trotted to keep up with Ovo’s long steps. 
 They approached another sculpture. It was well illuminated and the same size as the one beneath the shuttle, but that was where the similarity ended. The material held the sheen of copper and it appeared to be composed of thousands of smaller identical pieces, each looking like an ear of corn with its husk still on it. As they got closer, the details of the smaller components became clear. It was a statue of bugs. Each insect-like creature had multiple legs, tiny eyes, and mandibles that held the next one above it in place. 
 Water dripped down and spattered everywhere. 
 Carmen stopped to look at the sculpture. “Is this art?” 
 Ovo put a finger to his jaw, tapped it a few times, and pointed up and around him. “You will hear it better without the suit.” 
 She looked at the bot. “Is it safe?” 
 The bot’s voice was clinical. “The recommendation stands for designate Carmen Vincent to remain in the shuttle. You should wear the suit at all times while not on board.” 
 Ovo moved towards her. She flinched. 
 He was holding his wrist out to her. “Listen.” 
 His wrist device amplified what she guessed was the sound of the water. As it struck the different levels of the bug statue, it chimed in an array of tones which blended into a soft percussive symphony. 
 She cocked her head to hear better. “It’s beautiful.” 
 He let her listen for a moment longer before lowering his arm and turning off the amplifier. “Your mother said you have defective ears.” 
 She let out a dry laugh. “What else did she share about me?” 
 “That you love music. And this is better experienced without electro-acoustic manipulation.” 
 If he had wanted to harm her, he could have done so. If his intent was to trick her to remove her suit, she was tempted. The Melded had her mother, and she needed to get them to trust her. 
 She popped the helmet and peeled it off, letting it dangle on the back of the suit. Opened her eyes and took a tentative breath. Felt fine. 
 The sound from the statue was subtle, and she knew she was missing the full effect because of her hearing. But what she made out was hauntingly moving, a fusion of chimes which blended and contrasted in a series of rising tones which reached a crescendo. She tried not to breathe as she drank in the music. A refrain would repeat, vanish, and another chord even more breathtaking would join it in a new harmony. She opened and closed her mouth a few times, as she felt as if she was inside an airplane climbing in altitude. 
 “Repairing your ears would be simple.” 
 Carmen glared at the Melded. “They work well enough. Did the Primary Executive tell you to bring me here? Did you believe having metal arms would improve your life?” 
 It took him a moment to register the comment. His reply took longer. “My arms suffered damage when my hibernation bed experienced a malfunction following the attack. A series of clots almost cost me my life. My clan would have placed my body in the reclaimer but for the Melded and the Primary Executive intervening.” 
 “I’m sorry.” 
 His hair ruffled, seemingly of its own accord. “The Primary Executive saved me. The Melded are my clan now. But I understand your distrust. I meant no offense by mocking your ears.” 
 “Mock away. But I’m not ready to let anyone fix something that’s not entirely broken. Because it can always be worse.” 
 “I understand.” 
 He led her past the bug statue to a spiraling ramp that descended to a lower level. As the floor above vanished into shadow, Carmen felt a new sense of how large the Framework was. The ramp let them out onto a stone floor slick with condensation. Cold water spattered from above like a rain shower. A blue cavern with a large pool stood before them. The pool teemed with pinkie-sized fish which reminded her of the chad that lived in the Mount Tamalpais lakes where her dad had taken her fishing when she was a child. The drizzle continued to shower down around her, filled with halos of soft blue light from somewhere above. 
 “It’s amazing down here.” 
 The sounds from above grew louder, blending into a melodic texture that settled within her chest and gut, which made her feel a yearning for something she couldn’t have. The odd emotion came from nowhere and everywhere. It was all around her, filling her with sorrow and loss, and made her want to weep. 
 That the sensation wasn’t hers didn’t matter. She wanted to linger in it. She thought of the day when she was eight and her parents were together and they had visited Tomales Bay, where the beach had no waves and clear water and they picnicked and splashed and played Frisbee and laughed. 
 Ovo was waiting. 
 She caught up, and the sensation ebbed as they arrived at the bottom of the path to a landing with benches. Several similar platforms were interspersed around the pool. A glittering curtain obscured the view of each. Vague shapes moved behind the curtains. Lights of what might have been devices shone brightly in many of them. Carmen counted a dozen such platforms, with more in the gloom that weren’t shielded by what she guessed was a containment field. 
 Carmen crouched to touch the water. As the ripples spread, the tiny fish swarmed away from her. “We’ve been walking for a while. This place is beautiful. But I wanted to go see the Framework council. I can take the grand tour later.” 
 “This is where we wait,” Ovo said. 
 She tried to get a better look at the nearest platform, but the field separating them grew opaque. “Is that what they’re doing? Waiting? When do I get invited in?” 
 “This is the meeting chamber. Each member race has a representative present. Our onetime Primary Executive stands for the Melded until we select a new one.” 
 “You remember that worm tried to destroy the Cordice ship, right? Does the council know?” 
 “No one’s forgotten. Our former leader functions as a spokesperson only and understands their role for this occasion.” 
 Carmen didn’t share her skepticism. There were too many factors she still didn’t understand about the Melded, and she couldn’t risk causing unnecessary friction with a careless remark. 
 One of She Who Waits’ red translation lights winked to life between them. Floating faces appeared before each of the occupied platforms. She recognized the Cordice engineer and the Primary Executive. She Who Waits was nowhere to be seen among the monitors. 
 From one of the furthest platforms an enormous shape without form reached across the water towards her. This one was much larger than the Primary Executive. A milky eye with three pupils gazed at her from the end of the extended stalk. 
 She fought the urge to back away as the eye looked at her. “Hello?” 
 The stalk retracted behind the hazy curtain. The giant glob appeared to settle in. 
 Ovo was busy with a floating display. “The One is curious about you. They all are.” 
 “Can I talk to them?” 
 “There will be time later. Most are listening to the meeting.” 
 She waved a hand through the light. “I don’t hear anything.” 
 “They are waiting on the Cordice to make a statement. They can be…thoughtful in their reply.” 
 She knew it too well. Her experience within the simulation with the Cordice top dogs had been frustrating. Even with their ability to dial back the passage of time so they could debate, their dominant two factions had remained at an impasse as to whether they would depart the Framework or stay and assist those who couldn’t flee the system. And as long as part of her mom’s mind remained locked within their sim, Carmen remained keenly interested in what their final decision might be. But now, with the harvester lost, she had no leverage and no say. 
 Carmen leaned closer to listen as the Cordice engineer’s calm voice spoke from the light. 
 “My colleagues and my fellow survivors, thank you for your patience. Our decision has arrived. We have weighed the outcomes, including the risks. We have evaluated the possibilities of assisting those who need extensive repairs, considering the intervention of the human Sylvia Vincent’s action in taking our harvester. We will now share our conclusion.” 
 A sharp chuff from the Primary Executive caused the engineer to pause. The exasperated sound received no translation. 
 “We will continue to assist all who require it,” the engineer continued. “But with a time limit. Our fear is our enemy will return. But once the control of the harvester is restored, our intention is to get to work immediately.” 
 Carmen felt a burning grow inside her stomach and her palms were clammy. 
 “And now that Carmen Vincent is with us, she can hand over the encryption.” 
 She flinched when a series of monitors popped up before her, revealing the listening members of the Framework council. Visages of varied shapes stared, some with eyes and others with antennae, feelers, and pulsing orbs. 
 “Say something,” Ovo whispered. 
 “Hi. I’m Carmen. Human. From Earth. And I regret to tell you I’ve lost the harvester.” 






Chapter Six

 The Melded former Primary Executive began laughing, a hard, humorless chortle that descended into a raucous hack like that of a smoker who had long ago surrendered to a three-pack-a-day habit. 
 The churning in Carmen’s stomach made her want to vomit. “I’m sorry this is funny for you. Sorry doesn’t cut it. But I didn’t ask for this situation.” 
 The worm’s bloated face dominated one screen as it growled. “Well, you certainly caused it. You and your kind’s actions have delayed our attempts at repair and departure. If the enemy returns now—” 
 “Enough from you, fraction-less-than-one.” 
 The hard voice was stone rolling on gravel. The vague shape of something large looming behind a screen shoved the Primary’s face aside as the displays reordered themselves. Carmen looked across the water towards the imposing creature that had reached over to look at her and felt certain this was the speaker. 
 “The Melded presence is a courtesy. Your actions have been noted, and it’s only the offer of your ship in the Framework repairs which prevents your expulsion. Be silent.” 
 Carmen restrained herself from grinning. 
 “Who is that?” she whispered to Ovo.  
 He had referred to it as the One. Had to be some kind of rank. But the red light pulsed. Everyone was listening. 
 The large alien moved so as to occupy the entire screen. While it remained out of focus, the shape appeared to be in a constant state of flux, as if the thing’s skin was bubbling. 
 “I am the One. You are not.” 
 She bowed. “It pleases me to meet you, the One.” 
 “You stand before me frightened. Speak plainly. Where is the harvester?” 
 “I brought it to Earth. As I told the Cordice, I had to take my sister back. She was hurt. I delivered her, was in control of the ship, and then I lost the connection. I don’t know what happened, but I need She Who Waits to help me reconnect.” 
 “We can assist,” the Primary Executive said. 
 The One trembled. “Silence. Can the human surrender the encryption, allowing the Cordice to reclaim the vessel?” 
 The engineer appeared on screen, a mossy centipede that raised itself up before he spoke. “We will have to reestablish the connection.” 
 “Then do so. We will wait. The members here will do well to use this time to reflect on how they might conduct themselves if they wish to survive what is to come.” 
 Whether the One directed the comment solely at the Primary Executive, Carmen couldn’t say, but the Melded worm’s screen vanished. She surveyed the other platforms around the pool. Was the worm there on one of them? The Cordice engineer’s image likewise disappeared, as did the One’s. But the red light remained. 
 “Can I speak with my mother?” 
 No one answered her. 
 She walked to where the path would lead around the pool and hopefully to the other platforms. 
 Ovo headed her off. “It’s not safe.” 
 “Move. If your boss won’t talk to me over the video chat, then I’m going to see him face-to-face.” 
 Ovo was furiously tapping at his device. But she wasn’t waiting. She hurried towards an archway set in the nearest stone wall. A gauzy energy field lay across it, identical to the curtains that had obscured the council attendees. Ovo was on her heels. 
 She stepped through. 
 Immediately her eyes and skin burned, and she caught a whiff of ammonia. Her sinuses stung and her throat constricted. She spun about but couldn’t see. Tried to step back but slammed into solid rock and was falling… 
 Ovo caught her and dragged her back through the curtain. He let go as she gasped and coughed and breathed in sweet, sweet air. Tears flowed from her eyes. Her nose was a fountain and she spat, trying to get a metallic taste out of her mouth. 
 “It’s dangerous,” Ovo said. 
 It took her a few minutes before she could acknowledge his comment with a nod. The bot remained nearby. If the machine could hover with attitude, it was doing it. 

Should have listened.

 But waiting aboard the shuttle wouldn’t save her mother. No one else was going to do it for her. 
 Ovo was inspecting her with a handheld device. “Please stay within a suitable atmosphere.” 
 “No kidding. I thought you said that I could breathe in most places.” 
 “Yes. Not all of them.” 
 She looked past him at the curtain. No signs to warn her. She would have to be careful. She heard the Cordice engineer speaking. Had they reconvened? She felt a moment of embarrassment and wondered if anyone besides Ovo had seen her nearly suffocate on whatever alien air lay in that section of Framework next to her platform. 
 She missed the first part of what the engineer said. But as she hurried to stand close to the red translation light, she could hear enough, and what she heard caused a fresh wave of worry to grip her heart. 
 “The harvester is offline.” 
 A dozen questions followed. Too many voices and sounds came at her simultaneously. The red light pulsed. Carmen could only imagine the arduous task She Who Waits had to perform. Did each speaker require her to execute some manual function in order to be understood by the others in the chamber? On-screen, the engineer’s head bobbed as if acknowledging each speaker. 
 “Was it destroyed?” “When will it be back online?” “What did the humans do?” “What did Carmen Vincent do?” 
 After the clamor died down, the engineer answered in the tone of a teacher who had long ago given up caring for their subject. “It was not destroyed. The ship’s com system suffered a disruption of an unknown origin. We cannot lay blame to any actor or agent for this. We are attempting to reestablish contact so we can reset the encryption and recall the harvester back here.” 
 “What about my sister?” Carmen said. 
 “We don’t know.” 
 “Then call them. Call Earth. We can do that. I know we can. My mom did it with us when she was stuck inside your simulation. Let me talk to them.” 
 Silence. Most of the face screens had returned. Had she violated a protocol by speaking? 
 “Agreed,” the Primary Executive said. “She states the obvious. We must speak with the humans.” 
 The worm was the last person she would have expected to hear supporting her suggestion. 
 A pulse ran through the images. 
 “It’s unanimous,” the engineer said. “We will attempt to make contact. I will consult with the Dragoman translator for protocol.” 
 Some sort of vote had just happened. Carmen surveyed the screen and massaged her neck. “You’ll ask about Jenna?” 
 The screens once again winked out. 
 Ovo appeared next to her, his throat pulsing. “Be patient.” 
 “They don’t trust me.” 
 He typed, considered his device, typed some more. Whatever the reply, he wasn’t able to express it quickly. 
 Across the pool, many of the barriers vanished. Most of the platforms were empty and the creature who called himself the One had departed. But on one of the closest terraces, the Primary Executive was in the process of leaving. He had three Melded with him. 
 If he was heading back to his ship, he would lead her to her mother. 
 She sealed the helmet and hoped it would protect her from another encounter with the choking air if she had to cross another barrier. She chose the opposite path to avoid the curtain. Ovo hurried to keep up, was talking, but she didn’t stop to find out what he was trying to say. 
 The Primary Executive and his escorts were ascending a spiral ramp. Another statue stood here, this one of a bipedal creature with thick legs and tusks. The silvery skin revealed radiant gemlike patches of machinery on its face and two orange eyes shining and staring down. 
 A statue to the Melded. Did every race have a monument sculpture dedicated to it? Was it ego or did they serve some purpose? And if time was an issue, who was spending their resources in what amounted to oversized art installations in honor of the races who were taking shelter in the Framework? 
 Two of the escorts stopped at the base of the ramp next to the Melded statue. She recognized Four Arms, one of the Primary Executive’s grunts. He wasn’t carrying a weapon, but he spread his arms wide as if to catch her if she tried to slip past. He clicked. Stamped a foot. 
 Ovo was falling over himself trying to get in front of her. Still talking. But she wasn’t listening. 
 “Let me see her,” Carmen said. “Either take me to your ship or bring her down here. Call him. Tell the worm I’m here.” 
 “He knows,” Ovo said loud and clear. “He knows and his orders stand that you be denied access.” He cleared the screens floating above his device and his tone changed. “Your mother is recovering. She has experienced a series of surgeries. Please be patient.” 
 “I can’t do that. Not until I find out what you’re doing to her.” 
 “Whatever she’ll become, she’ll still be your mother.” 
 She spun to face him. But before she could ask what he meant, his fur flattened, and he flinched as if struck. 
 “I…I am summoned.” He rushed past Four Arms and the other guard and scurried up the ramp. 
 The only way to follow was to force her way past the Melded. The hovering blimp bot inserted itself between her and them. A red cone of light appeared above it. 
 “Designate Carmen Vincent, please join me back at my shuttle,” She Who Waits said. “The Framework is sending messages to Earth. We can monitor the transmissions together. Your presence is required so the Cordice can discover what happened before you lost control of the harvester.” 






Chapter Seven 

 Dr. Leavitt returned to Agent Barrett’s bedside. 
 The shadow hid again, this time inside the curtain. Without contact, it could only make out a few words. Most of their communication was little more than vibrating throat sounds without meaning. As it spied, Barrett sat further up and finally attempted to climb out of bed despite the doctor trying to keep him down. Finally, a pair of larger humans in hazard suits coaxed him back under his sheets. 
 When one of them brought another cup with pills, he refused. He uttered more words at a raised volume. What was causing his outburst? But the shadow couldn’t draw closer for a touch without being seen. 
 It peered above the curtain to take in the rest of the emergency room. Most of the personnel, including Dr. Leavitt, gathered around where Jenna Vincent lay. They were moving her entire bed. Soon they departed, leaving only a few of the humans. And only one lingered near Barrett’s bed. Barrett appeared to have nodded off. 
 Had he taken a pill? 
 The lingering human was busy on a handheld computer. The shadow craned forward to see. A screen of symbols and colored bars and boxes made little sense. But deciphering their tech would be easy, as they didn’t possess implants for their computers. 
 It would take this human and go outside to see what they were doing with the harvester sphere that had touched down. First, it needed to figure out how to open the suit. The smooth material was both pliable and tough, no doubt designed to protect against gas and liquid. The shadow had no way to cut a hole. As it inched closer, it examined a pair of exhaust valves on the back of the outfit. Too small. For a push, it needed a broader touch. Otherwise the human would have time to react and raise an alarm. 
 Beneath a flap near his neck, it discovered a zipper. It stepped next to the man and slid it open. The man murmured something as the shadow fixed itself to his back. The zipper would allow the removal of the top portion of the suit covering the man’s head and shoulders. But it only needed to open it partway. It wormed its way inside. Found clothing. And beneath that, flesh. 
 The human screamed. But the shadow stifled his cry and pushed. He stiffened. It wanted him to turn and begin walking before anyone noticed. The shadow slipped completely into the suit with the man. The man’s muffled outburst became a mewling as tears ran down his face. But then a series of tremors ran through his body. The shadow tried to get him to stop, to be still, to breathe. The man’s device clattered on the floor. He spun and collapsed, and the shadow couldn’t do anything to arrest his fall. His heart was pounding in an erratic rhythm and he wasn’t drawing in air. 
 During those few seconds of initial contact, it heard Barrett. 
 “Hey! It’s here! It’s got him! Help me!” 
 He had seen. And the man in the shadow’s grip was of no use. It squeezed back out of the suit. The curtain? No. Barrett was sitting up, eyes wide and still screaming. Other voices were approaching. It could attempt to flee. But Barrett knew. 
 It jumped on him. Its body landed with little force, but it seized him around his head and face and poured down around his body beneath the sheet and the flimsy garment. And it pushed. Silence first, blessed silence, even as a suited human arrived to crouch next to her fallen comrade. 
 “What happened?” 

It’s here, the shadow knew Barrett wanted to say. It’s on me dear god please help get it off get it off!

 All he could do was exhale slowly. The shadow forced a worried look. Tried to voice a concern for his fellow human who had suffered some unknown episode. A heart attack? A seizure? 
 But the shadow couldn’t make the words form. Barrett remained quiet as others rushed over to tend to the fallen man. Lights and a high-pitched beep summoned Dr. Leavitt moments later. They cut his clothes back, injected him, pushed at his body, and began delivering shocks to his bare chest. 
 None of their efforts helped. The human was dead. 
 It didn’t take long for the others to remove the body. 
 Dr. Leavitt lingered and washed up, finally checking Barrett as the shadow hid beneath him. 
 “The nurse said you saw something,” she said. “Agent Barrett? What happened?” 
 Barrett’s responses would be incomprehensible for the shadow to manage. The social and language portions of the brain remained a jumble. Just translating required so much effort. 
 The agent sat mute. 
 The doctor dabbed his forehead with a wet cloth. “You’re covered in sweat. If you saw anything, you need to tell me. Agent Barrett? Raymond?” 
 Only his father called him that. Or his wife when she wanted to provoke him. The name triggered the memory of an argument over his wife changing the passcode on her phone so he could no longer check her text messages. She called him other names, cursed him. He had shouted and threatened, and the neighbors had called the police. 
 “Guk!” 
 Barrett almost slipped from the shadow’s control. The shadow pushed. Chided itself. This was not the time for research, despite the memories being delicious and full of raw energy. It had tasted nothing so sweet on any of the survivors in the Framework, and certainly not from the sickly Cordice. 
 The doctor shined a light in one of Barrett’s eyes, then the other. 
 The shadow could reach for her and end the examination by either eliminating her or using her to leave the hospital and return to the sphere. But what if she was as fragile as the nurse who had died? What if most of the humans weren’t as strong and pliable as Barrett? 
 The brood had taught the shadow to be cautious. The risk of being revealed remained a threat, even if the humans were backward. They had made their first steps into space. They might also have enough resources and animal cunning to kill it if they were frightened enough. 
 And on the matter of fright, Agent Barrett was terrified as the shadow locked down on him. 
 The doctor appeared to be finished with her initial inspection. “I’m going to check on Jenna Vincent. She’s in the middle of surgery and we’re trying to figure out what they did to her. But then I’m coming straight back here. You’re going to tell me what happened.” 
 She left them. 
 Barrett hadn’t given up trying to beg her to save him from what he now knew was a stowaway alien who had been on board with them during their return trip to Earth.  
 The shadow should have killed him and departed to find another. But the terror Barrett was feeling invigorated it. The sensation was beyond anything it had ever experienced. Lingering was dangerous. A departure from its conditioning. Yet it clung to Barrett even as he strained his mind to exhaustion. And before he could pass out, the shadow pushed and pushed and found even more recollections it could savor. 
   
   






Chapter Eight

 “I’m here and ready to answer questions.” 
 Carmen stood before She Who Waits inside the shuttle, waiting for the translator to respond. She set her helmet down. But She Who Waits remained standing at what Carmen called the altar at the front of the hold. Her shiny replacement case reflected the soft illumination from the walls and ceiling. 
 “Are you listening?” 
 The blimp bot docked itself with a series of soft clicks, tucked out of the way in a recess near the airlock next to a set of identical machines. 
 “I said I’m here.” Her throat remained sore from the mouthful of alien atmosphere she had inhaled. Was She Who Waits paying attention? Purple and gray swirls churned in the sandy atmosphere inside the shell. Carmen knew the bright sparkles meant she was accessing information, and it was yellow when she was thinking. But she hadn’t decided what the darker colors meant. 
 Carmen got some water from the sink. It was cold and good going down, but the ache reasserted itself too quickly. It felt like she had been bleaching her dad’s bathroom during a deep cleaning and had taken in too many fumes. 
 “So that’s the Framework. You had a lot of juggling to do. So many voices. And you can keep track of it all and make out what everyone’s saying.” 
 A red translation cone winked to life on top of the altar. “It is my function.” 
 “And I’m saying you did an amazing job.” 
 The churn turned a lighter gray. “You were injured during your wandering.” 
 “I’m okay. I know I should have listened. But I couldn’t wait any longer. Are you upset?” 
 “I am responsible.” 
 “And I appreciate everything you’ve done. So the Framework is trying to contact Earth?” 
 “Yes. I am assisting remotely. We are sending a message across all receiving bands. The time delay means a response will take thirty-three minutes.” 
 “Assuming there’s someone to answer.” 
 Carmen’s heart sank at the thought. Surely the disconnection was something as mundane as an antenna failing or a computer glitch. But having been inside the harvester, with the ship having become an extension of her body, she doubted anything so ordinary had knocked her away from the controls. 
 The patterns inside She Who Waits’ shell continued to shift brighter. Flecks of diamonds popped in and out of the swirl. 
 “I want to hear the replies,” Carmen said. “You can translate if they’re not in English?” 
 “The Cordice engineer would speak with you first.” 
 Without further prompting, a second red light appeared and the first vanished. 
 The engineer’s voice was serene yet loud enough for Carmen to understand clearly. “Greetings Carmen Vincent. As we said, we need to discover what caused you to lose control of the harvester.” 
 She took a deep breath. It felt like she was about to confess to her dad for blowing out one of his stereo speakers. “I’m here. But I don’t know what I can tell you. I brought one of the harvester spheres down with my sister and Agent Barrett on board. I had a spindlebot with us. There were army people there in hazard suits. They were coming to greet us. And then it happened. I woke up here, the connection severed.” 
 “We see no damage suffered to your person.” 
 “I felt nothing. But how would you know if I got hurt?” 
 “The Melded shared their most recent biological scans.” 
 Had Ovo or She Who Waits allowed this? The thought creeped her out. “So if you know all that, why can’t you look at your missing ship and diagnose the problem?” 
 “We remain locked out. Either you still hold encryption or it has reset. Initial observations of solar winds and cosmic ray activity show no excessive levels to account for a catastrophic failure. We are trying to learn more about the possible weapons the humans may have brought to bear.” 
 “You think someone attacked us?” 
 “It is a possibility. The harvester isn’t immune to a nuclear blast.” 
 “I didn’t see an explosion. Why would they do that?” 
 She didn’t want an answer. Her mind raced at the possibilities. The army personnel had been approaching the sphere. If they were going to nuke her, they wouldn’t have come, would they? No. It was too crazy. But hadn’t she seen something during the chaotic last few seconds before the disconnect? 
 A shadow. No, not quite. Something had moved, a light, a reflection, a smear of color that had reached out to her… 
 She searched for the right words. “Look, I had people coming for my sister, helicopters, tanks, trucks, all while controlling your spaceship and keeping it from crashing. I had a face full of screens and a hundred more wanting to pop in my head. So it’s probably nothing. But something moved towards me from inside the sphere. Something which had been there before we landed. A living thing, I’m sure of it. Which means whatever it was had nothing to do with the army or my planet. It had been on board the entire time I was flying the harvester.” 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Carmen drifted off to sleep while waiting for an answer. 
 The Cordice engineer had disconnected, needing to consult with his own council after the revelation that there had been an intruder on board their ship. And if the message to Earth had a reply, She Who Waits hadn’t woken her up to share. With no windows and no watch or clock, Carmen felt disoriented when she finally stirred. 
 “We have visitors,” She Who Waits said. 
 “Coming to the Framework?” 
 “No. Here at my shuttle. Designate Melded, along with designate Sylvia Vincent.” 
 Carmen rushed to the hatch. Clicked the button. The door didn’t open. 
 “Let me out.” 
 “They’re armed. The Melded didn’t announce their visit. Their intentions are unclear.” 
 “I asked to see my mom. Maybe she didn’t want the Primary Executive to know she was coming. Unlock the door and close it behind me. But I need to go out there.” 
 The hatch to the airlock slid open. She Who Waits glided forward and followed Carmen outside to the landing pad. Her mom approached up the curved ramp with two Melded Carmen hadn’t met right behind her. 
 The skin around her mom’s face was etched with black lines, but her eyes remained bright. The hair on the back of her head was shaven. She wore a heavy chest pad that covered one shoulder and looked like an asymmetrical version of what a baseball umpire might wear. But the chest pad had several ports, nodes, and lights. Her arms were bare. Several bulging veins formed dark lines running down to her fingers. 
 Carmen choked up as she ran to embrace her. Her eyes stung. 
 Sylvia Vincent clung to her daughter. “Oh, honey.” 
 “Mom? Are you okay? What is all this?” 
 “It’s a machine to help my heart while the doctor fixes it.” 
 “This is fixing it?” 
 “It’s not instant. There are microscopic machines inside me repairing the damage I suffered. It’s miraculous. It truly is. If only you had let us help Jenna instead of risking bringing her home.” 
 Carmen held her mom at arm’s length to get a better look at her. Except for the dark lines and the device, her mother appeared vibrant and perhaps even younger and better rested than when Carmen had seen her face-to-face on Earth before she had departed for her last mission. 
 With a trembling hand, she touched the chest piece. “They’ll take this off when they’re finished?” 
 “Of course they will. They’re committed to helping as many as they can. What happened on the Cordice home ship was a series of miscommunications.” 
 “No, Mom, please. You can’t believe that. The Primary Executive came to steal the harvester and was willing to murder anyone who got in his way.” 
 “He doesn’t speak for the Melded anymore.” 
 “Then explain why he was doing the talking during the Framework council meeting.” 
 “Because he’s good at it. The Melded believe in merit. He’s what they needed when the Cordice departed. For the meeting, the Melded chose him to speak. But he’s not the Melded leader right now.” 
 “Who is?” 
 “Their doctor. At least, the doc is a placeholder until they take the time to vote.” 
 Carmen had seen the doctor once when she had used a bot to break into the Melded frigate. He was a two-foot-tall insect with multiple arms, but she hadn’t spoken with him. But the alien physician was responsible for transforming her mom into one of them. 
 “We’re going to help the Framework recover the harvester,” her mom said. “I want you to come with us.” 
 Carmen fought to keep a quaver out of her voice. “Who decided that you should come and try to convince me to join you?” 
 “You’re being difficult. You traveled this far to save me. Now I’m here in front of you. I’m me. I can’t think of another way to prove it. I won’t let anything happen to you, sweetheart.” 
 “So if we head back to Earth, I’ll be allowed to leave their ship?” 
 “If that’s what you want. I’ve already warned you about what’s coming. It’s not a joke, Car. The enemy is real. I won’t give up trying to convince you to stay with us and leave.” 
 “Then why can’t you send a message to NASA and everyone else to warn them?” 
 Sylvia Vincent’s face tightened. She had never been able to fake a smile. “Because it might be too late.” 
 “But you don’t know that. I’ve only had a few conversations with the Cordice and with She Who Waits. It seems no one knows when this enemy might hit Earth or the Framework. All everyone can agree on is that it’s going to happen soon. But soon sounds like it could be days or years.” 
 “And what if it is years? What can Earth do in that time?” 
 “Earth’s us, Mom. It’s Jenna, it’s Zach and Landon, it’s me. We try, even if it’s days or a century.” 
 When her mother moved to embrace her again, Carmen shoved her. 
 “I don’t want another hug. I want you to act like a person for a minute.” 
 “And you need to understand the situation like a grown-up. We can rescue a handful at best. I can save you and we can try to get Jenna and the boys. But human physiology isn’t suited to fast space travel. The Melded are helping my body so I’ll be able to handle hard g’s over a long period. It’s that or uploading to the Cordice sim. Getting anyone to understand what’s involved with either choice will take time. And who do we pick to come with us? Will you do that? Will you decide who gets to go?” 
 “You used to work alongside a lot of smart people,” Carmen said. “Let them know what’s happening. Put the cards on the table.” 
 “This knowledge will mean turmoil.” 
 “That can’t be helped. The Big Wipe already stirred things up. Then you show up with the harvester and collect me and Jenna? The world knows something’s up. Why keep them guessing?” 
 “Give me a few minutes,” Sylvia said. “Let me talk to the Melded.” 
 “I’ll wait inside.” 
   
   
 Her mom stood for a while next to the Melded guards, not moving. 
 Carmen sat back with her space suit peeled down to her waist. She watched what was going on outside on a viewscreen that She Who Waits provided. The translator lingered next to her without comment, the colors in her suit having again darkened. 
 If Sylvia Vincent was talking to the other Melded, she showed no outward sign. Like Ovo, one gadget fixed to her body must have been a communicator, and her mom could speak to them without moving her lips. Whatever translation they might have once needed before joining Club Melded was automated and invisible, not requiring a Dragoman. 
 “This wasn’t a social visit,” Carmen said. 
 She Who Waits flashed a band of yellow. “Your statement implies ulterior motive to designate Sylvia Vincent’s presence.” 
 “Her two goons are carrying weapons. Is that allowed by the Framework?” 
 “The mutual agreement between the survivors is to act peaceably. Designate Melded are the only ones to openly bring weapons off their own vessel. But it doesn’t mean others don’t also do so in a more clandestine fashion.” 
 “I’m guessing you’re not someone who keeps a blaster tucked away inside your shell. And I know the Melded will shoot first.” 
 She Who Waits didn’t respond. Carmen continued to study the screen. Her mother’s two escorts had settled in on either side of the shuttle’s outer hatch. Like guards. Were they there to keep her in the ship like a prisoner? 
 Carmen wiped her palms on her sweatshirt before pulling up the space suit. 
 “I do not recommend going outside,” She Who Waits said. “We can ask for help. The others on the Framework will talk to the Melded and ask them to return to their own ship.” 
 “This is your shuttle, not mine. I don’t have a place here. And I don’t want to wait for anyone to stick their neck out for me when it’s my mom out there causing problems.” 
 She placed the helmet on her head. It sealed. She felt a moment’s pressure in her ears and worked her jaw to clear it before stepping into the airlock. Her mom turned to face her as she emerged outside. So did the two sentries. 
 “You don’t need that suit here,” Sylvia said. 
 “I thought it best to be careful.” 
 “Each zone of the Framework accommodates the host’s preference. Most breathe air with enough oxygen that you and I can be comfortable. I can get you a simple wrist sensor, which will warn you in case you’re about to step through an atmosphere barrier and into someplace dangerous.” 
 “Okay. But why are these guys out in front of the shuttle?” 
 “They’re here to protect you, that’s all. The Cordice shared that there might be unknown agents on board the Framework. It explains some of the problems they were having. They’re investigating it and so is everyone else.” 
 She felt a chill. “They think there’s more of whatever might have attacked me?” 
 “Assuming you weren’t suffering some kind of hallucination, yes. We’re guessing it’s nothing more than a pest along the lines of rats which caused an outage. But you’re not the first one to report seeing something like what you described to the engineer. There are others on board the Framework who have dismissed such sightings, and even the Melded feel it’s nothing harmful. Sensor sweeps have always come back negative. Whatever these things are, the Framework has no record of them. No one wants what happened to the Cordice ship to happen to them. And no one is arguing that the harvester’s controls weren’t severed.” 
 “It wasn’t a rat, Mom. What does this mean for everyone on the Framework?” 
 “It means they’re locking down. Each of the member species is back on board their ship. But it changes nothing. We need to go to Earth. We’re listening for a reply from the Dragoman broadcast, but we can’t wait.” 
 “All right. I’ll go.” 
 Her mom cocked her head ever so slightly. Had she been expecting a fight? “Good. I’m happy that’s settled.” 
 “I’m worried about you, Mom.” 
 “I’m okay. At the risk of sounding overconfident, I’m better than that. We’re going to spend the hours of travel together. I hope I can make clear why what the Melded are trying to do is the best action. Not running. Not hiding. But fighting.” 
 “I’m not up for the hard sell. Why haven’t you asked about Jenna?” 
 “Because you said you brought her back. She’s already home. There’ll be time to check on her condition once Earth answers us.” 
 “But you didn’t ask me.” 
 Sylvia scowled. “We’re all under a lot of stress. You would have told me if she wasn’t okay. I love both of you. That won’t ever change. Now come with me. Our ship is preparing to leave.” 
 “I have my own request. I want She Who Waits to come. And I want to travel on her shuttle.” 
 “It’s not as fast as ours. She’ll have to dock with us. And you won’t be comfortable.” 
 “Nothing about this is comfortable,” Carmen said. 
 “We can talk while we travel. I’ve learned so much. There’s so many things you need to understand. I’ve spent virtual decades studying each race of the Framework, the galaxy beyond our system, the history, the art.” 
 “I’d like that too. You can come on board her shuttle and we can talk there. I know I’m being difficult. But that’s what I want if I’m going to come with you.” 
 Her mom paused. At first Carmen thought she was finding the words for a retort. But Sylvia Vincent wore a glazed expression as she tapped at virtual controls, as if typing on an invisible keyboard. 
 “Who are you talking to, Mom?” 
 Her mom met her stare. Her tone was crisp. “Tell She Who Waits to prepare to depart.” 
 She turned and headed down the tube leading to the landing. The two guards remained. When Carmen moved to follow, one of them blocked her path and pointed back at the shuttle. While the weapon dangled from a strap, the sentry kept a hand rested on it. 
 “Is that it, Mom?” Carmen shouted. “We’re prisoners?” 
 But her mom didn’t reply as she vanished into the gloom. 






Chapter Nine

 The guards stayed put as Carmen went back inside to find She Who Waits. She had just volunteered the Dragoman and her shuttle and realized she had no right to do either. 
 She Who Waits approached as Carmen stepped out of the hatch. “I have a message from designate Melded navigator. Our ship is to meet theirs before we begin our voyage to Earth.” 
 “You already heard from them?” Carmen asked. “You don’t have to do it. I should have asked you first.” 
 “I don’t understand the statement.” 
 “You don’t have to go. I suggested us using your shuttle to see what my mom would say. I was worried they were trying to get me on board their ship so they can…I don’t know…change me like they changed her. Turn me into one of them.” 
 “My comprehension of Melded ethics makes that unlikely. They don’t practice involuntary recruitment.” 
 “They have ethics?” 
 “Yes, especially around those they would alter physically with their adaptations.” 
 Carmen felt acid in her throat. “My mom wouldn’t just become one of them.” 
 “Each Melded retains their original neural matrix and consciousness.” 
 “As if you’d know. You’re trusting what they tell you.” 
 “I have been working with them for longer than you have been alive. Designate Carmen Vincent, I sense hostility and sarcasm. Please correct me if I’m mistaken. But designate Sylvia Vincent is still herself.” 
 “You’re forgetting part of her got left behind inside the Cordice virtual world. The Melded have only one part of her and are exploiting her to get what they want.” 
 She Who Waits’ tone remained maddeningly calm. “That is an interpretation.” 
 “How can you just accept all this? They stuck a bomb on you because you were slow to jump when the Primary Executive told you to. Almost killed you.” 
 “It is my duty to serve.” 
 “Come on! You said it yourself that you’re new to this. At what point do you stand up for yourself? Your job is to serve everyone here, not just the ones who bark the loudest.” 
 Carmen realized she was shouting. Hated herself for doing it. Hadn’t She Who Waits done enough for her and Jenna and suffered for it? Laying all this at her feet, or floor tentacles, wasn’t fair. 
 She shoved her helmet into its compartment. “I’m sorry. I’m upset.” 
 She Who Waits’ swirls took on a few black bands, which were soon replaced by diamond sparkles. 
 “Any word from Earth?” Carmen asked. 
 “No. In fact, my communications have been cut.” 
 “What do you mean? How?” 
 “There are several technologies which could accomplish this. But it appears to be a signal jammer preventing my ship from accessing the Framework’s superior arrays to send and receive messages.” 
 “Right after the Melded gave you their orders. Unbelievable. It has to be them, right? They want to blame space rats but are just using that as an excuse. Why would they stop all communication?” 
 She Who Waits didn’t respond. 
 Could the Melded force She Who Waits to fly her shuttle and join them? She was afraid the answer was yes. No one stopped them when they had attacked the Cordice ship. It had only been after Carmen used the harvester and destroyed one of its spheres to deflect a missile that the Melded had recalled the Primary Executive. 
 She paced the length of the shuttle bay. Longed to lay her eyes on a distant vista, the sky, the sun. She angrily ate one of the food bars, which was like choking down cold oatmeal. 
 If the Melded had their doctor as their new leader, what had prompted their decision to return to arm-twisting to get what they wanted? 
 “Send one of your little bots to the Cordice. Request we communicate with them. They need to know what the Melded are planning. Either we go see them or they send a messenger here. Can you do that?” 
 She Who Waits flashed diamonds and one of the bots headed into the airlock. 
 Carmen chewed her thumb while watching the screen. The bot emerged outside. It had barely made it ten feet past the outer hatch when one of the Melded blasted it. 
 “Whoa!” 
 The bot was reduced to a double handful of splinters. 
 She slapped the wall of the shuttle. Renewed her pacing. “They just…destroyed it. No warning, nothing. They haven’t changed, have they? And now they’ve got my mom brainwashed to think and behave like them.” 
 “Perhaps. Or designate Sylvia Vincent is acting of her own accord and believes the Melded purpose is the right course.” 
 “How can you just accept what they’re doing? They destroyed your property. They’re threatening you all over again.” 
 “The bot was not me. I understand the principles of intimidation. They wish us to comply and stay on board and join them for their journey back to Earth.” 
 “And what happens if you refuse to go with them?” 
 “But I will go with them. As requested.” 
 “We talked about this. You have rights. You aren’t a slave to the Melded or to anyone else here. This is beyond your duty to anyone on the Framework. We have to let the Cordice and anyone who will listen know what they’re doing.” 
 She was about to continue her aimless stroll when she paused to consider the printer where She Who Waits had produced her new shell.  
 “How long did it take to make your replacement space suit?” Carmen asked. 
 “Two hours and three minutes.” 
 “And it has a propulsion unit. What if we wanted to make a quick mock-up of one, just enough so it could hover along beside you? That would be faster, right?” 
 “I don’t understand the purpose.” 
 Carmen couldn’t believe she was considering what she was thinking. She didn’t want to die. But she couldn’t let the Primary Executive do what he wanted with her and her mom. 
 She sized up the translator. “Who within the Framework might exercise some authority over the Melded? It’s clearly not the Cordice.” 
 “The Framework is a voluntary collective based on mutual aid. ‘Authority’ doesn’t exist as you mean it.” 
 Carmen felt the edge of a headache forming. “Yeah, I get that. But what about the One? He stood up to the Primary Executive at the council meeting. What’s your relationship with him…with it?” 
 “I perform my duty as requested.” 
 “We need to go talk to it and see if it will help.” 
 “With the communications down, we cannot make such a request.” 
 “Not from here. But we could in person. You could go to their ship and ask if they’ll help.” 
 She Who Waits’ tone remained matter-of-fact. “But the One did not summon me.” 
 “Then you invite yourself over. Consider it my request to you for service, if you have to. I’m not part of the Framework, but if your duty extends to anyone requiring translation, then that’s what I need from you.” 
 “The Melded sentries may not let me depart.” 
 “That’s the next step in my plan,” Carmen said. “If they shoot anyone leaving the ship, then we’re sunk. But somehow I’m guessing they might not want a repeat of what happened on the Cordice home ship. From what I’ve seen, their own translations are terrible. They need you to talk with Earth. They need me in case they can’t unlock the harvester. So do you trust me enough to try something which will keep us from becoming Melded slaves?” 
 More bands of black wove through the sandy patterns behind the translator’s shell. Carmen became concerned that she might have caused offense. Leaned too hard. 
 The last thing she wanted was to hurt She Who Waits. While she couldn’t wrap her head around how someone hundreds of years old could still be an apprentice, the young Dragoman had risked herself more than once already. 
 “I am no good at subterfuge,” She Who Waits said. 
 “I’m not telling you to lie. We just need to present enough information to those guards out there that they’ll let us get past.” 
 “While I can request to leave, I don’t see how you will accompany me.” 
 “I’ll explain that part while we wait. But first you need to get this printer going while there’s still time.” 






Chapter Ten

 As the shadow fed, one human paused near the spot on the floor where his fellow had fallen. Head bowed, his lips moved. The words were quite soft, but just loud enough to make out. The shadow thought he was addressing Barrett. But Barrett understood, so the shadow did too. 
 The human was praying. 
 He wore one of the bulky hazard suits and carried a compact black rifle slung on one shoulder. 
 A second soldier approached from the entrance. “Brody, get back on station.” 
 “Just a minute. Almost done.” 
 The second soldier left him. Brody resumed his prayer before stepping to the foot of Barrett’s bed. The shadow prepared itself in case it had to leave, a tendril resting on Barrett as it slid out through the bottom of the bed. Barrett hadn’t given up fighting. The shadow refused to let him go until the last possible moment. 
 “I’ll say one for you too,” Brody said. “You were up there. You saw them, didn’t you?” 
 Despite the panic, Barrett’s mind filled in a few of the blanks. This Brody was indeed a soldier, his weapon a slug thrower which could murder everyone in the emergency room, and he was a man of faith. Common enough among the humans, but overt displays of piety were considered unprofessional. 
 Brody came to the side of the bed. “What kind of monsters are they?” 
 Barrett managed some choking sounds before the shadow locked him down. 
 “We knew they were coming,” Brody said softly. “Not just the government, but Earth. Kept it under wraps until the Big Wipe let anyone who was paying attention know that we had our pants down. We all paid the price. You traveled there, didn’t you? The place where Peter Vogel went.” 
 The shadow had to push for the memories to understand. Peter Vogel. The husband of Jenna Vincent. A member of the Peace Patrol and someone Barrett thought of as a true believer. He had remotely linked to a robot on board the harvester when Sylvia Vincent had first contacted her daughters. But something had happened to him during the process that Barrett didn’t fully understand, some sort of psychological break. The soldiers had taken him into quarantine before Barrett and Sylvia Vincent’s daughters had departed on board the harvester sphere. 
 The soldier kept talking. The shadow lost track of the rambling as it tried to uncover more of what the humans might believe. 
 Barrett must have been waiting for such a lapse. He forced himself to sit up. Contact between them was severed. 
 He screamed something. While the shadow couldn’t understand, it knew the words were a warning. Barrett repeated the ragged cry at the top of his lungs. The shadow stunned him. Barrett convulsed and sagged on the bed. Even his surface memories became scrambled. 
 The soldier reacted to Barrett’s cry, was stammering, calling out, fumbling for his weapon. 
 The shadow extracted itself from the bed. Flight would mean the humans would hunt it. Evading them might be simple enough, but it would become difficult to monitor their progress with the harvester. And it felt energized from its time feeding. 
 Even as Brody freed the weapon, the shadow slid past Barrett and sprang. It slammed into the soldier. The human proved too hefty to knock down. He was physically stronger, pushing the shadow’s limbs aside, but he couldn’t bring the weapon to bear. The shadow wrangled with him, keeping his arms occupied as it found the hazard suit’s zipper. 
 Brody was screaming when the shadow entered his suit. His cries cut off abruptly. The shadow clung to his neck and face and ran down his chest and back. The panic made pushing difficult. A feast of emotion flooded past, wasted, as the shadow fought for control. 
 Others were coming. Nurses, orderlies, scientists, and Brody’s fellow guard from the hospital entrance. Any of them might be armed. 
 The shadow would never gain control in time to feign normal behavior. It tasted and shared the man’s panic. Then it discovered where it could most easily push. 
 Specialist Ryan Brody, third son of Kevin and Rachel, husband to Tiana and father of one-year-old twins Phillip and Daniel, halfback on the varsity West Dayton Spartans football team, and diehard fan of all things rapture punk, opened fire. 
   
   
   
   
   






Chapter Eleven

 Carmen began doubting the plan the moment she squeezed into the printed Dragoman shell. It was a frosted glass coffin. With the opaque shell, the sentries outside wouldn’t see her hiding within. But it also meant she couldn’t see out. 

Stupid plan.

 Carmen sized up the interior. The shell had a warm plastic scent. “New car smell?” 
 She Who Waits stood nearby, her sands colored yellow. “This is inadvisable. While the Melded guards may show some restraint in harming you or me, they may not hesitate when they encounter this unknown suit.” 
 “Tell them what I told you to say. Will you do it?” 
 “Watch your fingers. I will close the suit and seal it. You have enough air for an estimated thirty minutes before suffering hypoxia.” 
 Carmen slid inside the shell and got her hand out of the way of the door. It shut and sealed with a soft hiss. The surface of the shell near her face fogged instantly. She pushed on the door. It didn’t open. She felt a jolt of panic as she pressed harder. 
 “I thought there was an air supply. Can you hear me? I can’t get out!” 
 She Who Waits’ voice sounded muffled. “The suit is but a replica without its standard features. I can reopen it and we can abandon this ploy. Do you wish me to release you?” 
 Carmen tried to calm down. Breathed slower. Closed her eyes and tried not to think about being buried alive. “No. I’m okay. Let’s go.” 
 The suit wobbled as it lifted. She was hovering. The motion was smooth as the suit trailed after the blurry shadow of She Who Waits. Carmen heard the hum and click of the airlock, saw the shifting lights as one hatch closed and another opened a moment later. 

Moment of truth.

 If the ruse convinced the Melded there were two Dragomen, then her plan might work, assuming she didn’t suffocate first. 
 Between her hearing and the fact she was locked inside what was effectively a stuffy vertical old-timey phone booth for skinny people, she could make out little. The voices were soft and muddled. A red translation light bobbed next to She Who Waits. A Melded guard stood blocking her path. 
 Carmen’s remaining shred of confidence withered. 

Turn around and go back! she wanted to cry. 
 At any moment, the sentry’s weapon would fire. They’d both be gunned down. What was she thinking? Better to go quietly and have another chance talking with her mom on their voyage to Earth. 
 But the version of Sylvia Vincent wandering the Framework wasn’t herself. She had become someone—something—else, part human, part Melded. And the other races on the Framework had done nothing to check the Melded from once again doing as they pleased. 
 The sentry was making a high-pitched squeak, which rang inside the suit. The second sentry pushed She Who Waits and sent her slamming into Carmen, almost knocking her over but for whatever gyroscope and hovering device in her suit that corrected her fall. 
 But then they were moving, racing past the sentries. The Melded were shouting from behind. She Who Waits and Carmen made a series of turns and she kept bumping her face and head as she was jostled. 
 Carmen tried to turn to see if they were being followed. Too cramped. Barely room to adjust herself to breathe as she realized she was hyperventilating. She hadn’t known She Who Waits could move so fast, and she was getting dizzy. And the shell Carmen had squeezed herself into followed along like a hitch trailer with balding tires. 
 The gravity increased as they headed down towards the interior of the Framework. The air inside the shell had become stifling. 
 Carmen pressed her face against the hazy glass. The lights beyond were dim, and she guessed they had made the first platform above the tentacled statue. 
 “Let me out!” 
 The door to the shell clicked open, and she tumbled to the unyielding floor. It appeared darker than before, as if someone had turned most of the lights off within the Framework. 
 In the dim illumination, She Who Waits glowed with a soft violet hue. “I still cannot find an open com link to anyone. Whatever jamming designates Melded are performing is a widespread disruption.” 
 Bright lights approached from above. The sentries were coming. 
 Carmen led the way down the ramp around the monument. But from below, another light flashed up in their direction. They were surrounded. 
 “You got any weapons?” Carmen asked. 
 She Who Waits stopped, showing yellow bands. “Negative.” 
 “I just thought I’d ask.” 
 Carmen peered over the edge of the ramp. The blue-lit trails below were far enough down that she would break something if she jumped. The guards above were almost out of the chute. And whoever was approaching from below was running now and would be on them in seconds. 
 She Who Waits darted down the ramp. Carmen hurried to run after her. The Melded who ascended towards them was a round-bodied creature Carmen had encountered on board the Cordice home ship. She knew a touch of its tentacles could stun. It lashed out at She Who Waits. But the translator wasn’t stopping. She collided with the Melded and bowled it down. Its weapon skittered off the ramp and splashed into the pool. 
 Carmen leaped over a sweeping tentacle and stumbled as her tingling legs couldn’t keep up. They rounded a sweeping corner. But then Carmen bumped into She Who Waits, who had come to a dead stop. 
 “More Melded are coming,” She Who Waits said. “They have their own suit bandwidth and system of codes which I can overhear. Translating. Some of it remains encrypted. But they know you’re out and are guessing we’re going to the Cordice vessel.” 
 “Then we head any direction but there.” 
 From behind them, dancing shadows were coming their way. 
 She Who Waits led Carmen down one of the illuminated pathways. But the translator was a giant glow stick, and there was no way anyone following wouldn’t see them. 
 “Split up,” Carmen hissed. “You keep going. Get to the One.” 
 “I won’t be able to properly relay your requests to designate—” 
 “There’s no time. You can do it. I’ll distract them.” Carmen stepped off the trail and ran across the slick rock towards another path that descended downward. “Hey! I’m right here!” 
 The lights caught her. The Melded suits had reflecting surfaces and glowing screens, making each guard look like a neon display. The blinding weapon lights followed her. And she continued to shout as she sprinted towards the meeting pool where the Framework council had met. But from there, which way? Without her suit, she might suffocate if she ran into another curtain separating different atmospheres. 
 The broad round chamber echoed the footfalls of the chasing Melded grunts. She came to a junction where a bridge connected the platforms. She also had a choice of three new pathways, two leading up and one moving around the water’s edge. 
 A figure stepped out from the shadows beneath the bridge. 
 A Melded. 
 She recognized Ovo’s hairy face and metal arms. His green eye winked at her. Unlike her pursuers, he wasn’t carrying a weapon. 
 He reached for her while simultaneously flashing a half-second long animation of two stick figures running. 
 The others would see her at any moment. No time for a discussion. If this was a trick, she was caught. If he had a concealed firearm, she couldn’t outrun a bullet, and his arms might be lethal if he got a hold of her. 
 When she stepped in his direction, he grabbed her hand and yanked her beneath the bridge. Instantly the animation vanished and the lights of his gadgets went dark. He crouched and tapped something on his belt. It sent a tingle up Carmen’s spine and a grating electric sting across her teeth. 
 She tried to jerk away, but he held her fast and planted a firm hand on her shoulder. They huddled together. 
 The chasing Melded ran to the bridge and stopped above them. Lights played every which way, sweeping the platforms. They spent a silent moment at the intersection of pathways before splitting up. Each Melded vanished down one of the paths. But they would be back. 
 Carmen slipped her hand out from Ovo’s. The off-putting tingle stopped. “What are you doing?” she hissed. “Why are you helping me?” 
 He tried to lead her out from under the bridge and across the shallow water. The fish scattered before him, leaving traces of ripples in every direction. 
 She didn’t follow. “She Who Waits is out there and in trouble because of your people.” 
 Again he showed the animation of the running pair, followed by another half-second animation crossing out one of the stick figure’s mouths. 

Shut up and run.

 Reluctantly she waded alongside him to a recessed alcove beneath one of the farther platforms. The water here drizzled down in a soft spray. She wiped her face and tasted sweat on her lips. Strained her ears. For the moment, she couldn’t hear any of her pursuers. Were they close? Right above her somewhere? She forced herself to take a deep breath. 
 The chamber had enough soft white noise from the water that perhaps the Melded wouldn’t hear the hammering of her heart. 
 Ovo adjusted the device on his belt. The electrical sensation returned, now running inside Carmen’s mouth and across her skin. It sent her arm hairs standing on end.  
 When he spoke, his words came in the halting voice of his translation app. “This will mask us from their audio scans. You wish to go to the Cordice ship.”  
 “Is that what they told you? Why did your people block all the communication signals?” 
 “We didn’t. The doctor—our Pro Tempore Executive—suggested it was She Who Waits.” 
 “It started right after you showed up. You’re the ones who came with weapons and shot one of She Who Waits’ robots.” 
 “Our former Primary Executive recommended we secure the vessel in case you and she were trying to make your own bid to reacquire the harvester. Were you?” 
 It was impossible to know if he believed the accusation. “No! I wanted She Who Waits to come with us. That was my condition. We were supposed to be going with you when your people locked us down. And She Who Waits has nothing to do with the jammed communications. Why would she do that? Now answer my question, Ovo, and don’t lie. Why are you helping me?” 
 He appeared to be typing, deleting, and retyping. His animations popped up but vanished before she could make out what he was trying to communicate. His throat swelled. Finally he said, “Because none of my people will listen to me. I believe there’s another intelligent race on board the Framework which caused the disruption and it might be responsible for your losing your connection to the harvester.” 
   






Chapter Twelve

 Specialist Ryan Brody’s rifle emptied after a couple seconds of continued shooting. One human lay dead. The other soldiers and medical staff had hit the floor beyond the central nurse’s station as Brody’s mind fought to understand what was happening. 
 Echoes of the weapon’s fire rang in his ears. It jangled the shadow’s nerves as well, and it almost released Brody before reaffirming the connection. 
 Shouts came from outside. The hospital doors slid open as two guards with identical rifles peeked into the room. 
 Brody’s radio in his suit was blaring. Someone he recognized as Staff Sergeant Taylor was calling. “What’s happening inside the hospital? Brody? Sanchez? Report!” 
 Specialist Brody wanted to scream for help, but the shadow wouldn’t let him. Remarkably, the human fought for control hard enough to prevent the shadow from reloading. 
 Motion from the front. One soldier ran from the door to brace his rifle against a corner. “Drop your weapon!” 
 Brody whimpered. His heart was hammering. Sweat bathed him inside his hazard suit. He could only manage a strangled cry. 
 The shadow let go and dropped to the floor. Keeping low, it slithered back to Barrett, who continued to cower in his bed. No time for subtleties. It grabbed him by the face and slid down around his body. 
 Brody raised his hands. “Nngggahhh! Don’t shoot! Don’t—” 
 The soldier at the corner fired. Brody went down. Both soldiers closed in, one pointing his firearm at the fallen Brody while the other pulled his weapon away. More men followed. They swept the emergency room, pointing their weapons into every corner. The survivors raised their hands. The soldiers inspected them before ordering them out the exit. 
 A soldier directed his rifle’s light on Barrett. “Hands. Let me see your hands.” 
 The shadow fought to raise Barrett’s arms as they got tangled in the sheets. But Barrett was spent and barely resisted. He was still attached to a line running from a saline bag. 
 “What happened in here?” the soldier asked. 
 The shadow couldn’t answer and prepared to assault the soldier if he got closer. But the rifle lowered. Barrett’s eyes took a moment to adjust. The reek of cordite permeated the air. More soldiers kept trickling in until the emergency room had a dozen or more humans brandishing weapons. Their voices were urgent. Beneath it all was a current of fear. 
 Dr. Leavitt appeared and crouched over Brody’s body. “Someone report.” 
 The nearest soldier stiffened inside his hazard suit. “Specialist Brody opened fire. He killed Private Sanchez and was reloading when we entered.” 
 “Clear this room. Get my team back in here. I want Brody up on an examination bed.” The stream of orders continued, but the shadow became distracted. 
 Agent Barrett, calm and clear, sent the thought: Who are you?

 With so much going on, with so many spiking emotions in Barrett, and with the heady afterglow of Brody’s last moments, the shadow didn’t immediately understand that Barrett was communicating with it. 

Who. Are. You? What. Are. You?

 The shadow couldn’t answer in words. At first it ignored him, intent on what was happening within the emergency room as a few of the evacuated medical staff got Brody’s body onto a rolling bed. At Leavitt’s instructions, a soldier pulled back the curtains, leaving little privacy. A pair of nurses pushed the bed towards a nearby wall. More of the team brought carts with medical equipment and a light stand. 
 Leavitt began cutting away Brody’s suit with a pair of scissors. Other personnel crowded around, and it was impossible to see what was happening. 
 Barrett’s thoughts grew pointed. You did that. You controlled him and made him murder that soldier.

 The shadow had Barrett shove the blanket aside and rise from the bed. But one of Barrett’s hands shot out and grabbed the railing. He almost fell. 

You won’t do that with me.

 The shadow pushed. The hand released the rail and Barrett rose to his feet shakily. He pulled the PICC line from his arm. The shadow stifled a cry of pain. But then Barrett’s other hand grabbed the pitcher of water from the rolling tray and threw it on himself. The shadow pushed harder and locked him down. He managed a strangled urrk! The shadow tried to walk, but they stumbled, falling against the base of the bed. 

No. Tell me what you want. Why you’re here. I can help you.

 The shadow tuned him out. Pushed harder. Barrett’s head throbbed with a blinding pain. Prisms flashed in his vision. The bright lights of the emergency room became painful to look at. Barrett bit down on his tongue. The act surprised the shadow. It pushed with all it had and swallowed back oozing blood that threatened to run down Barrett’s lips. 
 Had anyone seen? The splashed water, the near fall, and now this? But everyone’s attention was on Leavitt and her team. 

I’ll cooperate. But you have to tell me what you want.

 The shadow considered its options. Fleeing was always the best solution. That was what it had done for so long. Hide. Wait. Strike from the dark corners. But now time might be critical. It had allowed itself to become distracted by the humans and their overflowing feelings that poured from them in torrents. 
 It conjured the image of the sphere. 
 Barrett only took the briefest moment before understanding. I’ll get us there. No more violence. Don’t hurt any—

 The shadow pushed again. The image of the sphere grew and became a thing not only of vision but sound and smell and struck harder than the growing migraine threatening to split Barrett’s brain. If the shadow asserted itself further, the man’s fragile mind would break. 
 Barrett relented. Let go. Thought no more and stopped resisting. He knew where the shadow wanted him to walk, and it saw within him the urge towards self-preservation. It would work with that. 
 With the shadow directing Barrett, he straightened up. Saline dribbled to the floor behind them. A line of crimson ran down his arm. But there was no more wobbling, no more tantrums, no more questions. 
 They headed for the emergency room exit. 
   
   
   






Chapter Thirteen

 Carmen studied Ovo as if she could interpret the expressions on the alien’s face. 
 He looked pitiful with his normally matted hair now wet, as if he had been swimming or standing beneath one of the council chamber’s waterfalls. His artificial arms and brilliant green eye were reminders that he too had surrendered part of himself to become one of the Melded. If that was the condition for belonging to their kind, was there any going back? 
 He switched off the humming device he had referred to as a sound blocker and aimed his wrist across the pool. Turned the humming device back on. 
 “My fellow Melded remain close.” 
 If this was a ploy, then to what end? Why was he risking his place among his kind to help her? But one thing was certain: until Carmen could find She Who Waits, she needed a guide. 
 His throat swelled. “Once the way is clear, I can bring you to an unguarded airlock where we might steal a couple of space suits. From there we can connect to the Cordice home ship, bypassing the sentry who is waiting for you at their arrival platform.” 
 “That’s not where I want to go.” 
 He scrunched his face. “Your mother convinced the Pro Tempore Executive this was what you desired.” 
 “Oh? Why would she think that?” 
 “I overheard most of it as I was searching for you. She said you would seek to communicate with the Melded engineer for a way to reconnect to the harvester with no one else knowing. She also speculated you would wish to meet again with the part of her still inside the simulation. That you wish to know whether she freely became one of us.” 
 “Did she?” 
 “You are distrustful. You must learn those answers for yourself. I can bring you to the Cordice. My fellow Melded won’t hear us. All we will have to do is stay out of sight.” 
 He moved as if to lead her away from their hiding place. Carmen thought she saw a shift in the lights of the cavern’s ceiling, as if something reflected there was moving. Were the Melded returning? She scanned the chamber and saw nothing. The fish in the pool swarmed about beneath a nearby platform. But no one else was there. 

“I need your help,” Carmen said. “But I’m not lying when I say I’m not going to the Cordice. Take me to the ship where the One lives.” 
 His fur flattened. “Why would you want to go there?” 
 “Can you lead me there or not?” 
 He hesitated before answering. “Yes. But with great, great reluctance. The One’s kind has terms to describe the others within the Framework.” 
 “Derogatory, from what I heard him call your Primary Executive. Called him ‘less than one.’ I thought it was because he didn’t like your boss.” 
 “Former boss. But She Who Waits is a polite translator. I was listening in. She doesn’t include a small rider on any of the One’s comments towards us and most of the warm-blooded creatures here.” Ovo played a short audio clip over and over. It sounded like a single syllable. “That means ‘with bones.’ Or, to be less succinct, ‘meat with bones.’ His kind is one of a few that raise meat for slaughter, to my disgust and that of most civilized creatures.” 
 “He’s a carnivore.” 
 “He’s a killer. There are other stories, but there isn’t time right now. I’ll lead you to his ship if you insist.” 
 Carmen took a moment to consider the alternatives. If everything Ovo was saying was true, then the Melded were as put out as the rest of the Framework by the disruption to communications, never mind the ‘coincidence’ that it had happened right when they arrived at She Who Waits’ shuttle. But they also wanted to catch Carmen and control her. Now they anticipated her going to the Cordice. 
 What about the One? The frightening creature was part of the Framework and it was arguing for everyone’s access to the harvester. The One needed the ship returned and wasn’t afraid of the worm or the Melded. 
 But could she convince a meat-loving alien that she was part of that solution, even when she was the person who had lost it? 
 “I insist. Ovo, I’m trusting you alone of all your people. Don’t let me down.” 
 He started typing a reply. But then he cleared his device and led her through the shallows along the edge of the pool to another trail, which headed out of the council chamber. 
   
   
 The lower levels beyond the pool felt somehow heavier, as if gravity pulled harder than in the upper area of the Framework. Carmen had the distinct sense they were being followed. Had Ovo signaled his kind through their silent communication? Or did the Melded track one another? She couldn’t dismiss the possibility. 
 For what felt like the tenth time, she paused to search the path behind them. 
 Ovo led them down a long track with a stone ceiling curving above them. They had been walking for what felt like more than a mile. 
 “Are all the Ones like their spokesperson?” she asked. 
 “There is only the One. The others of its kind perished during the attack.” 
 “And what’s the One’s position on what the Framework does with its resources?” 
 Ovo checked behind them with his wrist scanner. “Not to fight nor to red shift, but to continue as the survivors have been doing. To keep running. Find places to hide. The burrowers, our former Primary would call them. We should continue.” 
 He set a fast pace. 
 She had to jog to keep up. Too many questions lingered. Like how much time and effort had the surviving aliens put into building such an immense place? How much of the Framework was new construction, or was this truly all pieces of spaceships cobbled together? 
 They approached a curtain of light that obstructed the way forward. 
 Ovo produced a floating display full of symbols. “Oxygen levels beyond this point are lower than you are accustomed to.” 
 “How low?” 
 “From your mother’s biological readings, you and I have similar tolerances. You would be more comfortable with a suit, but we can continue.” 
 She took a tentative breath as she passed through the curtain. No burning sensation and the air tasted normal, but as they moved towards another tall sculpture, she felt herself getting winded. It was as if she were hiking in the mountains or skiing. If the Melded chasing them caught up, running any distance would be difficult. But if She Who Waits had eluded the guards, none of her concerns would matter. 
 The One and the rest of the Framework could police the Melded, leaving her to work on figuring out how to fix her mom. 
 The towering figure, like the others within the Framework, stood within a column of rain. It was an immense blob. Vague lumps covered its body, some appearing to be partially formed limbs and others that were eyes, ears, and nodules Carmen didn’t recognize. The skin shone like chrome, making many of the eyes look like they were opening and staring and gazing upon her and Ovo as they drew closer. 
 Carmen felt a chill looking at the thing. 
 While the walk robbed her of her breath, the hike up the spiral around the statue made her lungs burn. She had to stop repeatedly. Her mind felt fuzzy. Ovo waited patiently next to her, obsessively referring to his wrist device, pulling up one screen after another and dismissing them as quickly. 
 “You’re…as bad as me with my phone,” she gasped. “Worse, maybe.” 
 “They caught She Who Waits.” 
 “Where?” 
 He enlarged a hovering grid. “They are moving her. It appears they are returning her to her ship. I—wait a moment.” 
 His fur smoothed over and he appeared to shrink. “I am being summoned. They’ve excluded me from the network and are waiting for my reply. Oh. Oh, no. They have my location. They are asking if I’m with you.” 
 “Then shut it off!” 
 Ovo appeared to experience a moment of panic before mashing the controls on his arm. The displays winked out. He was suddenly breathing hard, but Carmen guessed it wasn’t from the thin air. 
 He crouched, gazing at his device with a lost expression. “I…can’t hear them…anymore.” 
 “Why are you even here risking yourself for me?” 
 “When the Primary tried to commandeer the harvester, you stood up to him despite him being bigger and us having weapons.” 
 “I was trying to save my sister and my mom. You would have done the same for your family, wouldn’t you? You told me you’re originally part of a tribe.” 
 He gestured as if showing off both metal arms. “Who rejected me once I was injured and no longer able to contribute to our mutual survival. The Primary Executive took me in. Then I thought they were my tribe. Perhaps they are. But…” He appeared to be having trouble completing the thought. “But my new tribe’s unity is based on purpose.” 
 “I don’t pretend to understand everything you’re saying. Sometimes unity based on purpose is as good as it gets. Sometimes it sucks and you have to look out for yourself.” 
 His throat swelled. But instead of commenting, he continued the ascent. Carmen took in a lungful of air and moved to follow. The ramp ended at what appeared to be a huge elevator, which stood open. 
 A portion of the statue loomed over them. A broad mouth with rows of crooked teeth hung open above a dozen more eyes arrayed across a broad chin. It was smiling. 






Chapter Fourteen

 The harvester sphere hung in the air outside the hospital, suspended inches from the ground by an electromagnetic beam connected to a chain of segments all part of a single vessel. The next closest link hovered out of sight and out of reach above the clouds in the upper atmosphere, with the rest far beyond in the vacuum of space. 
 The humans were busy. 
 A crane with a suspended mesh cage was swinging its load into position above the sphere. A perimeter of vehicles remained, their rooftop lights blinking. Many humans in bright hazard suits swarmed the ground around the sphere with tools and equipment. They also worked to set up a series of connected tents. A breeze caught several sheets of plastic that formed one tent’s entryway. Closer still was a shower station that reeked of bleach and stung Barrett’s nose. 
 The shadow studied the scene. Imagined the world full of humans, emotional yet industrious, fragile yet foolhardy. A glimpse into Barrett’s memory revealed that humanity boasted several billion in number. They would become a trillion with their spread to their solar system, and soon they would master travel to the stars as so many others had before them. 
 Those beyond the Wall must know. The shadow would have to communicate what it now understood about the humans and this third world to its brood. But how to send a message to the others without compromising itself? 
 It needed to continue to wage its war. While destroying the harvester was an obvious way to deny the Framework access to such a machine, the ship might also prove useful. And it needed to evaluate whether such a feat was even possible.  
 “What are you doing, sir?” 
 A soldier in a hazard suit approached him. While his stance looked guarded, his weapon was slung. 
 They were under the overhang of the emergency room entrance. Too many eyes on them for the shadow to attack. And in the bright daylight it might be seen clinging to Barrett beneath his open shirt. Barrett was still trying to communicate with it but the shadow ignored him. It considered seizing the sentry, but controlling two struggling human nervous systems at a time wouldn’t be possible. 
 Barrett gestured towards the flapping plastic and open tent. 
 “Sir, are you okay?” 
 But as the shadow tried to guide Barrett towards the tent, Barrett once again blocked control, this time over one leg, and they stumbled. 
 The sentry caught them. “Whoa! Easy. You’re Agent Barrett, right? You’re looking a bit loopy. Let me get you back inside and Dr. Leavitt can clear you. But it looks like you shouldn’t be out here in your condition.” 
 The shadow prepared to reach for the sentry. Grab him by the wrist. Overload his system and stop his heart. 
 Barrett’s thoughts were deliberate. You want to go to the tent? Let me speak.

 With a thought, it would send Barrett into convulsions. Intensify the sense of pressure in the human’s head. Cause a muscle spasm so severe it would break bones. And it let Barrett know what it could do. Then it showed him the image of the tent and let him speak. 
 “Yeah, I’m Barrett. Look, Dr. Leavitt’s got a situation in there and she’s cut me free. I need to get suited up and get back to work.” 
 “You look like you’re about to collapse. Let me get her.” 
 “No! I mean, no, I’m okay. It’s just been a long haul. But she’s riding me to get my statement, and I need to go inside that tent and put on a space suit. So give me a break.” 
 “Stay right there.” 
 Through the hazard suit’s speaker, the shadow couldn’t understand the tone of the sentry’s words. 

Wait, Barret urged the shadow. It’s okay. Don’t hurt him.

 It couldn’t trust Barrett. But before it could reach for the sentry, a team of four humans hurried towards them. The sentry and his weapon were out of reach. It would use Barrett to charge them. Lash out, flee back to the hospital. 
 A ringing alarm sounded. The noise frazzled the shadow, causing it to hesitate. 
 The four humans hurried past and went through the sliding glass door. And the sentry had gone to an unnoticed wheelchair and was bringing it over. 
 “This should help. I’ll get you to the tent.” 
 Barrett and the shadow took a seat. The shadow squirmed beneath Barrett’s shirt, sliding around his abdomen and crotch and ignoring the shudders running through the man’s body. It kept Barrett gripping the chair’s handles and forced him to clench his jaw and not utter a sound. 
 The sentry was talking as he wheeled them towards the tent. “You were up there. I know we’re not supposed to ask, but what happened? The eggheads haven’t told us what that thing is or who it belongs to. It’s got something to do with our astronauts on Mars, doesn’t it?” 
 Barrett was trying to ease his mind from the sense of revulsion as the shadow’s slippery body pushed in around his belt. His slacks were tight enough that the creature couldn’t quite slide out of sight. Then a new realization crossed his panicked mind. 
 He knew the sentry. 
 They had driven together from Travis Air Force Base to Garden Village, part of the convoy coming to secure the scene where the sphere had first been discovered inside a derelict restaurant. 
 Tommy Jackson. 
 He had irritated Barrett at first, not letting a moment go by without filling it with chatter. But the young man’s friendly banter had been the nervous talk of a soldier on his first mission, and he had landed the assignment of a lifetime. First contact with an alien vessel. His enthusiasm had been infectious and his reverence for the country and the possibility that the United States was going to be the ones who “bagged the ETs who had caused the Big Wipe” had made Barrett feel good about his work. 
 First time in ages. 

He’s cooperating, he thought to the shadow. Let him take us into the tent. He’s doing that for us. Let him go.

 Tommy stopped the wheelchair and moved to secure the flapping plastic with a Velcro tie. A tech working with a long ventilation tube ignored them. Meanwhile, the shadow remained in Barrett’s lap and beneath his clothes. Everyplace it touched him he felt the prickling tingle of a thousand needles dancing on his skin. 
 “Look at that thing,” Tommy said as he admired the sphere next to the tent. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it? And it’s floating like magic. Imagine when we can take something like that into space. And this one is ours. Sure beats letting it fall into the hands of the Chinese or Russians, or even France.” 
 Barrett couldn’t look. The shadow wormed a tendril up his back and peered out over his collar. Two guards had emerged from the hospital. One pointed at them. The shadow pushed and Barrett almost stood. But Barrett stiffened his legs and clamped down on the wheelchair handles. They almost pitched forward in their brief struggle. 
 Tommy hurried to help and got him back seated. “Oh, sorry, Agent Barrett. I got you. Although I reaaaally think you need to—what is that?” 
 Through the face shield, Tommy Jackson’s eyes went wide as he gazed down at the part of the shadow resting in Barrett’s lap. 

No, don’t—

 The shadow thrust a tendril out and grabbed the suit’s front. It yanked Tommy close, opened the suit, and reached inside. Tommy jerked and vomited as the shadow made contact. He doubled over. The soldier bent forward and backward as a powerful spasm racked his body. 
 Barrett was crying out, pushing every which way, but the shadow locked him down with a mind-crippling squeeze and forced him to wheel them into the tent. 
 Shouts from outside. Coming closer. 

You killed him! You killed him!

 The shadow ignored Barrett. Didn’t have time to savor the rage seething from him. It had to go deeper into the tent and discover what the humans were doing and whether they could actually capture the harvester. But with two more humans coming, it had a choice. Stand and fight or run. 
 Barrett continued to do what he could to prevent them from moving down into the primary room of the tent. His mind continued to howl. The human in his control wasn’t walking normally, couldn’t speak, and would soon be apprehended. 
 A fresh electronic alarm began to whistle around them, competing with the one already ringing. 
 The shadow gave Barrett a final shock to his system before leaping from him and slithering into the next tent. It slid between sections of a plastic screen and under a table. A ring of equipment and computers occupied the room. Four humans worked there and one was hurrying past the table towards the entrance. 
 She screamed as the shadow tackled her. She wasn’t wearing a helmet. The shadow stunned her before darting to the next man, who didn’t have time to get up off his rolling chair before getting knocked down. 
 A stool smashed into the shadow. The blow caused a wave of pain that only fazed it for a moment before it jumped the foolish human. With a shock, the human fell, convulsing. The last one, another woman, was screaming into a radio before the shadow likewise took her down. 
 It felt spent. None of its electrical discharges had killed. All four humans were eyewitnesses. But it couldn’t be helped. If the events in the emergency room hadn’t already revealed its presence, the humans would now know with certainty they had a visitor. 
 Voices called from the front of the tent. But the shadow had no strength for a fight. It hadn’t the energy to mount another attack. The woman who had been on the phone was already stirring. 
 It rose in the center of the room and considered the computers. While it understood how the humans interfaced with them from its contact with Barrett, it lacked the intimate knowledge to actually use any of the machines. But perhaps the computers weren’t the only place it could look for answers. 
 It reached for the woman. Touched skin. She was a materials scientist and chemist. Her fear distracted the shadow. It forced itself to look no further inside of her than at what she had been working on. 
 The sphere and its electromagnetic tether. The human knew little but had several working theories their military was trying to prove. That the sphere was one part of a whole, that it was being remotely controlled, and that they could communicate with the aliens who sent it. 
 From what they had learned from Agent Barrett, they understood that Jenna Vincent had piloted the harvester. 
 As a defensive measure the army was putting in place a mesh barrier that would cut the sphere off from all external communications, including laser, radio, and other electromagnetic signals. And the sphere stood open. If they isolated the section of harvester outside of the hospital, the shadow felt certain they would learn enough in a short time to advance far beyond their current level of technology. 
 An additional wrinkle: they had received a message from the Framework requesting contact. While the message had stopped, it meant the survivors and humankind would soon be speaking. 
 The shadow knew its brood on the Framework would act. But the shadow would likewise need to move quickly to keep the Cordice technology out of human hands. Then their world would be helpless, able to do little in the years to come but wait for the inevitable. 
 How many humans were outside? How many armed? And did any of them understand how Jenna Vincent interfaced with the harvester? 
 The scientist in the shadow’s grasp didn’t know. 
 It released her and was reaching for the closest of her colleagues when the gunshot exploded. The shadow felt a shock ripple through its body. Pain erupted from the impact. It shuddered as it tried to understand what— 
 A second shot struck it and sent it spiraling to the floor. It couldn’t hear anything after the loud boom. It tried to focus. 
 Barrett was still alive. Raving. He approached, hurrying past a computer table and gripping a handgun. He hadn’t been armed before. But the shadow understood that the soldier it had killed at the entrance may have had it among his equipment. 
 The shadow slipped beneath a desk as a third bullet shattered wood. A fourth and fifth shot struck a cart with drawers. Pain made thinking difficult. The crude weapon might prove lethal if Barrett found his mark a third time. The echo of the pistol’s reports and the incessant alarms were disorienting. The tent had no other exit. It would have to get past Barrett, but then it would face the other soldiers. 
 Trapped. No place to hide. 
 Barrett shoved a chair away and peered beneath the table, the weapon in both hands and poised to deliver the kill shot. 
 It jumped. It grasped the frame of the tent’s ceiling, only to bound down straight into the agent. Barrett tried to dislodge the shadow with one hand while keeping the gun free. The shadow poured a last charge into him. Barrett cried out. But it wasn’t enough. He still fought and the shadow had spent itself. 
 The familiar contact allowed the shadow to hear and understand. 
 “Got you. I got you, you son of a bitch. Help! It’s here! We’ve got it!” 
 While Barrett couldn’t grip the shadow, the shadow likewise couldn’t squirm away. Barrett would shoot it. But then the shadow realized it had one other choice. 
 Barrett continued to shout. And his open mouth was the perfect target. It forced itself forward, spending what little energy it had on a last push to paralyze his jaw and throat as it shoved inside, rupturing throat muscles and choking the man. 
 He collapsed. The shadow only had a moment to pull itself from Barrett’s mouth and slip back under his shirt as the other soldiers arrived. It couldn’t understand them. Was utterly weakened. 
 It had learned much. If it could avoid detection and muster its strength, it could further hamper the humans’ efforts. 
 Jenna Vincent was still in the hospital. And the humans believed she was their key to possessing the sphere. It would either find her and use her to take the harvester out of the humans’ hands, or kill her. 
 But first it needed to hide. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Barrett lived. 
 As the soldiers worked to resuscitate the fallen scientists, the shadow took refuge inside the dead man’s hazard suit, coiling around his waist and down both legs. It resisted the urge to touch the attending medic. 
 It needed time to recover its strength. Once the survivors from the tent regained consciousness, they would share what they had seen and they would hunt it. 
 They placed the body on a rolling stretcher and returned to the hospital. The soldiers wheeled the dead man through the emergency room to an elevator and rode up one floor. After passing several doors, they arrived in an exam room. A pair of armed guards waited and watched as the body was unloaded. The attendants then removed the fallen human’s clothes. 
 It remained inside one leg of the hazard suit as the garment was stripped away and flattened itself as the suit was thrown aside. Then when neither guard nor attendant was looking, it slid to a wall grating where warm air trickled in. It listened to the buzz of distant voices, the hiss and hum of the building, and the drone of the elevator. 
 The alarms switched off. 
 It wanted desperately to sleep and recharge. Hide. But it wouldn’t be able to do that for long. It had its mission. Serve the brood and the ones beyond the Wall. 
 Once it recovered its strength, it would search the hospital for Jenna Vincent. 
   
   
   






Chapter Fifteen 

 Carmen realized the fatal flaw in her plan when she stepped into the elevator that would take her and Ovo to the One’s ship. Without She Who Waits, there was no assurance the One would understand anything she had to say. 
 She felt relief when the elevator didn’t have any buttons. That was it. No intercom. No doorbell. She wouldn’t have to face the monstrosity again. Seeing it once in the council chamber had been quite enough, and that had been in poor lighting. 
 What her next step would be, she didn’t know. But even facing the Melded worm wouldn’t fill her with the terror of facing the creature at the top of the elevator, which was a hundred times creepier than its giant statue likeness with the hundred eyes and the gaping maw. 
 She already knew it liked eating meat with bones. What if it also didn’t appreciate uninvited guests?  
 “Let’s get out of here,” she said. 
 But before she could step out of the elevator, a door materialized, sealing them in. Carmen flinched. Touched the door. And then they were moving upward. 
 Carmen stepped to the back of the elevator. “Let your people know where we are.” 
 “Why?” 
 “Because it might keep us off the menu if there’s mutual accountability. That’s what brought you survivors together, isn’t it? And if She Who Waits is a prisoner, your Melded might let her use your com network to help us talk to the One.” 
 The elevator came to a stop. Carmen kept a hand on the wall as she experienced the sensation of near weightlessness. A series of soft thuds sounded above them. A tremor rolled through the floor. 
 Ovo busied himself with his devices, his throat pulsing as he made soft murmurings. “I have a message from the pro tempore executive. We are warned not to initiate contact with the One.” 
 “Of course not. Maybe if the request had come before you showed up with guns to lock us down, I might have listened.” 
 Ovo’s throat quavered. 
 “Did you just repeat my comment?” Carmen asked. 
 “Yes. You had a response. I relayed it.” 
 “Don’t do that. Not everything I say needs to be heard by them.” When his fur once again went flat, she added, “Look, Ovo, I’m not mad at you. Just don’t talk for me. I hate that. If your doctor in charge wants to have a conversation, tell him to release She Who Waits.” 
 He held his wrist closer to his face. Touched his ear. “There is a delay. My translation software doesn’t integrate well with our internal communication channel.” 
 Ovo held his arm as far away as possible as Sylvia Vincent’s voice blared from his wrist. 
 “Carmen, can you hear me? You need to get out of there.” 
 “There’s nothing to discuss. If you and the Melded are going to lock this place down and try to force us to go with you at gunpoint, the rest of the Framework needs to know.” 
 “We’re not locking this place down. She Who Waits is back and free on her shuttle. We believed she might have been responsible for jamming all the Framework communications, but it wasn’t her. We discovered that someone fried the entire central communications network. Each ship still has their own, but the joint network will stay down until it’s repaired.” 
 “Explain the armed guards.” 
 “The Melded overreacted. It was a mistake.” 
 “Kind of like the Primary shooting Jen?” 
 “This is nothing like that. Time is tight, Carmen. I still want you with us. But you have to return. Ovo will guide you back. We’re going to get the harvester. The Framework will decide how best to use it.” 
 “I’m going to talk to the One first.” 
 Her mom’s tone had grown urgent. “Please don’t.” 
 “He’s part of the Framework, isn’t he? He has his statue, just like everyone else. So his say matters.” 
 “I see where you are. He might be listening. This is a discussion we can have once you return.” 
 What was she afraid of? Carmen pressed a finger to her lips. Ovo stared blankly at her. He didn’t get it. She wrapped her hands around his wrist device. Touched an ear. He tapped the interface. 
 “Is the communication closed?” she asked. 
 He double-checked. “They are not listening. But perhaps we can discuss the matter as she suggests.” 
 “We came this far.” 
 Carmen considered the elevator door and pounded on it. The noise reverberated for a moment. She heard a distant clank and a soft hiss, as if steam were shooting out of an overheated radiator. Silence. Then came a deep-throated gurgle just beyond the door, which made her shrink back to the rear of the elevator. 
 Ovo joined her. “He’s home.” 
 “Hello, the One?” she called. “It’s Carmen Vincent, the human. I wanted to speak with you.” 
 A buzz and soft hum began just outside. Another shudder. It felt as if the tight space were growing smaller as she imagined them precariously hanging at the top of a deep shaft. Would the pull of virtual gravity send them crashing if the box was suddenly free of whatever cable or field held it in place? 
 “Blorp.” 
 It was him. The voice was loud and easily heard. But why wasn’t he opening the door or summoning a viewscreen so they could better communicate? 
 “Blorp!” 
 More insistent. Louder. 
 “If you can hear me, the Melded are about to depart. They’re taking She Who Waits with them. They were trying to take her against her will. I understand the harvester is important to all of you and the Cordice are sharing it. I—” 
 “BLORP!” 
 The exclamation shook the elevator and made her cry out. It was the roar of something monstrous and ancient and extinct even before the dinosaurs ever roamed Earth. And some part of her understood the One was a creature not meant for human eyes and its voice not intended for the ears of anyone that valued their sanity. 
 The creature outside cut loose with a howl that made her believe the elevator was about to crash. It swayed and lurched as if some giant hand was moving it about. The pummeling wail only intensified. She crouched and pressed her hands to her ears. 
 “I don’t understand you!” she shouted. 
 Ovo was likewise hunched into a ball. He rocked back and forth. 
 The One’s cry stopped. Carmen’s ears rang as she expected a fresh assault. She didn’t know what else to say. Whatever tentative relationship the survivors on the Framework possessed didn’t necessarily carry over to humankind. Like the Melded, the One could do what it wished. 
 If this was the best diplomacy she could manage for her kind, then any type of treaty or agreement with the Framework would prove impossible. She tried to summon new words but before she could speak, something crashed into the elevator door. The light emanating from the walls and ceiling flicked out, plunging them into darkness. The elevator shuddered as the sound of tearing metal erupted around them. Whatever was outside was bending and tearing its way in. 
 Carmen slapped at the wall, hoping in vain there might be an invisible button she hadn’t seen. 
 Ovo crouched next to her. His green eye light lit up a small section of the elevator’s surface. He produced a small tool and started drilling. A burned-tooth smell filled the compartment as a stream of smoke trickled up. 
 “BLORP!” 
 Carmen felt like she was on the inside of an aluminum can that was being ripped to shreds. As she leaned forward for a better view, Ovo inserted a pin-like tip of his flashlight gadget into the freshly drilled hole. 
 The elevator dropped. 
 The sudden descent and the low gravity caused Carmen to bounce off the ceiling and slam into Ovo as he tumbled towards her. With a stomach-churning drop, they crashed back into the floor. She clung to the smooth surface as she strained her eyes to see anything. 
 “Blorp!” 
 The sound had grown distant. If it had been the One assaulting them, he wasn’t following, at least not yet. The thought of the enormous creature dropping onto the top of the elevator sent a fresh chill down her spine. 
 Why had the One attacked? Meat with bones wasn’t a good enough answer. 
 The increasing pull of gravity made hugging the floor easier. The elevator slowed. Ovo had landed next to her and was making mad chittering sounds, but his translator wasn’t on. They slowed further. Almost there. 
 Then from above came the booming voice. But instead of the savage cry it was a string of gibberish, the sound of a dozen voices crying themselves hoarse. The verbal cacophony felt like it was being amplified, as it carried a ringing tone that hurt Carmen’s ears. 
 She grasped for Ovo in the dark. “We’ve got to get out of here. Will the door open? When it does…” 
 He finished the sentence. “We run.” 
 The elevator sank the last few feet before coming to a stop. Carmen wasn’t waiting as she banged her fists on the walls, trying to remember which one had solidified, hoping it would let them free. 
 Ovo fumbled with the device. His light played everywhere as Carmen willed him to go faster. When he finally reinserted the gadget into the hole, the gadget went dark. He chittered irritably. Once again, no translation. He made a new panicked sound as his green eye light went out, leaving them in blackness. 
 “What happened?” Carmen cried. 
 She reached for him. 

Snap!

 A spark and an electric shock sent her reeling. She stumbled to the back wall while cradling her numb hand. From in front of her, Ovo let out a groan. Had he fallen? 
 The weird chorus from above grew louder. 
 Carmen eased forward with her other hand out. Ovo was breathing hard, as if hyperventilating. Perhaps the elevator had shocked him. Which meant they were trapped and helpless, and the alien creature descending towards them would finish tearing the metal box around them apart and devour them. 
 The door vanished. 
 The soft blue lights of the Framework pathways were a welcome sight. For a moment it appeared as if a glittering veil stood between them and the outside. 
 One of She Who Waits’ blimp bots hovered beyond the open doorway. 
 Ovo lay sprawled on the floor and unable to rise. His metal arms dangled uselessly. He kept trying to raise his head. Spittle dribbled from his slack mouth. But his device had dropped. Which meant he was no longer connected and hopefully no longer conducting current. 
 Carmen took the chance and pulled him upright. He barely got his legs under him and kept stumbling as she hauled him out of the elevator. The bot had a red translation light on. It bobbed out of the way as Carmen got Ovo moving. 
 The chattering babble from above them was coming. From the periphery of her vision, she saw a massive shape descending towards the statue, but she didn’t dare turn her head lest she stumble or give way to the building panic that made her want to drop Ovo and run to save herself. 
 The blimp bot kept swerving in her way. She Who Waits’ voice was saying something, but Carmen didn’t pause to listen. Couldn’t wait. Stopping meant dying. 
 She almost punted the thing. 
 “Designate the One.” 
 Carmen caught She Who Waits’ phrase twice as she hurried with Ovo along the pathway. They remained horribly exposed. Ovo was almost dead weight. His legs were wet spaghetti. If the giant blob moved half as fast as it climbed, it would catch up with them. 
 But the One’s gabbling had stopped entirely. The only sounds were her and Ovo’s panting and their footsteps on stone. 
 The blimp was no longer trying to trip them up. Now it hovered higher at head level. The Dragoman translator’s voice was clear. 
 “Designate Carmen Vincent? Designate the One has been repeating a message.” 
 Her lungs burned and she had a cramp. Can’t stop. But she had to slow down. Ovo at least managed not to fall as she dared turn to glance behind them. 
 Nothing followed. 
 Carmen readjusted her grip on the injured Melded. “It was trying to kill us. What else is there to say?” 
 “Perhaps. But designate the One’s message stands and I will deliver it. The One was repeating over and over, ‘You are not alone on the elevator.’” 
 “W-what?” 
 Carmen came to a full stop. She crouched. Wiped sweat from her face even as it stung her eyes. Ovo’s arms seemed paralyzed as he stood precariously. 
 “That is the message,” the bot said in She Who Waits’ tranquil voice. 
 “He was tearing the elevator apart trying to get to us.” 
 “I was not a witness to this but don’t doubt your sincerity.” 
 “‘You’re not alone on the elevator’? I had Ovo with me. Is that why he attacked? Is he that afraid of the Melded?” 
 “Designate the One’s message holds nuance. To elaborate, ‘Less than one and less than one are not alone on the vertical shaft transport.’ Does this help?” 
 She fought the haze in her head. The thin air wasn’t helping. A throbbing developed between her temples. First her flight from the Melded and then their experience on the elevator had left her spent. 
 She knew what she had experienced. The One was a monstrosity that had nearly killed them. But had it actually? Without translation, she had interpreted all its cries through the lens of her instincts, and they had told her it was a horror show from which flight was the only response. Like the Melded worm, the One had been obnoxious and loud at the council meeting and had frightened her. 
 What if it now had been trying to save them? 
 What else had been on the elevator? 
 The blackout, the shock that had knocked Ovo for a loop, the shimmering she had seen when the elevator had finally released them. 
 She had seen it, hadn’t she? If it had been real, what about the fast-moving shadow she had glimpsed before her disconnect with the harvester? What else was lurking in the dark spaces beyond the pathway lights around her? 
 And now according to She Who Waits, the monster she had come to see knew something, had sensed it, and had been in a rage trying to get at whatever the shadow was. Somehow she didn’t feel confident the One would have cared if they had perished during its attempt to get at the mysterious intruder. 
 “The One knows something.” 
 She realized she had spoken out loud. But it was true. Even as Ovo did his best to help, she got him moving again and led the bot towards the atmosphere curtain. 
 It was time to return to She Who Waits. Because if the One knew about these shadows, then the Dragoman, the Cordice, the Melded, and her mom needed to reveal what else everyone seemed to be keeping from her about what was lurking on board the Framework. 






Chapter Sixteen

 Where was Jenna Vincent? 
 As the shadow navigated its way through the never-ending ventilation ducts, it realized the human structure was larger than it had believed. The upper floors stood abandoned. It took a moment to peer outside to get a better idea of the forces the humans possessed. Ground vehicles and rotary-wing aircraft, mostly. And so many soldiers. 
 At least the alarms had quit. 
 While on board the Cordice home ship, it had rested for many days to conserve its energy, but now the shadow felt drained as it drove itself in its search. If it didn’t find Jenna Vincent soon, the soldiers would take her from the hospital. Dr. Leavitt had removed her from the emergency room to the elevator, and the shadow felt confident the one human on the planet who held the harvester encryption hadn’t left yet. 
 It returned to a ventilation grating. It moved quicker now, gliding through the steel ducts and never heavy enough to make any sounds. The next floor up was the last, and it too had been abandoned. Perhaps it had missed a floor. And the structure might have many dozens of levels beneath the ground. 
 Abandoning the ducts, it went to the elevator and slid around the door into the shaft. Yes, this would do. It hoped the drop would give access to every floor. The direct route would also speed up the search. The elevator car was back on the ground floor. 
 Voices. 
 It paused. Perhaps four humans had entered the car. A chime sounded and the elevator moved up. The shadow flattened itself, but the car stopped one level below. It slid down to the roof. Listened. The humans’ words were muffled. The shadow didn’t want to risk making contact so it could understand what was being said. But through the gap between the elevator and the sliding door, it could watch as the four humans stepped out onto the third floor. They carried thin rods in their hands which were attached to small machines worn around each man’s shoulder. They waved the rods about as they advanced down the hallway and out of sight. 
 Sensors of some kind? Yes, it concluded. 
 The humans were hunting it. 
 It climbed past the elevator car and descended the shaft. Below the ground floor were two more levels. 
 More humans were speaking on the subbasement floor. It paused at the elevator door before slipping around it for a look. 
 Two soldiers in their hazard suits stood guard. They carried rifles and spoke in soft tones to one another. Their backs were turned. So tempting to reach over. It wanted to know what they knew. Did they understand the shadow’s nature? Had they learned more than the fact that it had attacked them? 
 If it were a lone sentry it could take him, but not two. 
 Too tired. It would need to reserve its strength. Couldn’t risk another nerve-jangling series of alarms. And unlike the Cordice on their home ship, there appeared to be an endless supply of humans. 
 But these guards weren’t searching for it. They were here for another reason. 
 It found an open conduit to the space above the ceiling. Here it glided down the hallway, clinging to the roof and the many support braces. Navigated several turns. Listened. 
 The buzz of a helmet radio revealed another sentry. This one stood alone outside a pair of doors. Other humans were speaking just beyond. The shadow paused to observe and decided there were no other guards and no more than three people talking in the next room. 
 An electronic squeal pierced the air. 
 The sentry reached down to a previously unseen box that sat at his feet. He picked it up and waved a rod about. The squeal repeated every time he raised it towards the grating. 
 The sentry cried out. 
 In a panic the shadow retreated, picking directions within the ductwork at random until it emerged down the hallway, where it could drop into the center of a group of desks. 
 More humans would come. Judging by their treatment of Jenna Vincent, along with Agent Barrett’s reaction to the death of another human, they cared for their own and didn’t discard them. Which meant the shadow had to reach Jenna quickly before they removed her from the hospital. 
 It took a moment to recall each turn and determined which series of walls likely connected back to the guarded room. After slipping through an electrical outlet to the space behind it, it moved carefully and quickly. 
 Much of the hospital had only partial lights on. Meanwhile, the humans preferred to function in full illumination. It arrived at what it hoped was the room under guard. Peered through an outlet. The plastic faceplate popped and clattered. Too loud. It prepared to retreat again. But then it felt something familiar as a voice it recognized called out. 
 Agent Barrett. His voice sounded tentative and weak. He rose from a bed and approached the outlet. Squinting, he crouched down to pick up the faceplate, which had dropped to the floor. He wasn’t wearing much, still the flimsy garment that went down to his knees. 
 The shadow felt a rush at seeing the human and could almost taste him as he got close. 
 But as the shadow reached for him, the tight space restricted it. Its outstretched limb missed him by a hair’s breadth. Barrett sprang backward, falling onto his rear. He scrambled away, calling out frantically. 
 The shadow pulled itself from the wall and vaulted over the bed, landing on top of Barrett, who clawed and pushed at the shadow’s slippery body. The shadow gripped him and wrapped itself around his head and neck, stifling his screams. 
 It couldn’t stun him. Still too weak. 
 But Barrett’s neural pathways felt as familiar as any physical place where it had gone before. This time instead of shame or pain or fear it found the neural transmitters that triggered every time Barrett had ever been motivated beyond reason to attain or avoid something. The brain rewarded such acts of passion and achievement, and now the shadow rewarded Barrett. 
 The first cigarette on many a day before quitting. 
 His first agency raids, gun in hand, breaking into a turncoat informant’s condo and facing down a bad guy pulling a shotgun out from under his bed. 
 Driving his gutless Ford hybrid down I-77 during a winter blizzard and nearly losing control, and narrowly missing a seven-car pileup by accelerating onto the shoulder and almost clipping one motorist who stood outside of her shredded pickup truck. He hadn’t stopped. Had been laughing. 
 Other moments too numerous or fractured. But the pathways were still there, even if the memories had grown hazy. Sex. Guilt. Aversion. Obsession. Every time he had achieved one of his deep-seated wants or even came close, Raymond Barrett’s brain saved something from the experience. 
 All of this took several heartbeats. And when the bliss and nausea rolled through Barrett’s body, it had the desired effect of silencing him as he shuddered. 
 The shadow made him stand. 
 Dr. Leavitt was in the next room and shouting. “Sweep the entire floor. I want everyone down on this level now!” 
 The shadow had Barrett approach the doors and peer through the glass. 
 Dr. Leavitt stood at the opposite end of a large room and was using her suit’s communication to bark orders. Three soldiers—no, not soldiers, Barrett knew, but medical personnel—worked around a young woman on a bed, surrounded by monitors and equipment. She had a breathing mask over her face and her hair tucked under a green cap. 
 But the shadow knew her, as did Barrett. 
 Jenna Vincent, and it had found her. 
 Dr. Leavitt was pacing as she spoke. Her voice had gone soft as she purred the last of her orders, her tone bereft of patience. 
 Barrett squirmed. The shadow calmed him down and took a moment to reward him for his obedience. It indulged in the instant response as Barrett relived the heady rush of sampling a white powdered narcotic he and a fellow university student had snorted in the bathroom during a basketball game. 
 “Get back in bed, Agent Barrett, everything is fine.” 
 Dr. Leavitt was staring at him. So were the others. The shadow instantly knew that Barrett wasn’t acting normal, was shivering, gasping, and communicating through body language that he wasn’t in control. 
 But then the doctor raised a rod attached to one of the devices. “It’s here. It’s got Barrett again.” 
 Yet her voice was calm. When one of the medical staff moved towards a cart, the doctor held up a hand. 
 “No one move. No one use your radio. We’ve met before, haven’t we? You saw me in the emergency room. You were there from the moment we brought our patients in from the sphere. I’m Doctor Greta Leavitt. Can you understand me? Can you talk to me? Because we would like to talk to you. And I believe what happened earlier was a misunderstanding.” 
   
   
   
   
   
   






Chapter Seventeen

 With Ovo leaning on her, Carmen almost gave out by the time she made it to the network of ramps near the pool. A giant statue she hadn’t seen before stood nearby. Shrouded in rain, it was the tall representation of a bipedal figure with a thick mane, wearing layers of garments with multiple sleeves and billowing pants, but barefoot. It had claws. The figure seemed to be climbing the cascading water.  
 The face wasn’t visible. Was this Ovo’s original people, the ones who had rejected him after the attack and the injuries that had cost him his arms? 
 Time for that later. 
 She looked back at the trailing blimp bot. “Are we going the right way?” 
 The bot swooped ahead of her and sped up an inclined hallway. 
 “Guess so,” she murmured as she got moving. 
 Two more bots waited at the next junction. They glided in and took Ovo, cradling him between them on an invisible field. But even with her burden gone, she could barely keep up. She felt a measure of relief when the tentacled Dragoman statue came into view. 
 Home base, as far as she was concerned. 
 Her nerves were on edge again as she ascended and heard She Who Waits speaking. There were other voices, too. 
 One of them was the Melded worm. 
 She Who Waits stood at the airlock corridor’s entrance, appearing unharmed as far as any external damage to her shell. Beside the worm were the Melded bug doctor and her mom. None of the guards were there, and no one carried any weapons. 
 The bots set Ovo down gently and the bug went to work, moving quickly as its tiny hands probed and touched. Ovo was shivering. 
 Carmen purposefully ignored the looming worm as he exhaled gouts of rotten-egg steam from his helmet. She kneeled by Ovo. The conversation had halted. She had only caught part of it, but none of the words made any sense. She didn’t know if She Who Waits translated into each species’ original language or if she had access to their com links and whatever common tongue the Melded shared. 
 A blimp bot with a red translation light slid next to her. “The Pro Tempore Executive wishes to know if you are well.” 
 “I’m fine. Ovo’s the one who got hurt.” 
 The worm blurped. “The One. We warned you he is dangerous.” 
 She couldn’t hide a sharp tone as bitterness rose in her throat. “I heard your warning. Seems hypocritical.” 
 “We were expediting the will of the Framework. We require She Who Waits’ cooperation, along with yours.” 
 “Funny, Ovo told me you’re not in charge anymore.” 
 He let out more foul air. 
 Her mother crouched next to her. “You heard right. It’s no longer the Primary Executive. The doctor here is. But what the former Primary says is correct. We’re on a critical time frame, honey. Our coming here in the manner we did, with weapons, wasn’t well thought-out. Are you okay?” 
 Carmen nodded. She brushed clumps of hair away from Ovo’s eyes. The doctor busied himself for a moment with a box on his belt and produced a honey-colored dose of some drug or medicine. This snapped into one of the doctor’s tiny hands, which turned out to function like a needle. The doctor inserted it into the side of Ovo’s cybernetic eye. Another went into a previously unseen valve above Ovo’s hip. 
 Ovo blinked rapidly and gasped. Using his metal arms, he sat himself up. He then stared at one of his hands before rubbing his face. 
 “How are you?” Carmen asked. 
 He appeared confused, looking between the doctor, Carmen, and Sylvia. 
 “She Who Waits, translate for me.” 
 Her mom’s concerned expression deepened. “The Pro Tempore Executive wishes all communication go through him or his predecessor.” 
 “I don’t care. I’m talking to Ovo.” 
 The worm chuffed. Carmen knew a derisive laugh when she heard one. When the bot spoke, Carmen could only hope it meant her question was being conveyed. 
 Ovo gripped Carmen’s hand and didn’t let go. “I’m alive.” 
 “You saw it too, didn’t you? Just as we were leaving the elevator.” 
 “I don’t know. I didn’t see or feel anything after the shock.” 
 “The thing in the elevator did it,” Carmen said. 
 His green eye came on for a moment before going out. “What do you mean? No. The One was outside trying to break in and followed us down. He must have caused a short or I caught a power surge.” 
 “It looked like a shimmering which caught the light. The One said we weren’t alone. You had to have seen it.” 
 “He has suffered trauma,” the bug doctor said. “I am administering a sedative so he can relax during his recovery. He will be returned to our ship and monitored. Please step away.” 
 Another injection and Ovo became sleepy. Two of the Melded moved to help him up. Carmen resisted the urge to gnaw at her thumbnail as Ovo was led away. 
 “Mom, I have to talk to you.” 
 “You can say anything to me, Car.” 
 Carmen led her mother towards the shuttle’s airlock and what she hoped was out of earshot of the worm. “Is he listening?” 
 “You make it sound so sinister. No, dear, he isn’t. And even if he was, he isn’t making any decisions for the Melded.” 
 “I don’t believe for a second that the doctor is in charge. Your new friends told the Framework council what they wanted to hear, but nothing’s changed. The guards came here with guns. This is like the Cordice home ship all over again.” 
 Her mom’s eyes had something cold behind them. “You’re being dramatic. You clearly need rest and food. Let the doctor check you out. I heard you breathed in some hard atmosphere. He can do a quick checkup before we leave.” 
 “We’re still going? Something inside the Framework attacked us, and it’s still out there. It could be the same type of creature which knocked out my control of the harvester.” 
 “The council will look into that. I’ll make sure. But that doesn’t change the fact we have to go to Earth.” 
 Carmen took her mom’s hand and traced one of the dark lines beneath the skin. “I’m afraid for you, Mom.” 
 “You’ve done so much. But you’re exhausted. I’m still me. I’m going to stay with you until we go and we’ll travel together. We’ll get to Earth. See Jenna. Once the harvester is recovered, everyone will calm down. The council will figure out what happened.” 
 “You don’t believe I saw something, do you?” 
 Sylvia smiled warmly. “You’ve been running on adrenaline for days. Your mind was in control of a spaceship. You could have died breathing in unsuitable air. To top it off, you went to the single most frightening member of the Framework council and he attacked you. I believe what you say you saw. I’ll make sure you’re safe.” 
 “But the One was only trying to warn us and get to whatever was on that elevator. We have to talk to it. The more I think about what happened, that big alien was the one who sounded scared. Scared enough that it would break its elevator trying to get whatever was in there with us.” 
 “It will get cleared up,” her mom said. Her voice held the mild tone of a parent talking her upset daughter through the aftermath of a bad day in grade school. “But communication is still out. We can’t solve everything. Let’s get you aboard the Dragoman shuttle. Rest up before we go. You’ll need your strength.” 
 Carmen tried to catch a glimpse of Ovo, but he was gone. “Mom? Ovo helped me because I made him. Tell the worm that.” 
 “Ovo will be fine. The Melded care for their own. It’s how we do things.” 






Chapter Eighteen


Caught.

 The humans knew it wasn’t only Agent Barrett who stood before them. 
 But with Jenna Vincent so close, it couldn’t turn back. If it could take her and force her to return to the sphere, it could remove the sphere from the equation. Other possibilities existed if she proved pliable. 
 The shadow walked Barrett forward to the bed where Jenna Vincent lay. The rest of the staff backed away, but Dr. Leavitt came closer. Jenna Vincent was unconscious. A brief review of the machines connected to her revealed nothing helpful. Agent Barrett knew little about the hospital and its specifics. 
 Whatever medical attention the doctor and staff had provided hadn’t restored Jenna Vincent’s health. Her leg hadn’t regrown. Her heartbeat remained weak. One machine was feeding her oxygen, which meant her life was in danger. 
 “You’re here for her?” Dr. Leavitt asked. “You were on board the sphere. The earlier violence…did you believe we were hurting her?” 

Hurting her?

 The shadow tried to interpret the doctor’s tone. Barrett was coming to, despite his euphoria. A distraction, surely, but if the shadow pushed the neural transmitters too hard, he would falter. Get sick. Vomit. And the shadow would once again have to flee. 
 It tried to speak, but Barrett’s jaw was clenched. Spittle flew from between his teeth, both from excitement and the rising urge to throw off the shadow’s control. 
 It wanted to hear more from the doctor. It managed a hard groan and then summoned a tender gesture from Barrett’s memories. 
 Barrett caressed Jenna’s cheek. 
 The doctor came closer, easing past her staff, who looked eager to step aside and back off. “She’s going to be okay. We’re trying to help her. All of us. You have nothing to fear.” 
 She had her hands at her side. She slipped the sensor wand back onto her belt, then produced a tablet and set it down on a rolling tray table. 
 “If you can’t speak, can you show me you understand?” 
 The tablet displayed white with an on-screen keyboard. 
 “You can draw on that. Or write. If Barrett is still there, he can help you. You’re some kind of symbiote, yes?” 
 The shadow considered the device. Barrett recognized it. And while spoken words wouldn’t come out and the letters remained a mystery, the shadow realized that shapes and visuals might convey sufficient meaning. 
 It touched the screen. A thick gray line followed. It drew a circle. 
 Dr. Leavitt was nodding. “The sphere. You came on the sphere. It’s intact and undamaged. We have it.” 
 As the shadow feared. But they hadn’t moved the sphere. And at the moment, it appeared as if they couldn’t control it. It reexamined the machines around Jenna Vincent. To its best estimation, none of them were broadcasting beyond conveying simple streams of data to one computer. 
 Jenna Vincent remained disconnected from the stolen Cordice vessel. The humans had nothing matching the ubiquitous Framework com nodes that might link a pilot to the harvester. Whatever machinery they were bringing to bear outside was so far below the technology levels of the Cordice that the humans had no hope of using the advanced spaceship. Which meant Jenna Vincent would have to be returned to the harvester to allow the humans to seize it.  
 And without her, they had nothing. 
 It reached for Jenna. Barrett convulsed as the shadow disconnected. It had just enough of a charge. If it could stop her heart, it wouldn’t matter what else the humans did. The shadow could flee and slip away far from the hospital. Hide. Rest. It dared ponder what else it might accomplish on this terrestrial world if it could feed and replicate. 
 The doctor had gotten closer still, and then she flicked a small switch on her tool belt. 
 A previously unnoticed device not connected to Jenna Vincent cut loose with a thrum and a blast of searing sound that crashed into the shadow like a wave of pain. The world around it went dark as its senses became overwhelmed. It barely noticed as it collapsed to the floor. It lost control of its limbs, unable to reach for anything to pull itself to safety. The sound was everywhere, crushing it, tearing it down, and rupturing its soft tissue. 
 It forgot its brood, forgot the ones it served, forgot everything as a base need overwhelmed it. 

Survive.

 But the relentless blast of intense noise drove down on it like a pressure wave. The sonic assault paralyzed the ring of nerves which allowed the shadow to move and breathe. 
 It was dying. 
   
   






Chapter Nineteen 

 She Who Waits scooted into the shuttle not long after Carmen and her mother had boarded. The translator moved past the crash couch and over to the altar at the front of the hold. Seven red lights popped up. Within her shell, bands of yellow ran thick, followed by blooming flashes of white. 
 None of her bots had joined her. The nook where the bots stored themselves stood empty. 
 Sylvia had gotten Carmen seated and out of her sweatshirt. She plunged the garment into the sink. “We’ll need soap. A new outfit would be better.” 
 “Delivery might take a few days,” Carmen said. 
 “Just because things are going to change, that doesn’t mean we have to be uncomfortable. If this ship can’t make you a new set of clothes, ours can.” 
 Carmen probed her elbows, which were tender and pink. She also had a lump on her head. “It was a joke, Mom.” 
 Sylvia wrung out the sweatshirt and hung it at the foot of the crash couch. She pulled off the smooth leatherlike robe she wore and handed it to Carmen. “It will keep you warm. It can wrap itself around your entire body in case there’s depressurization or a loss of oxygen. You’ll be able to breathe for at least ten minutes until you can get someplace safe.” 
 “This is a space suit?” 
 “Hardly. Just an emergency measure.” 
 Sylvia’s sleeveless undershirt revealed her shoulders, which, like her arms, were covered in a network of black lines. 
 Carmen rose to inspect her mother. “Mom, let me see.” 
 Along one side of her neck, several tiny discs of shiny dark metal were set into the flesh. A patch of skin on her back was completely covered in the foreign material. But when Carmen tried to move the shirt for a better look, her mother moved away. 
 “That’s enough,” Sylvia said. “There’s no need to look at that. It will only upset you.” 
 “I’m already upset. You say they saved you.” 
 “That meant surgery. The doctor told me everything. He didn’t take any part of me that wasn’t broken. And he added nothing without my consent.” 
 “But what if you’re not fully you?” 
 “Stop that. I’m me. Just because I left some of my memories inside the simulation doesn’t mean I don’t possess my full faculties. I checked myself after each procedure. The Melded have computers which can tell you anything about what’s going on inside your body.” 
 “And what about your mind? Can they do that too?” 
 Her mom let out a sharp sigh. “You’ll just have to trust me. I—wait a minute, dear.” 
 Carmen recognized the tone of voice of the distracted parent trying to drive while her two daughters were fighting in the back seat. 
 “Who are you talking to?” Carmen asked. 
 Her mom ignored her. 
 Carmen went to She Who Waits. “What’s happening? Is it the Melded? Can you hear what they’re saying?” 
 “No. Designate Melded are speaking on their closed network and have shut me out for the moment. I am trying to use my remote units to establish a makeshift network but have lost all but two of them to unknown malfunctions.” 
 “Is it that thing on the elevator?” 
 “Possibly. But the units were in different zones of the Framework.” 
 “So maybe there’s more than the one creature which hurt Ovo? Please tell me there’s some kind of defenses in this place.” 
 “Defenses are lacking. Designate Melded are one of the few who possess weapons and as you’ve seen, they’ve caused problems.” 
 “Is this shuttle safe?” 
 “There are too many variables. I am broadcasting a warning to the other survivors. If the Framework is compromised, then each must sequester themselves as best as possible.” 
 Carmen looked over at her mother. Was this the Melded’s fault? Had they set something loose on the Framework to force the hands of the survivors who wanted no part in their rush to war with the enemy? 
 She Who Waits continued to show bands of yellow along with a cascade of diamonds. “A ship has detached and is heading towards us.” 
 “It’s the Melded, isn’t it? They’re going to force you to come with them. Mom? Tell them to stop!” 
 Sylvia had fingers on her head as if concentrating. “It’s not Melded. Our frigate remains docked. It’s the One. It’s heading here and signaling the shuttle. It’s dangerous, Carmen. If you’ve ever trusted me about anything, it needs to be this. That creature will do whatever it has to to get what it wants. The only reason it’s here is its ship’s main reactor is out.” 
 “I am…speaking with designate the One,” She Who Waits stammered. “The One asks that we detach from the Framework and dock with them.” 
 “Why?” Carmen asked. 
 “Because the One agrees with the assessment that the station is in danger. And it doesn’t trust designate Melded and insists on joining us in our journey to Earth to reacquire the harvester.” 
 Sylvia Vincent came closer. “No. Tell the One to go back to the Framework. We worked through this already. You’re coming with us. The One will jeopardize our mission. I know Earth and my government. If they see the One, it’s going to unsettle a lot of people. And I heard the One in the council meeting. Refuse the offer.” 
 She Who Waits’ colors took on a stormy hue. 
 “The Melded ship is on high alert,” Sylvia pressed. “We’re going to intervene. We have a cannon which can cut the One’s ship in half before it tries to dock. Tell it to pull back.” 
 Carmen looked at both of them before placing a hand on the translator’s shell. “Don’t let her bully you. It’s your choice. I was scared by the One when I thought it was trying to get at me and Ovo in the elevator. Its chorus of voices was like nothing I’ve ever heard. But it was trying to warn us. There’s more than two options here, She Who Waits. The Melded have the best ship, but they need you to help. And you don’t have to dock with the One for it to come along to Earth, do you?” 
 “What are you suggesting?” She Who Waits asked. 
 She ignored her mom’s scowl. “I’m suggesting you tell the Melded doctor or whoever’s in charge to let the One dock with their frigate. Then we go to my world together.” 
   
   
   






Chapter Twenty

 The shadow felt itself being lifted. By a tool, perhaps? But as it couldn’t hear or see after the assault by the hidden weapon, it could only conclude, feebly probing with one of its arms, that whatever metal implements scooped it up weren’t exposed hands. 
 Human voices were little more than distant murmurs. 
 The humans had it. It tried to recall what else had happened since the ambush. Couldn’t. 
 Whatever held it unceremoniously plopped it into what felt like a tank of glass. The hard, cool surface had no give and no seams. The shadow remained too weak to free itself. 
 Surely the humans would destroy it once they realized what it was. After all, their kind would suffer the fate of all the other starfaring races. And the shadow served those who would author their fate. 
 Its mission? A failure. 
 It had succeeded in following the harvester to Earth. Yet the ship remained accessible to those who might bypass the security features. Surely not the humans. But others would follow. The Melded had proven themselves most durable, an unforeseen hodgepodge of survivors who had transformed themselves physically into a new breed of life forms not only intent on perpetuating their own existence but also willing to fight against those beyond the Wall. 
 As if such resistance were possible. 
 Easier to stop the tide of entropy that would eventually end the universe. 
 But the fact that there were ones who dared take such a stand was an affront. The Melded’s purposeful defiance was something more offensive than the humans or the pathetic remnants of homeless nomads who clung to life near the system’s fourth world. 
 Could it count on its brood to finish them? Surely. But while the shadow breathed, it would serve. And to serve meant escape from the glass container which held it. 
 As its jangled nerves calmed it regained its sight. Light blazed down from above. Blinding, but not debilitating. It could tolerate intense illumination, but it knew the humans were now able to see it better than any other sentient ever had. So what if they learned its makeup? 
 Let them look. Let them probe and prod and waste their time while the true prize of the harvester remained out of their grasp. 
 Unless Jenna Vincent regained consciousness. 
 It tried not to let its agitation grow at the thought. 
 The Earth woman, like her sister, might prove resourceful. Both had piloted the harvester with no guidance or training. Truly, the Cordice invention was a terrible marvel, as it allowed even such backward creatures access to a ship no other survivors could build. 
 The humans, mere shadows themselves under the intense lights, left it alone. 
 It examined every inch of the space that contained it before curling up to rest. 
   
   
 Gauging time proved difficult. From its own observations, there was no variance of light. But the soldiers inside the examination room came and went with regularity.  
 Fourteen shift changes. 
 It rocked from side to side to test if it could move the container. It couldn’t. It resisted the urge to thrash more violently, guessing the humans had poised the sonic weapon to fire again if it made any obvious signs of trying to escape. 
 The doctor spoke. But her words remained meaningless. Was it an interrogation? A plea for understanding, a request for it to convey to its masters that the humans would submit to their fate? 
 It dismissed this last thought. Indulging in such wishes was a waste of time. If its kind allowed for such things, they wouldn’t be able to commit to their course of hunting down the scattered survivors.  
 The soldiers wheeled in more machines. Some beeped periodically. The doctor probed the outside of the container but never opened it. The shadow kept its composure, preparing to jump at the first opportunity. But it didn’t come. 
 The doctor departed. More shifts changed.  
 During the twentieth shift, the shadow felt Barrett approach. The familiar sensation was a warming buzz inside of it. It felt itself get giddy at the thought of contact even as it understood the other humans wouldn’t be foolish enough to let it touch him. Or would they? 
 His voice and that of one guard blended together. The shadow understood enough to know that when humans spoke over each other, it meant they were in disagreement. A strange way of communicating. But then Barrett got closer still and put his hand to the glass. 
 “You’re alive, you son of a bitch.” 
 The shadow sensed the hostility and wanted more. It punched the barrier where Barrett’s hand rested. Caused him to flinch, but Barrett’s hand returned. The shadow tried to understand the flurry of thoughts and emotions it could readily feel roiling within the man’s mind. 
 “Got them fooled,” he said. “They think you’re just a lost alien who caught the wrong ride. But I see you for what you are. You looked into my soul. But I saw yours. I know what you want. I know what you do, what your brood does.” 
 The dark feelings inside him grew bitter. The shadow caressed the black mood like a texture. 
 “You had your minute,” a guard beyond the light said. “Now get out of here before Dr. Leavitt comes back and we all get in trouble.” 
 “Don’t you get it, Private? We’re already in trouble. This monster wants to kill you, me, and everyone else that lives here or anyplace else in the galaxy. It’s all it knows. It can’t talk, won’t bargain, and sees us as an infection with no reason to exist. I say we fill this tank with diesel and burn it.” 
 “Agent Barrett…” 
 “Or we hit that switch and use that sonic blaster to finish it once and for—” 
 The shadow jumped, putting all its force into the glass. Barrett leaped back, shouting. The soldier shouted too. A piercing whistle stung its ears. More soldiers in hazard suits entered. 
 Bouncing from one side of the tank to the other, the shadow thrashed, but the thick walls of the container held firm. It pressed upward, trying to dislodge the clear lid. Then a soldier hit a switch. 
 The lights went dark as the machine pulverized the shadow into oblivion. 
   
   
   
   
   






Chapter Twenty-One

 Twin red translation lights throbbed heart-like above the altar at the front of the shuttle. She Who Waits hadn’t spoken for over ten minutes. 
 Carmen was out of the loop with whatever negotiations were going on. 
 Her mom appeared to no longer be part of it either. She was inspecting the crash couch. “This is what she made for you? Carmen, surviving space travel isn’t a one-size-fits-all affair. You could suffer actual harm if you’re not protected. Come over to our ship. You’ll be more comfortable and safer.” 
 “I’m staying here. She Who Waits can make you a bed if you’re staying. That’s what you wanted, isn’t it? So we can visit?” 
 “I don’t deserve that tone. This isn’t a game. We’ll be close enough to Earth soon and able to talk to Jenna. Then you’re going to have to make a choice which will change both your lives, and my grandsons’.” 
 “At least you’re remembering them now.” 
 Sylvia ignored the jab. “I can’t just watch you go back home to wait for the enemy to return.” 
 “And what are the other options? Go with you into space and fight against someone no one seems to have ever seen? Get real, Mom. I mean it. NASA would scrub a mission if there was even a small percentage of failure in their projections. And you want to take your family along for the ride?” 
 “It’s a little more complicated than that. There are other options for us to stay together.” 
 Carmen rubbed her arms with her hands. Had the shuttle gotten colder? “Do any of them not involve the Melded using force to get what they want? The Cordice aren’t giving up their ship so you can take them and their simulation wherever you decide to go. And I still haven’t heard of anyone else on the Framework who thinks fighting is a good idea. The Primary Executive was ready to leave once he got hold of the harvester. There’s got to be other ideas of what to do.” 
 “There are. Like I told you, while inside the sim I studied everything I could about the survivors and their ordeals. Running and hiding both mean waiting for what has become the inevitable. You could know all this too if you took the time to go into the sim. See it for yourself. Listen to everyone’s history. The enemy isn’t a bogeyman. They’ve ended countless worlds, genocide after genocide, with no warning and no mercy.” 
 “I get it. It’s hopeless. Earth is doomed. So why even bother?” 
 Sylvia sat down on the edge of the couch. “Because we don’t give up.” 
 “Which ‘we’ are you talking about?” Carmen asked. 
 Her mom beckoned for Carmen to join her. When she hesitated, Sylvia said, “I won’t bite, honey.” 
 Carmen sat next to her. If Sylvia Vincent was there to infect her with a cyber-virus or convert her into a Melded zombie, she would have done it by now. When her mom put an arm around her, Carmen felt her eyes sting. She rested her head against her mother’s shoulder. 
 Was it so wrong to want to bring her mom home so they all could be together with Jenna and the boys and have a quiet week, month, or year and let whatever was going to happen, happen? But she couldn’t ask for that. Knew it wasn’t the answer. She felt it burning in her gut, the not wanting to face facts. For the moment, she was Earth’s representative. 
 None of this should have fallen on her shoulders. 
 “We need to know if Jenna’s okay,” Carmen managed. 
 Her mom kissed her head. “I want to know that too.” 
 “There’s one more thing I want to ask. Will you talk to the Cordice in their sim? Hear them out about what you left behind?” 
 “Communication is down and we’re leaving.” 
 “If She Who Waits can make contact, will you?” 
 “Why?” Sylvia asked. 
 “I want you to hear it from them that they can make you whole.” 
 “Carmen, dear, you already asked that. I understand what happened to me. When we come back, we can see them together. If something needs to be fixed, then I’ll go to them. But not right now. Is that good enough?” 
 They sat together for a while in silence. A screen appeared next to She Who Waits. It showed the shuttle and the Framework in glowing lines, along with a third vessel coming closer. At first glance it looked like a cluster of elongated grapes with a variety of incongruous components at its front and rear. Pulses of lightning erupted from a bulbous section behind the ship’s main body. It dwarfed the shuttle. 
 “That’s the One,” Sylvia said. 
 Carmen tried to make sense of the approaching ship. “Is every spaceship so ugly?” 
 The colors within She Who Waits faded to a soft gray. “Designate Melded and designate the One are waiting for us.” 
 The Melded frigate had likewise detached from the Framework and floated just beyond the One’s larger craft. If they had weapons pointed at them or each other, Carmen couldn’t tell. Supposedly the Melded had no more missiles. But she remained skeptical of the claim. 
 A second couch unfolded from the wall like origami taking shape and worked by unseen hands. This couch was less cushioned and simpler than Carmen’s. 
 “Is that going to be enough?” Carmen asked. 
 “Designate Melded do not require the same comforts to protect their bodies. You will both want to prepare yourself for maneuvers.” 
 Carmen didn’t want to press the issue as her mother went to the couch. At what point did a human become a Melded? Her mother eased herself into a reclined position. Carmen went to her own couch but didn’t lie down. 
 “Thank you for taking us,” she said to She Who Waits. “Is there anything I can do to help?” 
 “I will dock with the Melded and then it will be they who take us to your world.” 
 “And you’re still trying to contact Earth? Will anyone else hear the reply?” 
 She Who Waits twinkled briefly. “Once I relay it, yes.” 
 Her mom didn’t seem to be paying attention. But there would be no hiding Carmen’s request. “When you hear something, let me know first. Then we can talk about who else gets to be included before we start a dialogue.” 
 She Who Waits made no reply, instead gliding off through the door towards the front of the shuttle. The shuttle lurched and they were free floating. Carmen hurried to get comfortable. They began moving and turning, and all sense of up and down went by the wayside. 

Her mother let out a laugh. “Carmen, I’m glad it was you who came to find me.” 
 Carmen resisted the urge to shut her eyes as she thought it would increase her chance of throwing up. “Why’s that?” 
 “Because anyone else would have given in or given up.” 
 With her hands gripping the inside of the couch, Carmen tried to ignore the comment. But she wondered what would have happened if she had been the one who lost her leg and her sister had come to rescue their mother. Or what if Agent Barrett had been there at that moment? 
 No, she decided, she wasn’t the right woman for the job. They could replace her with anyone with a shred of training. Humanity needed a diplomat, a scientist, a xenobiologist, another astronaut, maybe even a psychologist. 
 Anyone but her. 






Chapter Twenty-Two

 They were pulling hard g’s. The display showed that both their shuttle and the One’s ship had successfully docked with the Melded frigate. Carmen felt her neck muscles ache from craning her head to peer out of the couch to look. 
 From that moment forward, she would have to remain fully reclined. The pressure on every inch of her body kept building and building. She tried to focus on the fact that she was going home. That there might be someone she could hand the situation off to. As the squeezing sensation felt like it was going to make her eyes go squish and keep her from ever taking a normal breath again, she stopped thinking of anything except enduring the trip. She hoped she could sleep and wake and have it all be over. But the moments dragged as a dull ache grew in her joints. 
 As advertised, the Melded had a fast ship. And she imagined the worm prompting their pilot to pour it on, damn the torpedoes, and let that be a lesson to the troublesome human in the translator shuttle. If she suffered a stroke, or turned to jelly, too bad. 
 The world faded… 
 Motion in the periphery of her vision. She couldn’t move to look. Blotches filled her eyes as the g pressure built even more, and it felt as if an invisible pillow was being pressed against her face. Yet something was moving. A shadow. The thing from the elevator that had almost killed Ovo. Here. Impossible. 
 She tried to take in enough breath to call out a warning. Could barely whimper. The shape moved closer. 
 Not a shadow. It took her eyes a moment to see the figure clearly. Her mother appeared over her. But how? Carmen tried to raise a hand. Too heavy. But there she was, her eyes full of concern, the dark alien lines on her face deepened, her lips newly black as she leaned in. 
 Carmen attempted to speak. “Wh-wh-wh?” 
 “I could have made this easy for you, honey, but you said you didn’t want it. We burned hard early, and I heard you having trouble breathing. It will only be another hour and it will ease.” 
 Her mother left her field of vision. Carmen gave up trying to speak so she could focus on breathing. She didn’t want to pass out again, but even as the thought crossed her mind, she drifted. 
   
   
 She couldn’t tell if she had been out a minute or hours. She licked salt from her lips. Felt as if she had been someone’s punching bag. The soft aches were everywhere. 
 Her mother appeared with a cup of water. “Drink.” 
 Carmen swallowed it all down. “How were you able to move around so easily while we were accelerating?” 
 “It’s still difficult. But I can move because of the Melded conditioning. Think of it as giving my muscles and heart a tune-up with high g in mind. The bots help my eyes so I can still see and my brain so I can think. And the nanobots stay on the lookout for anything that might weaken.” 
 Carmen sat up. “And what if you decide you don’t want to be one of them anymore?” 
 “There’s nothing nefarious about what they did. My choice to work alongside them has zero to do with how they’ve helped me. There’s no strings attached if that’s what you’re asking. If I want to go home, then this is my ride back. But you know I can’t stay on Earth.” 
 “And this is what you want for me…for them to make me into one of them.” 
 Her mom clenched her jaw. “If you want to leave with us, then it’s one choice. The other is the simulation. I’m not the cause of this situation. It’s hard. Our house is on fire and it’s either jump through a window or get burned.” 
 “I’m going to check on She Who Waits.” 
 The display of the Melded frigate with its two attached vessels continued to hover. But none of the adjoining data streams meant anything to Carmen. She shuffled past the altar but saw no way to open the door to the front of the shuttle. The short walk exhausted her. She took a moment to catch her breath before softly slapping at the door. 
 Her mom followed her over. Smirked as she touched the altar and a red light appeared. Carmen placed a hand on the altar but didn’t feel a button. 
 “The Melded have an app which interfaces with many of the other races’ tech,” Sylvia said. “It helps with virtual controls like that one.” 
 “I see. Are those still your eyes?” 
 “Yes. But they have an overlay which allows for augmented reality. They’ve also been bolstered to not deform or lose circulation during maneuvers. I’ve opened a channel. She should be able to hear you.” 
 “Can you give me some privacy?” 
 Her mom returned to her couch. Hardly out of hearing distance, even without the possibility that her ears had been likewise augmented and supercharged. 
 “Are you there?” Carmen asked in a soft tone. “I want to know if you’ve heard from Earth.” 
 The red light pulsed. She Who Waits’ reply felt loud. “I have not. But the Melded have begun their own transmissions. They are not sharing their communication channel with me.” 
 “Why not? Did you ask them?” 
 After a minute, her reply was as calm as ever. “They are considering my request.” 
 Carmen bit her lip. “That wasn’t the deal. They’re supposed to be our ride, nothing else. How will we even know what they’re saying? Does the One know?” 
 “I can contact him.” 
 “Okay, wait. How long do we have before we make it home?” 
 “Sixteen hours. To preserve your health, I recommend you return to the couch.” 
 There was time. They could figure out what the Melded were saying to Earth later. Carmen felt a cautious optimism that the One would also want to know. But Carmen had her mother with her, and this might be her only opportunity to convince her she wasn’t well. 
 “Is there any chance they’re blocking your communications?” she asked. 
 “They might jam a radio transmission, but I also have a laser as part of my communication suite. I detect no interference.” 
 “Then open a channel with the Framework.” 
 Minutes passed. Then She Who Waits said, “The communications for the station remain down.” 
 “Then don’t talk to the station. Can you target just a single ship? It’s the Cordice I want to reach.”  
 A second light appeared. As Carmen waited, she felt her strength ebb. She leaned on the wall next to the altar. Guessed there would be a delay if they had crossed any measurable distance. Her mom had propped herself up on her elbows and was watching. 
 When the Cordice spoke, Carmen didn’t recognize the voice. It wasn’t the engineer or the historian. 
 The voice sounded distant and tranquil, as if the speaker had taken a sleeping pill or two. “Been trying to contact you. Communications remain disrupted throughout the Framework.” 
 “Who is this?” Carmen asked. 
 When no immediate reply came, she cursed herself for forgetting the time lag and not asking something more important. 
 “I am the operator subroutine for the Cordice home ship. None of the council members are free to speak with you, Carmen Vincent. There has been a new emergency on the home ship. We have lost one of our reactors to an unknown event. We have had to power down the simulation and back up all stored data.” 
 Carmen tried to process the news. “What does that mean, back up the data? Is everyone okay? What needs to happen to fix you? Can you reach anyone else on the Framework?” 
 As Carmen waited for a reply, she leaned in over the altar. “She Who Waits…see if you can open up a channel with anyone else. Contact each ship.” 
 “I will try,” the translator said. “Many do not possess receivers independent of the Framework. Designate Cordice and designate Melded are among the few with fully functioning ships.” 
 “I get it. Send the message. Let everyone know what’s happened to the Cordice.” 
 Sylvia had gotten back up. “Whatever intruder is on the Framework might be on board the Cordice home ship.” 
 “What do you know about the intruder that you’re not telling me?” 
 “Nothing. It’s all been speculation among our scientists. Perhaps a mutation of one of the Framework residents, an automated system which has gone rogue like the caretaker aboard the Cordice home ship which attacked you, perhaps a prey animal.” 
 “You think someone’s pet is causing these problems?” 
 “I didn’t say pet. At least two of the races have other creatures they feed on. But none we know possess intelligence enough to sabotage ship functions. Accidentally, maybe, but the Framework power supplies were disrupted a few times when the survivors came together. An automated mining factory was destroyed, and now the communication network.” 
 “Isn’t there someone who can check everyone’s ship?” 
 Her mom smiled patiently. “There’s no police force on the Framework. Not many are willing to let other races on board their vessel. Call it paranoid or prudent. After decades or centuries of running, everyone is extra cautious with their spaceships.” 
 “Except for the fact that there’s an infestation of mysterious shadow monsters that might be breaking things. Tell me the Melded aren’t doing this.” 
 “They’re not.” 
 “And are they listening now?” Carmen asked. “Have you told them what’s happening?” 
 “Yes. We need all the facts. If the Cordice home ship and anyone else allowed something onto their vessels, it only makes our recovery of the harvester more urgent.” 
 “We need to go back.” 
 “That’s not possible. We’re halfway to Earth already.” 
 “Don’t you get it? Half of you is still inside their simulation. I wanted to have you talk to yourself so you can see that there’s something wrong with you. The only way for you to be made whole is if we can bring you to the Cordice so they can fix it.” 
 “Oh, honey. I know this is hard for you to accept. I know I’ve lost memories. It’s nothing that can’t be repaired later. But it’s not urgent enough to risk everything else. Once we retrieve the harvester, we can talk about what you want to do next. The Melded will return to the Framework and figure out the problem. I want you and Jenna and the boys to come back with us.” 
 Carmen couldn’t shake the thought that her mom was holding something back. “Why can’t we hear Earth’s reply to our messages?” 
 “Because it’s not important. While you’ve certainly become a part of the events of the Framework, it’s time you let those who are responsible to do their share.” 
 “You’re telling me to butt out after everything that’s happened?” 
 Her mother’s tone took an edge. “The time for tantrums is over. Our actions will decide the fate of the Framework survivors and whether they get to see future generations live. So stop acting foolish. The Melded are doing what they have to for everyone’s good.” 
 “What does that mean exactly? What are the Melded doing, Mom? Cutting everyone’s communications? Sabotaging the Cordice?” 
 “Patience, Car. This isn’t a fight. We’re all on the same side. Now let’s get some rest—” 
 Sylvia tried to put a placating hand on Carmen. 
 Carmen flinched. “Don’t. You’ve been lying to me and She Who Waits and everyone on the Framework who trusted the Melded. Maybe it doesn’t matter if this is really you or not. But if you’re in there somewhere, remember that you raised me to be better than a liar or a thief. You’re making choices for everyone on Earth, but no one gave you that authority.” 
 Sylvia retreated to her couch. “You’ll want to lie down soon.” 
 Carmen felt herself trembling. Her mom wasn’t even pretending the Melded weren’t behind the communication malfunction on the Framework. She needed to talk to She Who Waits and the One before the Melded made it to Earth and caused more problems. 
 When the translator light twitched, she realized she had almost forgotten she was waiting for a reply from the Cordice. 
 “Attention She Who Waits and Carmen Vincent,” the Cordice operator said. “I’m authorized to confirm that we have successfully archived the simulation until we restore the reactor. With the caretaker remaining offline, our current automation is hampered. If the harvester is returned, the repair will accelerate and we will require no aid.” 
 Carmen waited for more, but the message ended. “Hear that, Mom? Can you relay that to your new friends? Do the worm and the rest of the Melded see that if they grab the harvester they’re not just leaving the Cordice behind, they’re killing them? You say their simulation is the alternative. But their ship is broken and they need help. Do you even care?” 
 Her mom had reclined and had her eyes closed. Was she even listening? 
 The air within the shuttle felt stuffy. If her mom couldn’t be bothered to comment, surely She Who Waits was paying attention. 
 “What do we do?” Carmen asked. 
 “There remains much we don’t know. While my communications remain compromised, I have been able to listen to designate Melded.” 
 “How?” 
 “While radio remains cut off and I cannot intercept their laser signals, I have been able to analyze the vibrations beyond our adjoining airlock. I have isolated most of their crew along with the message received from Earth.” 
 Carmen whispered, “You’re eavesdropping?” 
 “Yes. Designate former Primary Executive is currently upset.” 
 “Some things don’t change. What’s going on?” 
 “Earth’s reply. They haven’t responded to any inquiries from the Melded. And their message is succinct: ‘Greetings and peace to our incoming visitors. Please land at the indicated coordinates.’ I have a visual of a geographic grid.” 
 The display showed a map of the globe that centered on North America. As the view zoomed in on the western half of the United States, it descended into Nevada to a single blinking point. 
 “That’s not Garden Village,” Carmen said. “We’re supposed to be going to where I left the sphere.” 
 “My geographic data files report that this site is called Homey Airport. It is part of designate Nevada Test and Training Range A, and is commonly referred to as Area 51.” 






Chapter Twenty-Three

 Carmen had heard of Area 51. Wasn’t it an air force base in Nevada where they tested secret aircraft and where supposedly they took captured aliens and any crashed ships? Had the army or Men in Black already moved the harvester sphere? And what about Jenna? 
 It was all pointless speculation until she could talk to someone on the ground. And as long as their shuttle remained muted, that wouldn’t be possible. Mom and the worm weren’t sharing what they were planning, but Carmen guessed it wouldn’t be good for human-alien relations. If they swooped in to steal the sphere with guns blazing, it would mean the Melded were intent on burning down any possible allegiance with Earth to get what they wanted. 
 Her stomach ached. “Hello to the Cordice operator. What is the status of Sylvia Vincent within your sim? What does it mean that you’ve archived the simulation? Can she be allowed to speak?” 
 Carmen tried to imagine the amount of data that went into their artificial universe and how much memory each individual Cordice might take up. Was their archive a low-power mode or was it some form of backup? She had the grim image of flash drives or cloud storage and realized she had no point of reference for the amount of information the Cordice were handling. And their computers were failing. 
 She chewed her thumb as she thought. “She Who Waits? We can send and receive the Cordice transmissions, can’t we? Is there any reason we can’t use them to talk to the One?” 
 “I can bounce a signal if designate Cordice operator allows it. It will double the time delay.” 
 “Do it. Tell the One what’s happening. Let it know the Melded are blocking our communication.” 
 Again she looked at her mother, but Sylvia Vincent hadn’t stirred. With nothing but the red lights shining above the altar, she had no way of knowing how long it was taking. She began curling a strand of hair around a finger, nibbled on a jagged corner of thumbnail, stood, and paced. 
 Her feet felt as if they were swelling. At first she thought it was her imagination, but every move grew harder. Her limbs had become heavy. 
 “Answer, answer, answer,” she whispered. 
 How many minutes had it been? She had lost track. The fuzz in her brain had only worsened. 
 She Who Waits spoke crisply through one of the red lights. “The Melded have signaled us they will begin performing maneuvers for our eventual deceleration. You will want to return to the couch.” 
 “Did bouncing the message work? Any reply from the One?” 
 “Negative.” 
 The shuttle lurched. She grabbed a wall as the vessel began to turn. While she wanted to stay close to the altar, she knew it was time to return to the couch. It felt as if the shuttle was moving end over end. A sudden stab of reverse g’s almost made her fly across the hold, but she gripped the couch and climbed inside and hung on for dear life. 
 She strained her ears. A thrum of vibrations rolled through the vessel. A distant pulsing cadence built up in her ears, as if the surrounding air was being squeezed. She felt herself fading. She fought it as long as she could but finally succumbed to darkness. 
   
   
 When she came to, she had crust on her eyes. She tentatively raised her head. If the Melded had made the turn for a deceleration burn, the worst must have been over, as the pull to the shuttle floor felt approximately normal. 
 Both red lights remained above the altar. 
 Her mother emerged from the airlock. She carried a plastic case in both hands. The bug doctor—the primary executive pro tem, she corrected herself—trailed after her. 
 Carmen rose and would have stood, but a wave of dizziness struck her. 
 Her mom rushed over. “Easy, honey. We just finished a hard few hours. Lie back down.” 
 The doctor skittered up next to Sylvia. He consulted a device on his arm before producing what might have been a thermometer or voltage meter and reaching for Carmen. 
 She kicked at him. The bug sprang back, clicked his mandibles, and cocked his head back and forth a few times as if looking between her and her mom. 
 She kept her foot poised and ready to punt. “Keep him away from me.” 
 Her mom relieved the doctor of the probe and examined it. “He was just going to check your vitals, that’s all. You’re probably dehydrated. But it’s more important that we check for anything like blood clots or other abnormalities. Will you let me do this?” 
 “No. Give me some space.” She tried to gain her bearings. “Where’s She Who Waits?” 
 “Still in the front of the shuttle. She hasn’t come out.” 
 Both red lights remained floating on the altar. Had either the Cordice or the One replied to her messages? She Who Waits would know. 
 Carmen got up. “I want you to leave.” 
 The bug retreated behind Sylvia. 
 “Honey, it’s just a medical check. It’s nothing that will hurt you. The doctor and our software can find any problem before it becomes a life-threatening emergency. If he finds anything he’ll let you know.” 
 She searched her mom’s face for any tells that she was lying. “If you want to check on me, send in Ovo.” 
 “He can’t come. He’s recovering from surgery.” 
 “You were operating on him while we were moving?” 
 “The nanobots were. He had damaged components on his implants from whatever attacked him. I can bring you to him if you’d like.” 
 It would mean boarding the Melded ship. Carmen weighed whether her mom was being polite or if they were building up to jumping her. If blocking communications was the first step in the Melded’s attempt to seize the harvester, what else would follow? Carmen realized she could do little to stop them. It was only her relationship with her mother that had gotten her this far. If Sylvia Vincent was nothing more than a Melded puppet, there would be no reason to bother with the pretense. 
 Carmen had believed they needed She Who Waits, but if they had the means to capture the harvester, they might proceed with their plans without her. With Sylvia Vincent on their side, they could talk to Earth. 
 The One remained the variable. The Melded feared him and he was along for the ride, assuming his ship remained docked on the opposite side of the frigate and the Melded hadn’t dislodged it. 
 Had he received the message? 
 “I need time to think,” Carmen said. “Please go.” 
 Sylvia glanced at the doctor. Without a word, he headed for the airlock. “I’ll check back soon. I don’t want to alarm you, but getting checked out is important. You’re not built for this kind of travel and we’re going to do another burn soon.” 
 The airlock door slid silently closed. 
 Carmen was once again alone. Her hoodie was dry. She pulled it on. 
 “Did you hear any of that?” Carmen asked. 
 When she didn’t get a reply, she went to the door separating the front of the shuttle. “Did the One or the Cordice answer? Hello? She Who Waits, are you still there?” 
 Both red lights on the altar winked out. Carmen waited a moment, but when nothing happened, she pounded on the door. No answer. Then she started banging as loud as she could. 
 The door slid open. 
 A thick bed of mist rolled about at knee level. It smelled of compost and damp soil and reminded Carmen of hiking the hills of Ross County after a rainstorm. She Who Waits stood at the front of the narrow chamber in the center of a floating ring of smooth metal. But her shell was dark and empty of its sandy atmosphere. 
 Something in the air tingled in her throat and made her sinuses ache. She pulled the front of her hoodie against her mouth and nose. “Are you there?” 
 She waded forward, cutting a path through the fog. Her foot touched something soft. Holding her breath, she crouched down and touched a slimy tentacle. The limb was mushy and cool like a soggy washcloth and it slowly curled around Carmen’s wrist. 
 “What happened to you? How can I help?” 
 The act of speaking caused her to cough. Her eyes stung and she began to tear up. She tried not to inhale as she felt along with her hands until she came to the thicker part of She Who Waits’ body and scooped her up. She was as light as a small child. More tentacles brushed Carmen’s hands and arms. When Carmen had helped her after the worm’s bomb destroyed her shell, She Who Waits had been a sickly pale, but now her color was a rich green. 
 When Carmen carried her to her shell, the tentacles reached for a previously unseen opening. Carmen let go as the alien translator pulled away and climbed into the suit. The suit glowed as the churning sands returned. A storm of diamond patterns erupted but vanished just as quickly. 
 “Can you talk—” Carmen tried to say but began gagging. She shook her head, tried to blink her eyes clear. But the air in the room threatened to overwhelm her. The scratching in her mouth and throat was too much, and she realized she was going to pass out. 
 She made it to the rear hold before she felt safe enough to suck in a lungful of air. Spat a few times. Curls of mist made it to the doorway but dissolved, as if the rear shuttle bay had its own invisible layer of air preventing the other atmosphere from intruding. 
 She Who Waits emerged, appearing as if everything was normal, as normal as could be for a ceiling-high pillar of glass piloted by a tentacled alien who lived in a swirling sandstorm. 
 “I did not require aid, designate Carmen Vincent. You should not have risked yourself entering the forward compartment without a suit helmet.” 
 Carmen let out a series of dry hacks. “You were gone for hours.” 
 “Yes. You asked for me to communicate both with the Cordice and with the One. I did both. The Cordice operator’s reply was only repeating what it said during its second communication. But then your suggestion of using their com system as a relay bore fruit. I spoke with designate the One.” 
 “And?” 
 “The conversation proved overwhelming. I had to disconnect myself to recover. After I shared your suspicion with the One it was like I opened a conversation with a hundred minds all screaming in more tongues than I could bear. I was unprepared.” 
 “What did the One say?” 
 She Who Waits took a moment as she flashed bands of yellow. “I am still processing which message is the primary one. But my understanding of the One’s tone is certain. It’s furious, and its last message says it is going to tear the Melded’s ship apart.” 






Chapter Twenty-Four

 “Can you call the One again?” Carmen asked. “You have to tell him not to attack the Melded!” 
 She immediately understood what she was asking. Contact with the overbearing alien had caused the translator to suffer a minor breakdown. But what other choice was there? If the One damaged the frigate, they would all be in trouble. Retrieving the harvester and making it to Earth might be out of the question, and their survival could be at stake. 
 “The delay will prove troublesome,” She Who Waits said. “I will attempt to make contact. I am also listening to the Melded. They are agitated and have suffered a breach of the airlock connecting the One’s vessel to theirs. Apparently they attempted to detach the ship.” 
 Carmen went to put her suit on. But even as she pulled her arms into the snug sleeves, Ovo entered their airlock. His green eye peered through the viewing window. 
 “Stay there,” Carmen said. “I’m coming to you. She Who Waits, can you translate for me once I get out the airlock?” 
 “Yes, using your suit. But I need to replicate a new drone for superior mobile translation assistance. It would be easier if designate Ovo came inside my shuttle.” 
 “No. We’re done letting them overhear what we’re doing.” 
 A faint boom reverberated through the hull like the echo of distant thunder. If the One was indeed assaulting the Melded, it meant their frigate wouldn’t last long. 
 Carmen stepped through the hatch and joined Ovo. Once the airlock sealed, the opposite door slid open. A red light popped up next to her. 
 “Let me guess,” Carmen said, “My mom sent you and you’re being attacked by an angry blob with a hundred mouths and very large teeth.” 
 Ovo’s fur was flat. “It’s not funny. It means to destroy our ship.” 
 “I heard. That must be it now.” 
 With the double hatchway to the Melded ship open, the sounds of carnage carried. Rending metal. Screams. The fup-fup-fup of the Melded firearms. And above it all, the mad chorus of shouting that was the One venting its rage. If the Melded defenses were doing anything to prevent the One’s intrusion, Carmen couldn’t tell. 
 “The former Primary…” Ovo stammered. “The worm requests you to tell the One to stop his attack.” 
 “Why? Why would I do that? Your people can’t operate on good faith. You’ve blocked our communication, have basically kidnapped us, and now you’re upset that you got caught trying to screw the Framework a second time? Why should I or She Who Waits do anything to help you?” 
 A boom made them both flinch. But Carmen tried to regain her composure and not let her own fear show as she faced Ovo down. 
 He fidgeted. “We will restore communications.” 
 “She Who Waits will be able to talk to Earth? And the One? And anyone else she wants to without having to ask permission?” 
 He appeared pained as he consulted his wrist screen. “I’ve confirmed that communications are no longer jammed. Please relay this information to the One.” 
 “She Who Waits, can you do that?” A second red light appeared. Carmen waited a beat before adding, “You can talk to it again, can’t you?” 
 “I would prefer to simply translate. I have been granted access to designate Melded’s ship intercom.” 
 What had happened to the translator when she had engaged with the One? Was she now afraid? But there wasn’t time. They needed the Melded to be their ride. 
 “Hello, the One. This is Carmen Vincent. I’m on board She Who Waits’ shuttle. We once again have access to communications. The Melded have disabled their jamming device. Can you hear me?” 
 The cacophony of shouts from inside the vessel went quiet. 
 “This is Carmen Vincent—” 
 “We heard you,” a rich, deep voice said. “There is no need for repetition.” 
 There followed the echoing whispers of other voices at the edges of Carmen’s hearing. It was as if they were speaking to her from just outside the airlock. She tried to ignore the sounds but they made her shiver. 
 “You’ll stop fighting them?” she asked. “We need them and their ship to make it to Earth and get us the harvester.” 
 “It would be simpler to destroy all the Melded to prevent further acts of treachery.” 
 Ovo visibly shrank. 
 “They’re not all bad,” Carmen said. “And while I’m not part of the Framework council, I understand it’s a group decision to enact any kind of punishment.” 
 “You are correct; you are not part of the council. I will withdraw to my ship. But this is the last time the Melded will be permitted to risk our life.” 
 “I think they got the message. But we need to talk about what happened outside your ship. The intruder—” 
 The second red light winked out. Had the One ended their conversation? Then the other red light vanished. 
 Ovo let loose with a series of croaks which didn’t translate. He fussed with his device, no doubt trying to communicate, but Carmen wasn’t waiting on him. She shut the airlock door with Ovo still inside with her and waited impatiently as the door to the shuttle opened. 
 “Where are you?” she cried as she ran into the cargo bay. 
 She Who Waits stood beside the altar. Her sands had gone all black. 
 Carmen rushed to her side. Touched her shell. “What happened? Are you okay?” 
 The dark currents within the translator’s suit eddied about like tar. 
 “Open up. Let me get you out of there. Let me help.” 
 Ovo had come up behind her. “She is sick,” his makeshift translation voice said. 
 “Yeah, I know. It’s something about talking to the One.” 
 “I have summoned our doctor.” 
 Carmen almost vetoed the idea. After what had just transpired, did she want the Melded back inside the shuttle? With Ovo present, they surely already knew what had happened to She Who Waits. And Carmen couldn’t help but wonder if this was some new act of aggression on the Melded’s part. 
 She pressed along the sides of the suit, unable to detect a seam or latch or door. When she pushed, she couldn’t move the Dragoman. It was as if She Who Waits were rooted in place. 
 Her mother entered the shuttle a minute later with the doctor scurrying behind her. The doctor wasted no time in clambering over the altar and dropping next to She Who Waits. Out came the floating displays. The doctor probed and inspected the shell, but either couldn’t or didn’t want to breach it. 
 A series of clicks from the little bug did nothing for Carmen’s confidence. 
 “Does he know what he’s doing?” 
 “He has access to all of our archives, which are extensive,” Sylvia said. “But the Dragomen have never been ones to share much about themselves.” 
 “I take it there are no Dragomen Melded.” 
 Her mother paced. She was giving Carmen a hard look. “You could have cost us our ship with your stunt.” 
 “You can’t put any of this on me. Why couldn’t your new friends just leave things be the way the council planned it?” 
 “Because the One is unstable. It was content to be isolated when survivors first built the Framework. I was surprised it behaved so well during the council meeting. But it’s never stopped trying to subvert the other survivors.” 
 “Sounds familiar.” 
 “Look, I understand you’re upset, honey. You don’t know the ins and outs of what’s happening here. Keeping you from striking a deal with our government was a matter of prudence. You sometimes react without thinking things through. The One has lured individuals to its ship, never to be seen again.” 
 “Does anyone believe your scary stories?” 
 “They’re not stories. The One just killed two of our crew. This isn’t a joke. We had to keep a radio block up to prevent it from infiltrating our internal communication matrix. If you don’t believe me, look at She Who Waits. Her people are sensitive. I don’t quite understand it, but they can be overwhelmed by certain types of brainwaves. That’s what the Melded are protecting themselves from.” 
 “Are you talking about psychic activity?” 
 Her mom laughed. “Nothing silly like that. Some of what the Melded know about the Dragomen is speculative. The Cordice know about as much. But part of the Dragoman toolbox includes matching their own neural wave patterns with those they are communicating with. Not everyone manipulates sound like we do. Translating for us is child’s play compared to what She Who Waits has to do with the One.” 
 “Will she recover?” 
 The doctor chittered as if he had been listening. But it appeared as if he was addressing Ovo, who picked up a bug-sized tool and held it against the surface of the shell as the doctor continued to probe. 
 “I don’t know,” Sylvia said. “Let’s hope so for our sake in case we need to talk to the Russians, the Chinese, or Japan.” 
 A gnawing worry twisted inside Carmen’s stomach. Was this her fault? She had seen what had happened to She Who Waits after the initial communication with the One, yet had asked her to speak with it again. And now the translator had succumbed to what? A seizure? A mental affliction caused by trying to think like that monstrosity? 
 She Who Waits had made clear she was but an apprentice. And now Carmen might have lost her. 
 Carmen didn’t hear the airlock open. She felt a surge of adrenaline as the Melded former Primary entered. The worm had to duck as it squeezed into the shuttle bay. 
 “What’s it doing here?” 
 When the worm blurped, her mom did the talking. “We’re about to begin our last set of maneuvers. But before that happens, the former Primary Executive wants you to know about the One and what its people did that triggered the Big Wipe.” 






Chapter Twenty-Five 

 The worm exhaled puffs of reeking vapor when it spoke. Even if unintended, the alien’s boisterous tone struck Carmen’s ears as overbearing and disdainful. 
 Her mom translated. “We’re about to approach Earth and you need to understand the situation.” 
 “Then please explain,” Carmen said. 
 “The former Primary wishes that the stars will guide your thinking and grant you wisdom. It’s a customary statement, not intended to imply a belief in a higher power.” 
 “Get on with it, Mom.” 
 The worm went on for about a minute before it finished. 
 Sylvia took a moment to compose herself. “The One isn’t just a danger to us and our crew. Their kind’s ships have always been groundbreaking. But their tech has never been known for being safe. It was one of their star chasers, essentially a freighter faster than anything anyone on the Framework possesses, which exploded and took out most of the survivor fleet. Two more of their ships were navigating past Earth when they likewise went up. The only reason the Melded consented to join the Framework was that the One’s current vessel doesn’t possess one of their antimatter drives and is little more than a runabout, never mind its size.” 
 “You’re saying the One’s this big enemy?” 
 Her mom didn’t wait for the worm to answer. “No. The enemy is real. But the One is dangerous and is willing to risk everyone’s lives to rebuild one of their ships so it can flee.” 
 “What happened with those ships?” 
 The worm churned out a long answer. It and Sylvia had a momentary nonverbal exchange before she explained. 
 “We don’t know exactly. Either a chain reaction or some guidance system caused a critical error. They had four ships. They all exploded. Unfortunately, anyone in range who might have recorded the event didn’t survive. Those who did were either lucky enough to be behind a planet like Mars or far enough away that they only suffered the partial effect of the explosions. And by explosion, I’m talking about an event which affected our entire world.” 
 “Why is the worm explaining this to me?” 
 “Because I asked him to,” Sylvia said without missing a beat. “We weren’t kidnapping you or She Who Waits. We’re going to bring the harvester back to the Framework like we said. But now you know why we’re afraid of what will happen if we delay our departure. Because the Framework, by mutual accord, will distribute its resources to everyone. The Melded are concerned about the delay. Our adversary will find us if we stick around. And we can’t wait for the One or anyone else to waste our chance at bringing the fight to the enemy.” 
 Carmen took a moment to process what her mother was saying. Was about to bite her thumbnail but stopped herself. 
 “Is there really an enemy out there?” 
 “You saw the Cordice’s replay of what happened on their world.” 
 “Yeah, more than once. But do they know the survivors are here?” 
 Sylvia and the worm had another exchange, which only appeared to make the former Primary angry. 
 “It can’t be said with certainty,” Sylvia said. “But when they show up, worlds end. They’ve followed countless survivors across our galaxy. No one gets to linger like what we’re doing now. The Melded possess data models on the time it takes for the enemy to appear in a system before they find any trace of a starfaring race’s passage. Even as they dismantle any remaining technology, they keep hunting. Which means if anyone left a navigation beacon or signal relay or a remote ship factory like the Cordice visited before making this rendezvous, it’s part of a trail which the enemy will follow.” 
 Carmen gave in and nibbled at a cuticle. “So this is your hard sell.” 
 “Carmen…” 
 “We’re going to Earth with this news. They’ll listen to you. At least get this out there.” 
 “You heard what Earth wants us to do, didn’t you?” Sylvia asked. “They want us to land in the desert. That won’t be fast. There’s no time for a face-to-face.” 
 “Then get on the radio and start talking.” 
 Carmen returned her attention to the doctor as he continued to inspect She Who Waits. He hadn’t breached her shell. Her colors remained a soupy black.  
 The worm chuffed before heading back to the airlock. The doctor packed his equipment and hurried to follow. Ovo tapped on his device as if recording some last detail from the doctor’s examination of the translator. 
 “Time to get ready for the last leg of our flight,” Sylvia said. “I can stay with you.” 
 Carmen stooped to inspect She Who Waits to see what had been done to her. “I’d prefer you didn’t. I want to be alone with her.” 
 “You’ll be more comfortable with us in one of our beds.” 
 “I’ll be fine.” 
 Her mother left her. Ovo lingered as if distracted and bumped into Carmen. He slipped something into her hand. It felt metallic, about the size of a credit card. He joined Sylvia in the airlock, leaving Carmen alone with the disabled Dragoman. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 The hard burn was anything but easy. Carmen second-guessed her decision to stay aboard the shuttle with every passing moment as the pressure on her body doubled and redoubled. She couldn’t stop her shoulder from spasming. A twitch formed on her lips. 
 She didn’t dare move to see if She Who Waits was okay. Could only hope and pray. 
 She dozed but it wasn’t restful. She dreamed she was sleeping while being pinned down by an ocean of invisible iron plates. 
 The gadget Ovo had handed her didn’t have any controls she could find. The card was matte tan and smooth but for one rough corner, and lighter than a strip of aluminum. She kept it by her leg. 
 Because of the g’s her face couldn’t register her surprise when Ovo spoke from the card. “Can you hear me?” 
 It proved difficult to make vowel sounds. “Ngg. Gnng. Mmm here,” she said through her clenched jaw. 
 Ovo’s tone was irritatingly cheerful, as if their maneuvers were causing him no issues. “I can share with you what I’m seeing on our visual sensors. We’re approaching your world. We can see the harvester.” 
 A floating image winked into place above her. Earth was bright and blue and the sight of it stirred an unexpected yearning. She realized she was sick of seeing the interior of the shuttle, sick of space, and wanted nothing more than to set foot on solid ground and drink in the sun and the sky. 
 A series of orange lines traced the paths of several nearly invisible objects. A chain of spheres was strung out from the haze and blur of the atmosphere and stretched into the blackness of space. The highest of the harvester sections caught the glint of sunlight. The last portion of the Cordice ship was many times larger than the other spheres. This was the section that housed the power plant. 
 What she lacked was a point of reference. How far away were they? She reminded herself she’d find out soon enough. She drank in the sight of her homeworld and let herself believe her journey might be almost over. 
 She realized she could breathe normally. Ever so gradually, the strain on her body had finally eased. With a last look at the image of Earth, she propped herself up. While groggy, she felt steady enough to sit. 
 She Who Waits remained in her place. Nothing had changed. 
 Carmen considered the card Ovo had given her. Felt bitter at the grim thought that the worm and the rest of the Melded were probably spying on her, never mind the pretense of Ovo slipping her their equivalent of a mobile phone. She put it in a back pocket. 
 “I shouldn’t have made you talk to the One. You were trying to tell me how hard it was. I didn’t listen.” 
 There was no way to know If She Who Waits was conscious inside her shell or able to hear her. 
 The display kept floating and followed Carmen as she adjusted her suit and pulled up the helmet. It felt bulky as she was wearing it on top of the emergency suit her mother had provided, but after repeated encounters with hostile atmospheres, it was also comforting. 
 Ovo spoke again from the card. “You can put the device on your arm beneath your clothing. It will adhere to the skin.” 
 “I’ll pass. What else can it do besides let us talk?” 
 He hesitated before answering. “It allows you access to our communication network. I can speak directly with you. But…don’t let anyone else see.” 
 She now wanted to dump the device, as she couldn’t gauge his intent. Did he only want a secret way to communicate? Was this a confidence ploy? But she had to hope the Melded were done with their schemes. And Ovo had gotten into trouble once trying to help her. She’d keep it for the moment. 
 “How far away are we?” 
 “Moments. Thirty minutes. The former Primary wishes to board a section of the harvester to inspect it.” 
 “I’m coming.” 
 Carmen was about to repeat herself when he didn’t reply, but Ovo finally said, “Your mother expected this. She will meet you outside the shuttle and you can go to the harvester together.” 






Chapter Twenty-Six

 Sylvia waited for Carmen and Ovo on the opposite side of the airlock. She wore her own pressure suit, made of dark, thick material with no external attachments. The garment was sleek and streamlined, and her mother moved easily. She had a simple helmet clipped to the back of the suit. Carmen’s own suit felt utilitarian in comparison. 
 “So we’re going for the harvester,” Carmen said. “How does this work?” 
 Her mother gave her a hands-on examination, as if she were about to head off for her first day of grade school. “We inspect it. You’ve spent more time piloting it than I did. If it reset, there may not be a breathable atmosphere. So keep your helmet on. We won’t bring the frigate too close. The Melded have their own small shuttle we can use.” 
 Sylvia led them down a main corridor to a ladder. When Ovo moved to climb, Sylvia stopped him. 
 He looked at her for a moment, then at Carmen. “I am not to join you.” 
 “Why not? Mom, what did you say to him? I want Ovo to come with us.” 
 “The shuttle is small. The former Primary takes up quite a bit of space.” 
 “No. You and I can do this. And I’m not going anywhere with that worm.” 
 “‘That worm’ may be difficult, but the former Primary has the best computer tech the Melded have. There are some things impossible to do remotely. Once we finish our inspection, we’ll see if the harvester can be reassembled or if we’ll need to do it manually and tow it back to the Framework.” 
 Ovo sheepishly stepped back from the ladder. 
 Carmen felt flustered. “Is he in trouble?” 
 Her mom’s smile looked genuine. “The Melded are individuals capable of independent thoughts and actions. That should reassure you about your concerns over my state of mind. Ovo will be fine. He just has a big heart and seems to like you. It’s been a challenging few days for everyone.” 
   
   
 Sylvia wasn’t joking about the size of the shuttle. The worm came from behind them and barged past without a word or grunt. An automated door opened upward just in time as the former Primary slid into the shuttle. 
 Carmen followed her mom, and they both slid into the single compartment, where a pair of chairs appeared as the hatch closed. The worm occupied the rear, where something that looked like an airbag slowly deployed. The shuttle shook as the former primary got comfortable. By the time the worm was finished moving, it looked like it was snuggled into a giant bean bag. 
 “Blorp.” 
 Sylvia leaned over and connected an over-the-head strap that secured Carmen to her chair before likewise preparing herself. With a soft series of clicks outside the shuttle, they were free. While the g’s had dropped following their deceleration, the sudden weightlessness took Carmen by surprise. But she immediately felt secure and realized the seats even in the tiny shuttle were more comfortable than the crash couch on She Who Waits’ vessel. 
 “This is better.” 
 “Told you,” her mom said. 
 With a wave of her hand, Sylvia brought up a control panel. But she didn’t seem to have to do anything as the shuttle poured on thrust. The forward viewing port was small and Carmen could see little but blackness. Sylvia touched a dial, and the view increased to reveal a curtain of black all around them. An immense dark shape gliding by turned out to be the moon as they flew past its terminator to the dayside. 
 The bright cratered surface glowed unlike anything Carmen had ever seen. Many of the depressions had blue and gray fields of dust hidden in the shadows. The screen dimmed as the shuttle took in a view of the sun. And there before the brilliant star hung the harvester’s rear section, an inky round shape which grew larger and larger as they closed in. 
 Sylvia touched a button and the shuttle did the rest, aligning itself to some unseen section of the Cordice ship as they continued forward. 
 Carmen felt a fearful rush as they got closer. Without a point of reference for scale, it seemed as if they were about to collide with the harvester. The portion of the ship must have been larger than she realized, as it soon filled the entirety of their display and they still hadn’t stopped. But then a sequence of reverse pulses from the engines slowed them and a last burst brought the shuttle to a gentle glide. 
 Something hummed, and a shimmy of the floor told her they had docked. 
 The worm wasn’t waiting. For such a large creature, it moved quickly. It floated along as it sprang from its cushion to the hatch. The hatch was barely open before it pushed through into the harvester’s interior. 
 Carmen tried to disconnect the strap that held her to the chair but wasn’t finding the release. 
 Her mom reached over. “Here. Let me, honey.” 
 The harness came loose. Carmen tried to stand, but her weightlessness made her twist and sail up into the ceiling of the shuttle. Sylvia grabbed an ankle. With her own feet planted on the deck, she brought Carmen down. Then she inspected Carmen’s suit and helmet. She had hers on already, and it obscured her face behind an angled visor. 
 Carmen tapped the floor a few times with her feet before sensing a magnetic action that kept her connected. But walking proved problematic. It was like trying to take a stroll on a giant magnetic plate while wearing ice skates. She almost tumbled, but her suit’s feet wouldn’t let her pitch forward. A hand on the wall helped, and she managed to make it out the hatch right behind her mother. 
 While the individual spheres had always been self-contained rooms, defaulting to a larger ring shape with generous hallways and headspace when joined, the inside of the power plant section didn’t appear to have visitors in mind. With limited vertical clearance, even Carmen had to duck. She could imagine one of the Cordice’s doglike skeletons upon which their moss colonies had lived fitting perfectly inside the corridor. Carmen experienced a stab of claustrophobia. The tight space felt as if it were growing tighter as her shoulders, elbows, and helmet scraped on the tiny hallway’s interior. 
 That it was pitch-black didn’t help. 
 A forward-facing white light popped to life on her mom’s suit as she led the way. Up ahead, a soft glow came into sight from where the worm had gone. How the former Primary had navigated the hallway so quickly made Carmen wonder grimly if he had any bones inside his giant frame. 
 Her own suit was trying to tell her something. But the garbled string of letters only obscured her vision. She willed them away, but they persisted. 
 “Mom, wait. What is all this stuff? I can’t read it.” 
 Sylvia stopped and got close enough that their helmets touched. “It’s telling you the air is breathable. My readings confirm it, but the oxygen is thin. It’s also cold.” She examined one of Carmen’s gloves. “Touch that pad twice.” 
 When Carmen spotted the nondescript square on the back of her left glove and double tapped it, her display cleared. 
 They met the worm in a round chamber with three other corridors leading off. A yellow glow emanated from the ceiling. The worm had plugged itself into a raised console and was hunched over it as if in deep concentration. It had done the same the first time it had tried to steal the harvester. She had locked the worm out when she had control. But now she felt helpless and could only wonder what it would do once it hacked into the Cordice vessel’s computer system. 
 Carmen stepped next to him and examined the console. It had no tactile controls. Before, when she or her sister had been piloting the sphere, they had managed to summon a series of displays. She swiped her hands about. Nothing showed up. Did the harvester remember her? Did she still have access? 
 There was no command couch upon which she could lie. 
 She chose one of the other corridors and headed down. 
 “Don’t go far,” Sylvia called. 
 Carmen gave a backward wave as she continued forward. She took each step with greater confidence. Still awkward and uncomfortable, with each lift of the suit’s boot requiring a conscious effort. But it beat floating helplessly. She imagined it might be possible to vault herself forward and glide along the interior of the ship, but the lights weren’t following her as she plunged into darkness. 
 As she stepped into another room, the ceiling illuminated. Several long tanks occupied one wall. When she touched one a display popped up but she couldn’t make sense of it. It vanished once she withdrew her hand. She didn’t remember the room or the reactor from the myriad schematics available to her when she had piloted the harvester. It had all been too much. But now she regretted not paying better attention. 
 She tried resting her head against the tank where the display had been. Felt silly. But it couldn’t hurt to try. “Come on. Wake up. I’m here. I want to be in control again.” 
 As expected, the ship ignored her. Whatever command she’d once had was gone. If the harvester had reset, it meant the Cordice might be the ones who would have to resume control from afar. And the dreadful news from their operator meant they wouldn’t be able to do anything until they restored their home ship’s malfunctioning reactor. 
 Remembering the Cordice caretaker had tiny articulated fingers, she probed about for any handholds or compartments or manual controls. A screen on the wall opposite the tanks lit up. She examined it. Several round meters or gauges showed something was fluctuating at a steady rate. Was this the reactor? Was it a measurement of fuel or power? Oxygen? The volume on the surround sound? Labels appeared next to the gauges. But without help from She Who Waits, making sense of the script or the controls proved fruitless. 
 A soft shudder ran through the floor. 
 “How’s it going back there, Mom?” 
 Carmen’s suit accommodated her by amplifying her voice, as if expecting her desire to be heard. She strained her ears for a reply, then realized they had established no kind of radio connection. An oversight to assume their suits were compatible. 
 The wall shook, causing Carmen to lean to steady herself. The sensation passed. 
 “Mom? Hey? What was that?” 
 She began the laborious process of returning down the corridor to where the worm had been busy hacking the ship. It was dark up ahead. Why had the worm turned the lights out? 
 “Hello?” 
 As she entered the first chamber, the illumination above winked on. Both the worm and her mother were gone. 
 She felt her stomach squeeze. Swallowed, but the moisture had left her mouth. 
 She hurried towards the shuttle. The hallway felt as if it had grown longer. She tripped and accidentally detached both her boots, and then she fell, touching off the floor with a glove and tumbling. She pushed off the ceiling in time, only to find she was moving too fast to get her feet beneath her. 

Wham!

 She collided hard but arrested her motion by spreading her arms out and pressing against either side of the narrow corridor. Placed one foot down. Clunk. Then the other. Clunk.

 With renewed concentration, she navigated to the airlock hatch. The door was dark. She fumbled about and touched it. Found a fingerhold. When she pulled it, a fresh display blinked and flashed. 
 She swiped each portion of the virtual controls. A new screen appeared. It was a view of the opposite side of the airlock. Something was moving away from it. 
 The Melded shuttle. They were leaving. 
 “Mom! Hey!” 
 A sinking feeling in her gut told her what she refused to believe. 
 Her mother had abandoned her. 






Chapter Twenty-Seven

 Carmen felt as if she was suffocating. 
 She undid the helmet and tore it off. Sucking in the thin air, she fell to her knees. Pounded on the airlock with her fist. She took a last look as the Melded shuttle vanished from sight. 
 Her mom’s voice came from her pocket. “There’s enough air, honey.” 
 Carmen fished out the card Ovo had slipped her. Held it at a distance. It glowed. A tiny round blue light winked as it relayed the incoming message. 
 “Car, I know you won’t understand,” her mom said, “but this is the only way. There’s enough air and we’ll be back in a few hours.” 
 “Why are you doing this?” 
 “There’s no time to go through it all again. You’re right that your sister won’t want to come with us. I can’t ask her to bring the boys. The Cordice simulation isn’t safe as long as their ship is in danger. The infestation has spread. They’re compromised. The only option left is for us to leave. Once we secure the missing harvester sphere, we’ll come back to you.” 
 Carmen couldn’t keep the tremor out of her voice. “You can’t do this. You said you wouldn’t. Mom? Mom!” 
 Sylvia Vincent wasn’t answering. The card had gone blank. Carmen threw it against a wall and curled up. 
 Her mother had lied. The Melded had lied. Again. They had no intention of helping Earth or the Framework. With She Who Waits catatonic, there was no way to warn the One or anyone else to prevent them from stealing the harvester. And without controls at her disposal, this section of the ship was a prison. 
 She sniffed and wiped her nose before trying to raise her mother again. If this was Sylvia’s last act, then at least Carmen could return to Earth. But she felt ice in her heart as she understood her mother needed her for something. 
 Access. 
 Somehow she and Jenna might still possess the key to the encryption, even though Carmen hadn’t been able to reestablish control with the harvester. Or was there more to why her mother would want to take her along on their mad charge against their faceless enemy? 
 The chance to make her mom whole again was slipping through her fingers. Even just consenting to a checkup with a human doctor on Earth might reveal something about her state of mind. Her mother trusted science, trusted medicine. But Carmen now understood she didn’t trust her own daughter. 
 She rose and picked up the card. It let out a feeble amount of light, which somehow felt comforting. 
 Step by step she returned to the first chamber. With her helmet off, the silence felt overwhelming. Unlike the shuttle, the Melded frigate, or the Framework, the harvester was soundless while not in motion. Maybe it was her ears. Being hard of hearing meant she was accustomed to quiet spaces. But now it felt crushing as she was left with little but the noise of her own breathing. 
 After a thorough examination of the console where the worm had plugged itself in, she found no interface. Time was hard to track as she went down the next corridor to continue her search. 
 When the card flashed, she almost dropped it. 
 A triptych of images rolled past. 
 A stick figure holding a card. A stick figure dropping the card. A stick figure leaving the card and walking off screen. 
 The animation continued, left to right, top to bottom, the frames reconfiguring over and over and the speed adjusting as if by an impatient hand using a set of sliders they barely understood. 
 “Ovo, is that you?” 
 She watched the screen for a moment. The meaning was obvious. She was to drop the card and leave it. 
 “Why?” she asked. 
 The montage grew in size and kept flickering past. 
 “No. Talk to me. You gave me this thing so my mom could let me know she was screwing me over. Now tell me, what’s going on?” 
 The three images vanished. Three blank squares replaced them. The squares shifted. A few lines and shapes appeared before getting wiped. This happened a few more times as if Ovo, if it was really him, was unsure of how to draw something. 
 “Can’t you just say it? I don’t understand.” 
 But then the first frame was a decent two-dimensional line drawing of She Who Waits. The second frame was a shuttle. The next was the shuttle flying and docking with a sphere. This was quickly wiped away, replaced by a single frame of animation. 
 She Who Waits, along with a stick figure with a green eye, moving to meet a second stick figure. 
 “That’s you and She Who Waits, isn’t it? You’re coming to get me?” 
 The image vanished, replaced by the first animation. Hold the card, drop the card, leave the card. 
 Carmen examined it as if the card might reveal some unseen feature. She felt suddenly worried about what it might be. Hadn’t her mother told Ovo to give it to her? How could her mom miss their communication? Perhaps the device had a second nefarious purpose. The worm had showed it knew how to hack other races’ ships. And while the damage was done to the Cordice, they needed Carmen and wanted the harvester and had locked her there for more than the obvious reason of getting her out of the way. 
 Disposing of the glowing card meant returning to the dark hallways. She chose a direction. While she still couldn’t get her suit’s light on, the two primary rooms provided enough gloomy illumination that she at least wouldn’t walk into any walls. She left the card by the reactor before returning to the airlock. 
 “Now what?” she asked the silence. 
 She stared at the blackness outside. As the minutes passed, she wondered if Ovo’s messages were some new Melded ploy. Ovo had given her the stupid card, then asked her to ditch it and wait for rescue. 

Let’s watch the human jump through hoops.

 Her species couldn’t have a monopoly on cruel humor. 
 She kicked the airlock door and began pacing. Finally, she grew tired. Sat. Leaned against the wall. Noticed that her bladder was full and wondered where inside the harvester she might relieve herself. 
 The floor vibrated and a series of clicks preceded the arrival of a vessel attaching outside the airlock. Not the Melded. She Who Waits’ ship. 
 Carmen got up on her feet and stared through the airlock porthole. She realized she might need her helmet and pulled it on. The suit sealed up as the outer airlock door opened. Ovo’s thin frame floated to the door. His green eye peered through at her. It took a moment before the harvester’s hatch slid aside. 
 He wasn’t wearing a suit. His throat swelled. Was he talking? Carmen couldn’t hear his croaking sounds. He didn’t have any of his usual displays up, including the makeshift app he used for translation.  
 “Where’s She Who Waits?” Carmen asked. 
 He began drawing. The virtual stylus program appeared to be trying to autocorrect his air doodles and kept dropping in images, which he swiped away. His fingers were trembling. 
 Carmen leaned closer and tried to make sense of what he was doing. The screen grew larger. He dropped the image of the shuttle, the sphere, and a larger ship. Then he showed the shuttle racing off and out of the frame. 
 “Okay. We’re leaving.” 
 He was on her heels as she entered the airlock. Barely waited for the lock to open inside the shuttle. She Who Waits was still where she had been. Her colors remained black. Ovo led Carmen to the crash couch before racing forward. 
 But Carmen didn’t want to lie back down. “Wait up. You’re going to show me what you’re doing.” 
 She hadn’t seen the frontmost compartment past the center chamber before. With her suit on, she felt confident the harsh atmosphere wouldn’t affect her. Past the center hold, the front of the shuttle was little more than a cramped closet with a She Who Waits–sized ceiling. 
 Ovo crouched over a raised altar a quarter the size of the one in the rear bay. Attached were a few small devices that reminded Carmen of a circuit board with visible wiring and nodules that might have been soldered on. 
 He had hacked the elevator inside the Framework. Now it appeared he had done the same with the Dragoman shuttle. If he had managed to pilot it to rescue her using jury-rigged controls, she was impressed. He began working at a display. 
 “Can you talk to me? Tell me what’s happening. What was that card?” 
 He answered but looked distracted. One of the devices connected to the altar translated after a delay. “Besides a multipurpose communication tool, it was a relay for your biosignature. With it on your person, the former Primary wouldn’t need you to be present in case the encryption stands.” 
 He reached over and turned the translation device off. She had more questions, but let him work. 
 A screen appeared. 
 He glanced at it before looking at Carmen. Shapes were moving about. But it wasn’t an abstraction. She recognized the image of the Melded frigate zooming along past the arc of harvester spheres towards Earth. A line traced out the ship’s path before it. It would descend towards North America. 
 Carmen knew it would lead them to one place, and it wasn’t Area 51. 
 They were heading for Garden Village. 
 Home. 






Chapter Twenty-Eight

 Ovo had a winking light on the side of his head next to his artificial eye that kept flickering. He tapped it. It would stop for a moment before resuming blinking. Something or someone was demanding his attention. 
 Carmen tapped the translation device fixed to the altar. “What’s the plan?” 
 He pushed her hand away and began drawing on one of the virtual screens. 
 “No. Talk.” 
 He licked his lips. Made a vague gesture, as if frustrated. Something was wrong and she couldn’t wait for him to draw it out for them. Why didn’t he want to use his translator? 
 Carmen pointed to Earth on the display. “We have to go there.” 
 He began making croaking sounds. 
 “Yeah, I know. I want to understand you. Believe me, I do. I don’t know if I can trust you, but you came to get me and I want to think you’re trying to do right by me. But we have to go where they’re going. To my world. You can fly this thing. We have to catch up to them.” 
 She jabbed the Earth image again and stepped back into the doorway to see if he understood. 
 His throat swelled one last time before deflating. Then he opened two more screens and began entering a row of symbols. An elliptical line appeared which matched that of the Melded frigate. The shuttle started moving. 
 Carmen didn’t want to be standing once it gained momentum and hurried back to her couch. She could only hope Ovo knew what to do and would likewise be protected from whatever g’s they might experience in their pursuit of her mother. 

Going home.

 The pressures of flight and reentry intensified. If Carmen never set foot in space again, it would be too soon. However, the next fifteen minutes weren’t as taxing as she expected. She couldn’t decide if this was because of the Dragoman shuttle handling the maneuver well or because Ovo was an excellent pilot. Perhaps she was just growing accustomed to it. 
 Would they catch up with the Melded before they made it to the hospital where she had left the sphere? She assumed that was where they had to be going. The worm didn’t seem like the kind of person who would bother with any type of formalities. There would be no Melded meet-and-greet at Area 51. 
 Her mother remained the unknown factor. 
 Perhaps she had spoken with Earth and had convinced them that the Melded came in peace. Made them promises like she had with Carmen. Carmen had a nasty taste in her mouth thinking about what those promises might be. More deception. Sylvia Vincent was a Melded now, whether by choice or by her new nature. The chance for Carmen to make her mother whole had slipped through her fingers. Now she could do little but try to stop her from spoiling both Earth’s and the Framework’s chances for survival. 
 The harvester remained the key, but Carmen did not know what she could accomplish if they locked her out of the ship. 
 She stared at the ceiling until she couldn’t take not knowing where they were and whether they had gotten close to catching up with the Melded or had fallen behind. 
 Rising carefully, she made her way forward, moving hand over hand as she steadied herself. It felt like trying to walk down the aisle of a jumbo jet during turbulence. As she passed the first altar and She Who Waits, she almost jumped when the translator’s shell went from black to gray. 
 A pulse of diamonds rose inside She Who Waits’ suit, followed by a new color Carmen hadn’t seen before: a reddish pink. 
 From the front of the shuttle, Ovo screeched. A series of exclamations followed that Carmen could only interpret as pure panic. 
 “What’s happening?” Carmen cried. But she didn’t want to leave She Who Waits’ side. “Ovo is flying your shuttle. He’s helping us.” 
 When She Who Waits spoke, her voice sounded hollow and distant. “Designate bioform Melded has gained unauthorized access to this vessel. I have reassumed control.” 
 “I needed him to. You weren’t awake and he came and rescued me. We’re trying to catch up with the Melded frigate before they steal the harvester. If you don’t want him piloting your ship, then you do it.” 
 A display like Ovo’s appeared above the altar. An ellipse running across a portion of a wide sphere adjusted. Carmen guessed the sphere was Earth and the changing curve their trajectory. The ship felt like it was speeding up. The image zoomed back, confirming Carmen’s suspicions. It was a display of the shuttle’s projected path, and the path was now changing so it would begin a long swoop that would eventually climb back up into space. 
 Ovo continued to chitter unintelligibly from the front. 
 “Are you listening?” Carmen asked. “We can’t turn back. We need you and your shuttle. Where are you taking us?” 
 “Fuel reserves will allow us to return to the Framework.” 
 “No. The Cordice—all the Framework—need us to stop the Melded from taking the harvester for themselves. The One is still connected to their ship. Call the One. Ask it.” 
 “I am not qualified to speak with designate the One. I have not been sufficiently trained.” 
 Carmen tried not to let her panic sound in her voice. “You did it before. It’s what knocked you out. Don’t make it a conversation. Just send a message.” 
 “That would violate my training. You will want to return to your crash couch to avoid injury.” 
 The ship was accelerating and changing direction. Carmen crouched to hold on to the altar. Watched helplessly as the line indicating the shuttle’s plotted course now showed a flight plan that would take them past the moon. 
 “You told me yourself you were an apprentice,” Carmen said. “But you’ve proven you can do so much more. Talking to the One hurt you; I’m sorry that happened. It was a risk we had to take to prevent the Melded from taking what doesn’t belong to them. Your kind put you in a position to do good with the other survivors. You could try to ask any of the races of the Framework, but when we tried that earlier the communications with the Framework had been disrupted. There isn’t time for another long conversation. Can’t you trust me that catching the Melded is what they would ask of us?” 
 “That would presume I believe what you’re saying. And you, designate human, aren’t part of the Framework.” 
 The pressure on Carmen’s body forced her to sit. But she couldn’t retire to her couch. It would mean letting She Who Waits abandon their pursuit. Even speaking clearly proved difficult. 
 “What happened to you? Why can’t you remember me?” 
 The dark pink bands continued to roll through her suit’s atmosphere. “I partitioned my mind so I can resume functionality.” 
 “You split your mind?” 
 “The recent memories suffered corruption.” 
 “You’re not a computer, you’re a person. You know what I mean, right? There are things you have to remember. Like us working together. Can’t you access these things?” 
 The translator didn’t answer. Carmen’s arms were trembling from keeping herself up, but if she collapsed to the floor, she feared she might not rise again. 
 “If we could confirm that those on the Framework want us here without us having to speak to the One, would you help me go after the Melded?” 
 “As you indicated and I confirmed, communication is down. This discussion is moot. This compartment will soon fill with my requisite atmosphere so I can better assume ship functionality. You will need to return to the crash couch, as will the designate Melded, to avoid damage to your bioforms.” 
 Would She Who Waits actually gas them? “Ovo, come here!” 
 She instantly realized he wouldn’t understand her. But then a red light appeared at the top of the altar, and a croaking phrase was broadcast throughout the ship. Regardless of the state of mind She Who Waits was in, she was still committed to her job. 
 Ovo was standing in the doorway. “I can’t regain control of the shuttle.” 
 “Yeah, I know. She Who Waits is back, sort of. She’s breaking off pursuit and returning to the Framework. Ovo, your people—you called them your tribe—are part of the survivors on the Framework, aren’t they?” 
 He looked down at his feet. “Yes. They rejected me after my injury to preserve resources.” 
 “But you’re still one of them. Tell She Who Waits that you’re not Melded anymore. You’re working to stop them on behalf of the Framework. It’s what we’re both trying to do.” 
 His throat pulsed as if he was reluctant to speak. “But I am Melded. My original tribe disowned me.” 
 “But what will the Melded do to the Framework if they steal the harvester?” 
 “Abandon it to its fate. I wanted to help you because you were kind to me. But I won’t disavow my new family.” 
 Carmen suppressed the urge to shout at him even as she felt her strength continue to wane. He too was sagging as he remained in the doorway. What else was there to say? She Who Waits was taking them away from Earth. Sylvia Vincent and the Melded would claim the harvester and leave the system. And she would never see her mother again. 
 But then she looked up at She Who Waits. “You heard him. He’s Melded. But he’s also still part of the Framework and its survivors who you’re sworn to serve. We need your ship to take us to where they’re going. We also need you as translator. Because it’s not just the Melded we’re talking to, but my people. Will you do your job and help Ovo?” 
 “Designate Ovo,” She Who Waits said, “is it your wish to pursue the designate Melded frigate?” 
 “Yes,” Ovo said. “Yes, this is what I wish.” 
 She Who Waits’ colors went away, replaced by the gray patterns that Carmen believed meant she was at rest. The shuttle’s plotted path changed again. A high arc descended to Earth, intercepting the Melded vessel. A sharp series of thrusts made Carmen hang on to avoid getting slammed into the wall. 
 “I will remind you to take your seats,” She Who Waits said. “Our passage through Earth’s atmosphere will be bumpy.” 






Chapter Twenty-Nine

 How big of a lead did the Melded have? Would they have hours on the ground before Carmen could arrive? And what would they do to whatever army or air force people were guarding the sphere? 
 Too many questions raced through Carmen’s brain as she endured the ride down. She didn’t want to think about the most obvious one: What was she supposed to do about the Melded? 
 Ovo reclined in the flight chair that had been prepared for Sylvia Vincent. He had said little since they had talked She Who Waits into not turning around and returning to the Framework. But if his facial fur was any sign, he was scared. 
 So was Carmen. 
 If Ovo hadn’t come for her, she would remain trapped on the harvester. The Melded would take what they came for and abandon Earth and the Framework. What had his decision cost him? 
 Carmen kept her head back as she spoke. “She Who Waits, are you there? We need to talk to Earth.” 
 The response was instant. The red light popped up next to her crash couch. She Who Waits hadn’t moved from her spot behind the altar. Carmen didn’t want to strain her neck to see if she looked normal, whatever that might mean for a Dragoman who had been talked into risking her sanity one too many times by a human to whom she owed nothing. 
 And then Carmen and Ovo had stolen her ship. 
 Two stolen spaceships were enough for one week, Carmen decided. 
 As Carmen stared at the light she felt a flutter of nerves in her gut. “Will they hear me? Do I just…talk?” 
 The translator’s response was crisp. “We are replying on the frequency they transmitted their landing instructions.” 
 “Hello, Earth. This is Carmen Vincent, daughter of Sylvia Vincent. I’m on board an incoming spacecraft. We received your message about Area 51. I need to talk to someone in charge. There’s a spaceship ahead of us that’s flying towards Garden Village, California. Is anyone listening?” 
 Was she supposed to say roger, copy, or over? 
 She was about to talk again when she received a response. A woman replied, her tone firm but oddly warm. “This is Golf Victor Actual. Carmen Vincent, we receive you. I’m Major Greta Leavitt. Good to hear from you. We are tracking both your incoming vehicles. As we instructed your mother, Sylvia, we are prepared to receive you at Garden Village General Hospital. We understand there are operating complications with the first inbound vehicle and you have to land near the original sphere’s landing site.” 
 Carmen waited a beat before realizing it was her turn to talk. “I don’t know anything about complications. The incoming ship isn’t friendly. They’re coming to steal that sphere. You can’t let them.” 
 A harsh buzz of static blasted through the translation light, causing it to flicker. 
 “Hello?” Carmen asked. “Are you there?” 
 “Didn’t hear that last, Carmen. Your sister is okay. She’ll be glad to see you. I had my people checking with your father and assigned a medic to watch him. Your family misses you. You made it back. From what your mother said, you did an amazing job.” 
 “You have to listen to me. The Melded are dangerous. Their ship has weapons. Whatever they’re telling you is a lie. My mother is one of them—” 
 Another blast of crackling air cut her off. 
 “Your message isn’t coming clear,” Major Leavitt said. “If you’re hearing me, be assured that we have everything under control. Relax and get home safe. Welcome to Earth.” 
 “You can’t trust them!” 
 The sharp wave of sound made her flinch. It shut off. The light steadied. 
 “Our signal is being actively blocked,” She Who Waits said in a tranquil voice. It reminded Carmen of her father when he was high. 
 “What can we do to unblock it? They need to know what’s coming.” 
 Ovo swung out of his couch. “It isn’t possible with anything on this shuttle. The former Primary knows this. And now that we’ve communicated with your world, the Melded also know we’re coming, if they didn’t already.” 
 “She Who Waits, is there anything we can do?” 
 The translator didn’t respond. Was she busy piloting or had she checked out, unwilling to cooperate beyond what she was already doing? Then the red light vanished. 
 Had She Who Waits given up? 
 Carmen got up and tried to make sense of the display above the altar. New lines appeared that didn’t correspond to either their shuttle or the Melded frigate. The details of the ground they were flying over lacked geographic features and gave her no clue where they were. 
 “Ovo, how long before we land?” 
 Although the ship was now barreling through the atmosphere, Ovo wasn’t having much trouble moving. “We’ve slowed considerably and will continue to do so. If this estimate is accurate, then the frigate will make its destination fifteen minutes before we do.” 
 “Fifteen minutes. That’s not much time. Can we go faster? Can we catch up with them?” 
 “Not if we wish to stop safely. And I don’t know how much fuel we’re using. I don’t know if this shuttle is even meant to fly in atmosphere.” 
 Carmen bit her lip. “We haven’t crashed yet. Go faster.” 
 She Who Waits displayed a momentary streak of yellow. “Excess speed will risk vessel failure. Vessel failure will preclude my ability to perform my function.” 
 That was it. End of argument. Carmen decided not to press further. The pangs of guilt hadn’t gone away. She Who Waits would be whole if Carmen hadn’t demanded she talk again to the One. 
 “Keep trying to contact my people,” Carmen said. 
 Whatever that meant. Earth. The army. Humanity. Whoever this Major Leavitt was who had been so full of reassurances. Carmen had her fill of such promises from NASA after the disaster, and now her mother. Fifteen minutes. Or fourteen, if her mental clock was keeping track. 
 Too many uncertainties. At least someone was there to answer. Whatever the shadow was that had accompanied her to Earth hadn’t destroyed everything. Something else the army would have to deal with. 
 She was thirsty, but moving to get a drink of water would take too much energy. 
 Thirteen minutes. 
 “Ovo, why are you here?” 
 His response was instant. “You needed help.” 
 “Surely the other Melded aren’t happy you stole She Who Waits’ shuttle to rescue me. Why are you risking everything for someone you barely know?” 
 “I was redeemed by the Melded. Why shouldn’t I do the same for another?” 
 Carmen tried to read his face. “I wasn’t rejected by my people, Ovo. And you doing all this means you’re risking the Melded kicking you out, doesn’t it?” 
 “That doesn’t matter. Their principles are mine now, even if the former Primary ignores them. And didn’t your mother reject you by her actions?” 
 “I guess. But she’s not herself. And maybe if I can get her back to the Cordice, if we survive this thing, she’ll be whole again.” 
 “And I can help with that too.” 
 She decided not to press further. Was it misguided kindness? Pity? Or was Ovo pushing against his own race’s heartless rejection of him, which motivated his rescue and willingness to be ostracized yet again by his newly adopted family? 
 Twelve minutes. Eleven. Ten. 
 “Ovo? Your frigate doesn’t have missiles anymore, does it?” 
 “Not that I saw. We spent them after the Primary Executive’s attempt to destroy the Cordice vessel. But there are other weapons they have been working on, which I was not privy to.” 
 “Like what?” 
 The next expression took a moment to translate. “A rail gun. And fashioning new missiles isn’t difficult. I performed a cursory exploration of the computer files I had access to. It is possible to construct a nuclear warhead.” 
 “You have nukes? I thought you disarmed.” 
 His throat swelled and he sounded…cheerful? “Simple, actually. Hydrogen isotopes and an antimatter trigger. All accessible material.” 
 “Not for normal people,” she said. “So what kind of destruction could this cause? And would the worm actually use it?” 

Would Mom use it?

 She didn’t want the thought in her head. Ice ran through her veins. She could only hope Ovo was mistaken. The Melded wanted to take the harvester and wouldn’t need to wipe out all of Ross County to do that—would they? 
 “Too many variables,” Ovo said. “I’m a medic. None of my stored data packages cover ordnance specifics. The former Primary is resolute, as are most of us. But the devastation of such a weapon would be widespread and catastrophic.” 
 “Please tell me you’re not the only one of your kind who has a conscience.” 
 He met her gaze for a moment before pulling up several screens from his devices. 
 Nine minutes. Eight? Or was it less? She had lost count. She returned her attention to the ship tracker. The Melded were above their destination and arcing downward. 
 “Let me talk to them. She Who Waits, call the Melded. Tell them whatever they’re planning, I’ll give them the harvester. They don’t have to—” 
 The display of orange lines wavered. The distortion ripples caused the screen to go black for a moment before the image returned. Carmen felt a rising frustration as she tried to make sense of a new series of streaming characters. 
 “Communication isn’t possible at this time,” She Who Waits said. 
 “Why not? What happened? Tell me!” 
 “My readings indicate a high yield of neutrons consistent with a nuclear explosion. The epicenter of the blast was our destination.” 
 An iron hand grasped Carmen’s heart. 
 The Melded had just nuked Garden Village. 






Chapter Thirty

 Light, life, and what was a thousand pieces was once again whole. 
 The shadow didn’t react to the shifting collage of colors as it was probed, tested, and sampled. Couldn’t react at first. Couldn’t flinch. Couldn’t pull away when cut. Did everything in its power to avoid a repeat of the assault which had almost killed it. 
 All its instincts told it to do what it had to in order to survive. The deepest parts of its mind reminded it of its purpose. It ignored them. The shadow didn’t want to suffer any more pain. Not like that. 
 It endured a fresh series of pinpricks, could hear voices again as those parts of its anatomy regenerated. 
 The human doctor, other scientists, and soldiers. Their words were meaningless. They shined bright lights. Applied electric shocks. More parts of it were sliced away and removed from the plastic and steel shell that contained it. Somehow it knew—it knew—if it moved, if it showed the smallest sign it was once again able to attempt escape, it would suffer true pain. 
 From what it knew of the humans, it understood that this wasn’t an execution, but science. They had encountered no extraterrestrials. It was the first. And they would want to experiment and learn what they could. 
 And what would they discover? 
 Perhaps what none of the races on the Framework knew. They might learn enough of its composition that they could design measures to discover and kill others of its brood. 
 What of it? It owed its brood nothing. It had never seen those beyond the Wall. None of its brood had. Service was to end in the bliss of annihilation, not pain. So why was it feeling like this? 
 Even as a syringe pierced its velum, it understood something was wrong. 
 It wasn’t pain or the fear of it. Another blast of the sonic weapon and it would surely perish. And what was suffering but a reminder that it still lived? Yet never had it contemplated not serving. Something else stirred inside of it. 
 After several hours, perhaps a day, the doctor came again. 
 An electric spark jolted the shadow. The shadow forced itself not to recoil even as its body convulsed. But it listened and felt and detected the cloying emotions emanating from the doctor, as raw and large as anything it had massaged from Agent Barrett. 
 Ambition. Pride. The urge to succeed at any cost, and it had cost her. The shadow felt nourished, as if it had found water after suffering a prolonged period of dehydration. 
 Too quickly, the doctor departed. And it was then that the shadow knew its newfound yearning wouldn’t be satisfied until it had more. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 A day later and the doctor touched it. The shadow remained collapsed in a formless pool, one tendril outstretched where it had last been moved by a pair of metal probes. Lacerations oozed saline, which helped it keep its form. 
 The doctor spoke to a colleague in a harsh tone. Had her fellow soldier made a mistake? It was what the doctor was feeling that interested the shadow. Beneath the irritability was an impatient anger. Almost close enough that the shadow could see her thoughts. Just a touch and it would drink its fill. But when the touch came, the doctor was reaching into the plastic container with gloves set inside the box. 
 Her mask’s light would be blinding if it hadn’t closed most of its photoreceptors. The buzz of her voice grated on its nerves. A metal probe pulled at it and spread its body out beneath her gaze. 
 So close. Only the thick plastic shielded her. It wanted to feel more, dive deeper, see every instance of quiet rage and bottled-up resentment. 
 Its tendril caressed her finger. 
 Careless! A mistake. The shadow went limp. Had it just revealed that it was no longer comatose? 
 The doctor would panic. She would bark an order and the soldier would activate the sonic device and the shadow would be torn to pieces. But the doctor remained perfectly still. Said something in a soft voice. Exuded unstifled hubris driven by her ambition and curiosity. She leaned closer. Beyond the plastic shield and her hazard suit’s faceplate, the woman’s eyes gazed down at her captive. 
 It didn’t understand her words, but as the gloved fingers touched the shadow again, it sensed their meaning. 

You’re mine.

   
   
 *** 
   
   
 The doctor and the others departed. Was it nighttime again? It sensed the humans remained close, but it took the chance to press against the case in every direction possible. It had been stuck inside its prison for days. The compartment had an electronic lock it couldn’t bust open. It remained weak, but even at full strength the shadow doubted it could force its way out. 
 The doctor returned hours later, and the shadow didn’t see anyone else with her. It could hear them on the radio. But the doctor began her work alone. She had her hands in the gloves, and this time the fingers held no tools. 
 She pressed a finger against its body. Said words in soothing tones. 
 From their last contact, the shadow felt stronger. It realized it might recover if the humans didn’t kill it. And now it knew that if the doctor remained in charge, it wouldn’t die soon. 
 Feelings like hers existed among other races of the Framework, but not the Cordice, and it knew only them and the few humans it had encountered. But this doctor? 
 She possessed a richness that proved overwhelming. It longed for direct contact. Imagined the possibility of serving those beyond the Wall and instead of dying in its service, thriving, finding a nutrient source, as surely this world would have many, and multiplying. 
 If it could escape, its purpose in keeping the humans from gaining the harvester might still be realized. And this doctor was the key. 






Chapter Thirty-One

 “Show me,” Carmen whispered. “She Who Waits? Let me see what’s happening.” 
 “We will attain visual range in a moment.” 
 Carmen felt herself trembling. How had she underestimated the Melded’s capacity for such evil? Her sister, her nephews, her hometown…all gone? She couldn’t wrap her mind around it. 

A nuke? No, please god, no.

 A display appeared. It was evening on the west coast of North America and the sun had set, the last red lights dwindling on the horizon. But down below their ship, fires burned. Carmen couldn’t orient herself as they continued their descent. Too much darkness. So little light. She saw trace lines of what might be distant freeways pass beneath the shuttle’s view. But the fires burned at the center of where they were heading and they only grew larger. 
 She tried to understand the scale. Was half of California in flames? Several counties? Had she missed San Francisco and the Bay Area? Why so much darkness? 
 The shuttle flight eased to what felt like a near stop. 
 A blaze raged around what looked like a crashed airplane. Trees and grass around it had ignited. Smaller fires danced closer to one another along what must have been streets and inside a series of lots. Vehicles, Carmen guessed. Or they had been cars, trucks, and vans once and now were burning husks of metal. But with no other lights, she couldn’t see enough to understand where they were. 
 Through the flickering illumination she could make out a pair of tall shapes like twisted towers which had partially collapsed. Beyond them lay several large structures in dense shadow. 
 “Where are we?” she asked. 
 She Who Waits spoke calmly. “Near the lost section of the harvester.” 
 The screen brightened as if the view was now through a set of night vision goggles. It corrected a few times as the shapes grew sharp and the darkness vanished. 
 The sphere stood where Carmen had parked it right in front of the hospital’s emergency room entrance. Around it, the twisted towers were a pair of cranes. They each held something like a cage or net in place around and above the sphere. At least a dozen military vehicles were burning. The hospital lay beyond and the buildings were intact. 
 Over the parking garage hovered the Melded frigate with its multiple nodes and asymmetrical components, along with the One’s larger ship still connected to its starboard side. In the gray tones of the monitor the frigate was monstrous, like a tumorous shark with fractured teeth and random fins and bulges. 
 One of the fins pivoted and turned upward. 
 Ovo looked up from his own screen. “They’re targeting us!”  
 The shuttle dropped. Carmen wasn’t prepared for the maneuver and collided with the ceiling as the floor fell out from beneath her. They were racing downward now. Carmen tried to grab on to anything, the altar, a wall, even She Who Waits, but couldn’t find a handhold. 
 Ovo grabbed her. They grasped each other as he bounced once on the floor and they tumbled to a crash couch. The shuttle turned and banked and sank again in a stomach-lurching maneuver that reminded Carmen of a roller coaster, if there were no safety harness and the designers were interested in causing whiplash and fractured bones. 
 When the shuttle stopped, the couch absorbed most of the shock. But her stomach wasn’t convinced, and she kept a vice grip on Ovo until a few seconds passed without motion. Finally she rose and tried to make sense of the screen. 
 They had landed on a rear lot behind the hospital. 
 “Were we hit?” 
 “Negative,” She Who Waits said. “The vessel is intact. The Melded didn’t fire.” 
 Didn’t fire. Did they not have a shot or had they declined the opportunity to take them out? If the frigate had weapons this whole time, were they holding back? She sensed her mother’s hand. Somehow her mom could reconcile attacking the army at the landing site, but still resisted hurting her daughter. 
 But then she remembered the nuke. “It’s all still here. You said they blew up a nuclear bomb.” 
 Ovo’s answer took a moment to come through the red light. “They deployed another weapon that didn’t result in a nuclear explosion. The readings She Who Waits detected could mark an electromagnetic discharge to disable electronics and radio.” 
 “So…they didn’t drop a bomb? What about all the fires?” 
 “They detonated a device most likely delivered via missile above our current position. If you want me to calculate the extent of the damage, I’d need to analyze the shuttle data, if She Who Waits lets me. But the damage to the ground and air vehicles is from the rail gun.” 
 She tried to recall how many fires she had seen. Dozens, surely. And how many soldiers or civilian contractors were in each vehicle? 
 “Later, Ovo. We don’t have time. I didn’t see any Melded. We were going too fast. But they’re down there and taking the sphere.” 
 Ovo appeared to be concentrating. “They have shut me out of our joined communication channels. I can detect their signals. They’re close. They’ve left the ship.” 
 “She Who Waits, open the shuttle.” 
 Carmen flinched when the airlock doors both slid up, exposing them to the night. 
 The air carried the acrid reek of burning gasoline and rubber. But it was her world’s air and part of her had believed she would never breathe it again. 
 She headed out of the ship with Ovo following on her heels. 
 She didn’t know what she would do when confronting the worm and the Melded woman who had been Sylvia Vincent, but the time for talking was over. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 The sphere was on the opposite side of the hospital. Carmen guessed going around the building along the side street would take longer than entering the hospital and finding the stairs to the ground-level exits and the emergency room. A short bridge lined with potted palms gave access to the third-floor entryway. 
 Carmen knew the hospital. Had taken her father there countless times over the past few years. This way to the pharmacy, general appointments, and radiology. But the automatic doors didn’t open for her and Ovo. 
 He stepped ahead of her and pushed on a glass door, and it swung reluctantly. Beyond lay dark halls.  
 “Do you have a light?” she asked. 
 A hesitation followed. They had no translation. She Who Waits hadn’t accompanied them. When Carmen turned to look at the shuttle, the airlock was closed. 
 “I’ve activated my translation app,” Ovo said. 
 With a nod, Ovo’s green eye spawned a cone of white illumination that brightened the way forward. The stairs were just beyond the entryway and the security station where pink-vested volunteers would help direct patients to their destination. 
 A spotlight punctuated the night outside, followed by the whump-whump-whump of a helicopter. It surprised her. But it also meant the army hadn’t lost all its vehicles. 
 A man’s booming voice thundered, “We do not wish to hurt you. Please stop any further violence. We want to speak with Sylvia—” 
 An explosion shook the glass and an orange flash erupted outside. After a booming thunderclap, the spotlight vanished and the darkness returned.  
 Carmen had ducked against a wall and waited for more, but the hospital and the world around her were once again silent. She realized she could take cover and wait it out. Surely Jenna was someplace safe. But the thought that the harvester might be the only hope for so many continued to nag at her. And how could her mother not understand what her course would cost her own world? 
 The door to the pitch-black stairwell clicked loud enough that it felt as if anyone inside the hospital would hear them. Ovo’s light helped, but every time he moved his head, the stairs at Carmen’s feet became impossible to see. She kept a hand on the rail as they hurried down. 
 From somewhere below them came muffled and distorted voices. Were the Melded inside the hospital? 
 The ground floor lay two flights below them. 
 “Turn off your light,” she hissed. 
 He obliged. The green eye remained a giveaway, and he had more than a few devices on his arm with their own dull glow. At least his own private spotlight wouldn’t draw attention now that it was off. He followed soundlessly behind her as she descended to the metal door. She pressed her ear against it. But between her own poor hearing and an echoey ringing from the flight, she couldn’t make out anything. 
 She grabbed Ovo. Leaned close. “You can hear the other Melded’s com signals, right?” 
 “Yes,” he whispered back. “They’re close.” 
 “Can they hear you?” 
 “I can power down my devices. Then it will prove difficult. But we won’t be able to communicate.” 
 “Do it. Sneaking is the only advantage we have right now.” 
 He made the change. Except for the green eye, his cybernetics went dark. 
 Slowly as she could, she eased the door open. The emergency room lobby and the elevators were nearby, lit by an odd green glow coming from outside. She guessed it was from glow sticks or chemical lights scattered about near the overhang and patient drop-off. 
 A shadow moved. Several shadows. The voices were harsh whispers, but she couldn’t make out the words. Not Melded. Soldiers. 
 One silhouette appeared to be holding a rifle. No doubt the others were armed as well. So the devastation hadn’t taken them all out. But what would the soldiers do if they spotted her and Ovo? 
 The Melded had started shooting. The fact that the helicopter which had just been destroyed hadn’t opened fire amazed her. Would these soldiers restrain themselves now that they had suffered assault after assault? 
 Beyond them and the green glowing lights was the sphere. She watched for a moment. Ovo kept nudging her as if trying to lean over to see. His eye cast a faint light over her head. 
 “What’s that?” a soldier called. “You in the stairs! Identify yourself!” 
 Carmen ducked inside the door and it let out an echoing click as it shut. She turned to run, pressing Ovo ahead of her. The soldier barked another challenge. As she and Ovo hurried down the stairs, an explosion of shattering glass erupted from the emergency room. Hard smacks clattered against the walls and echoed in the stairwell. It was as if a hailstorm had focused its wrath on the hospital. 
 Ovo pressed her down and shielded her, but nothing seemed to penetrate the walls. 
 As suddenly as it had begun, the barrage ceased. 
 “What…what was that?” 
 Ovo didn’t answer as he kept his head down. 
 She shook him. Why hadn’t they come up with hand signals? “Turn your translator on. What. Was. That?” she asked, emphasizing each word. 
 He activated one of his devices. “Melded projectile weapons.” 
 Trying to calm her breathing, she inched back towards the door. Could anyone have survived? She eased it open and peered out. No one was standing. Someone groaned. The pitiful sound kept going as the poor soul began begging for help. 
 Her every instinct told her to stay put. But with her head down, Carmen slipped through the door and crept towards a wounded soldier wearing a hazard suit. A glow stick lay next to the curled-up figure, casting him in a feeble light. His face wasn’t visible through the visor. The top of the suit had been torn open. Black splotches of blood welled up around his neck and chest. He pressed quivering hands to his throat. 
 “Hang on!” she whispered. “I’m going to help!” 
 She’d need gauze or sterile pads to put pressure on the wound. That meant standing and looking around. She grabbed the glow stick. Tried not to look at the other bodies strewn about. She froze for a moment and closed her eyes to take a breath. Then she began opening the drawers of a nearby trolley cart. It was riddled with holes, as were the nearest cabinets. Medical tools, face masks, gloves, wrapped single doses of drugs, plastic bottles of what might be alcohol. Even with the glow stick, she couldn’t read any of the labels. Where was the gauze? 
 The wounded man made a sputtering sound. 
 She opened the last of the drawers. Packs of what she hoped was gauze alongside rolls of white tape and bandages. She grabbed some but then caught sight of motion. Someone was approaching past the lights outside. 
 A sharp voice cut through the silence. 
 She ducked. 
 The words repeated, but she couldn’t make them out. Whoever was talking sounded as if they were calling out, but the tone sounded off, distorted, and metallic. Not human. She scrambled back to the stairway door where Ovo waited. 
 Behind her, a lone figure stepped through the shattered doorway. Round, squat, with two tentacles on one side gripping a long weapon and another tentacle holding a pulsing device that blinked red. 
 He barked as if uttering a challenge or command. Again, it was unintelligible. But she knew this Melded. One of the worm’s guards. During her first encounter with him, his touch had stung Carmen and knocked her out. But with the amount of firepower the Melded were carrying, they wouldn’t need to get that close. 
 The Melded soldier paused above the wounded soldier. His weapon coughed. A hard smak! and the groaning stopped. Then he raised the device in his off hand and waved it about. 
 Ovo pulled her into the stairway. “Be silent.” 
 She shuddered and stifled back tears. They had to get past this Melded to make it to the sphere. But she struggled to keep down a sob and to fight a flood of panic from the execution she had just witnessed. 
 The door clicked shut. The soft sound might as well have been a gunshot. 
 Ovo moved towards the stairs going up. 
 “This way,” she hissed and led him down. The lower floors had maintenance exits. From there they could try for another approach to the sphere. Taking two steps at a time, she raced down the flight of stairs, and then the door above slammed open. 
 The metal voice screeched a command. Ovo visibly shrank and almost collided with her as she opened the door. They pushed into a hallway where an emergency light on an exit sign above them burned. Another one at a corner down the hall revealed they had one way to go unless they wanted to duck into a room. 
 They ran. 
 Halfway down the hall the metal voice blared. Ovo knocked Carmen into an intersecting corridor just as the Melded behind them opened fire. 

Phump-smak! Phump-smak! Phump-smak!

 The wall and ceiling behind them were chewed to pieces. A fire extinguisher exploded into a cloud of white mist. 
 Ovo tried to shield her as bits of plaster rained down on them. “He’s after me!” 
 “Looks like he’s trying to get both of us.” 
 “No. I stole the translator’s shuttle and rescued you and disobeyed orders to return.” 
 “It doesn’t matter. Run!” 
 The corridor had a set of doors blocking it, with another emergency light illuminating the room beyond the glass. Carmen pulled the doors open. The mechanism fought her for every inch until she and Ovo could push through. As they ran, the glass behind them shattered. Projectiles whizzed through the air. They dove for cover, scrambling behind a desk. 
 The metal voice shouted again. 
 “Do I want to know what he’s saying?” she asked. 
 “You’re right; he wants to kill both of us.” 
 Breaking cover meant suicide. No doubt Metal Voice had night vision. Enough light shone from above to make out a large room at the end of the corridor and more doors. The desk occupied a dark recessed nook with computers. 
 She crawled away from the desk and let her eyes adjust. The floor was sticky. She discovered a small door. It might buy them another minute. 
 She hissed for Ovo’s attention before reaching for the door handle, but found the door was ajar with something on the floor blocking it. She touched a boot. Attached to the boot was a body in a hazard suit. She suppressed a cry. Beyond lay what appeared to be a storage closet, but it was impossible to see the interior. 
 Their pursuer’s feet crunched on glass. He shouted again. Ovo remained frozen behind the desk with his arms covering his head. Carmen pulled at the body to clear the door, but it was too heavy to move. 
 Then a fresh voice called out. Her mother’s. 
 “Carmen, is that you? You made it home. Time to end this foolishness and come back to me.” 






Chapter Thirty-Two

 Something was happening inside the hospital which alarmed the doctor. But the human continued with her work even as she responded to numerous video calls, interrupting her latest series of tests upon the shadow. 
 None of the rifle-toting soldiers would get close to the case that held it prisoner, but the doctor couldn’t keep her hands off it. And the shadow responded with soft touches, allowing her to do what she wanted in exchange for further glimpses into her memories. 
 Did she realize what it was doing? Surely not. The gloves and the barrier prevented the shadow from diving deeper, as it had with Agent Barrett. But it could skim the surface and learn. 
 She had taken to speaking, and the shadow determined the human was talking to it. 
 If only the case would open just a crack… 
 The latest test involved a new tool that delivered a slight shock. It was only a mild sting, but the shadow couldn’t prevent a twitch with each application of the tool. The doctor cooed. After each jolt, the doctor took notes.  
 Finally she put the tool away. Stroked its tendril. The shadow felt the odd emotions that her affectionate tone masked. She wanted something from it and would continue to deliver new shocks, stronger ones, and more of its body would suffer dismemberment. She foresaw the shadow’s death in time. It was inevitable. She understood this, and now the shadow did too. 
 It launched itself at the lid. The doctor jumped back, pulling her hands from the fixed gloves. But the container and its electronic locks held. It plunged from side to side, pushing at every corner, searching for a gap it knew it hadn’t missed, a crack, a weakness, anything. 
 The doctor had taken her research as far as she could. The next step would be complete dissection. 
 A soldier was pointing his rifle at the case. The doctor spoke and the soldier backed away. Then she leaned in. While her words remained unintelligible, the shadow could hear the tone in her voice. 
 She was trying to calm it. Calm it before she ended its life, and it was going to happen soon. The shadow stopped its futile thrashing. 
 The doctor placed a hand on the box’s plastic surface. Whispered. The shadow traced the hand with a tendril. Felt the smooth surface. Saw more within her that she was actively sharing. 
 She knew. Somehow she understood the shadow was intelligent and was capable of nonverbal communication. Despite this, to her it was little more than a caged animal that would yield career-advancing information on an alien race. 
 While the shadow had no fear of death, the thought of failing almost made it thrash again. But it restrained itself. Any chance of surprising the doctor by its feigned inactivity had been squandered. The doctor didn’t seem to be making any mistakes in containment. Either by vivisection or the sonic device, she was going to terminate it. 
 She wanted it to know. 
 It felt a stirring of admiration. While the humans were weak and backward, this woman possessed the same certainty that those beyond the Wall possessed. What she was about to deliver was inevitable. As had so many throughout the galaxy, so too would the shadow perish. 
 Unless it could coax her to let it out. 
 But try as it might, without direct contact it couldn’t push her. 
 The doctor departed, leaving the soldier behind. Some minutes later, Agent Barrett appeared, dressed and wearing something besides the flimsy gown, but no hazard suit. He leaned in and ignored the soldier’s attempts to direct him away. 
 Barrett got close enough that his face almost touched the container. He directed a flashlight beam inside. Spoke. The shadow recognized a gloating tone followed by laughter. 
 The shadow pushed. 
 The agent stumbled backward as if struck. Too far now, and he was suddenly wary. The soldier escorted him out, leaving the shadow alone. 
 Barrett was still there. The thought amused the shadow. The humans had been lucky, there was no other way to describe it. They kept their weakest along with their strongest. A small comfort, but a comfort nonetheless, as the shadow knew that their many flaws would prevent them from ever mastering space beyond their system. 
 Its brood would come and finish the job. Its last regret was that the harvester would allow some to escape. 
 A soldier escorted Barrett away.  
 When the doctor returned, a pair of assistants followed. They wheeled in a cart with trays of shining tools. They plugged instruments into a power bar and set up more lights around the box. Next to the lights they placed recording equipment. 
 The doctor came closer. Put her hand against the plastic. Mouthed words. An expression of triumph? A last goodbye? When the shadow placed its tendril to her hand, it felt the intent for what it was. 
 “I’m sorry.” 
 The shadow’s life was now worth less to her than its body once it was dead. 
 The ruthless logic pleased the shadow even as it simmered in its resolve for its kind to come and complete its mission. 
 Then all the lights went out. 
 The machines they had brought in likewise went dark. A solitary emergency light above a door popped to life. The other staff members fiddled with their suits. The doctor was shouting orders. She was fiddling with the box. 
 Other noises, some distant, some loud, shook the hospital. But the shadow understood one of them: the locks that held the box closed had clicked. 
 Using all its strength, it propelled itself upward. The doctor may have been strong for a human, but the shadow proved stronger as it popped the lid and crashed into her, sending her tumbling back into the rolling cart with the tools. Even as she fell, it targeted the soldier with the rifle. Darted for him. Tore through the front zipper of his suit and pushed. 
 The human knew how to use his weapon. Without hesitation, the shadow had him raise the rifle and open fire. 
 When it was over, the soldier fed the shadow with a cry of despair. The shadow indulged itself for a moment before stunning the man into unconsciousness. 
 Only one human remained standing. The doctor had backed up to a wall and watched with unmasked horror as the shadow emerged from the soldier’s suit. No longer needing to hide, it stood there before her, its skin glistening with newfound vigor. 
 It reached for her. 
 She surprised it by removing her helmet and meeting its gaze. 
 The tendril slid across her cheek. Saw all her faults and strengths in their purest form, with no barrier. 
 “I’m Dr. Greta Leavitt. We have much to learn from one another. I understand you want something. Tell me what it is and I’ll—” 
 He stopped her speaking. It was too distracting. She proved cooperative at first, but as it dug into her mind, it encountered resistance. She was hiding something. Unlike Barrett, who had spent his life trying to conceal his pettiness and failures, she was open to everything except her mission. 
 Protect the sphere. 
 The humans had somehow gained an inkling of what they possessed. They understood keeping the sphere was the key to their avoiding another disaster like the one that had shaken their world. The two sisters, Jenna and Carmen Vincent, were part of that literal key. And Jenna remained inside the hospital. 
 Discovering the exact location took another push. 
 Jenna Vincent was close. So step by step, Dr. Leavitt went to retrieve her. 






Chapter Thirty-Three

 “It’s okay, honey,” Sylvia Vincent said. “I didn’t see you had left the shuttle. Limax won’t hurt you. Unlike Ovo, he knows how to obey orders.” 
 Carmen pressed herself against the closet door. “Like killing all these people?” 
 She strained her ears for any sign Metal Voice was coming closer. Her hand touched an object connected by a thin cable like a phone charger cord to the dead soldier’s belt. It was a rod or metal wand, about the size of an old-fashioned car antenna, yet thicker. Not a suitable weapon. She set it aside and steeled herself up as she patted the soldier’s belt down. 
 Her mother’s voice took on a soothing tone, which struck Carmen as obscene. “Now you know how serious this is. There isn’t time for delays or negotiations. The army wouldn’t give up the harvester sphere. And we need it. Why did you have to come here?” 
 “You’re not yourself. Think about what you’ve done. You nuked our home!” 
 “It was just an electromagnetic pulse. I doubt it killed anyone.” 
 “I saw a crashed plane and burning vehicles and tanks. You shot down a helicopter.” 
 “We had to clear the landing zone. Spaceships aren’t invulnerable. We can’t risk someone taking a potshot at us. We’re taking that sphere. It’s not up for debate. Carmen, honey, this is how we have any chance at saving not just our world but so many others. Every day—every hour—we delay might mean we get caught and destroyed.” 
 Carmen felt a bulge on the soldier’s leg. Some kind of pouch? No, this was another piece of equipment held secure by a tiny strap. Her fingers ran across the back of the object. A handle. A pistol, she realized. 
 “You don’t know that,” Carmen said. “And you locked me up and left me!” 
 “I put you somewhere where you wouldn’t get hurt. This is the last place I want you to be.” 
 Carmen fumbled to undo the strap. “I’m here. The harvester belongs to everyone on the Framework. Earth needs their help so we can be ready for this…enemy. I will not abandon Jenna and everyone else.” 
 “But honey, that’s why we’re inside the hospital. Jenna’s still here and she’s coming with us.” 
 A fresh dread crept through her. Jenna’s here.

 “Carmen? Are you listening? Jenna’s a prisoner and I’m going to make sure she and you are protected. There’s no more time for theatrics. Come out.” 
 Hands trembling, she slid the automatic pistol from the plastic holster. Ovo stared at her, his green eye twinkling. 
 “What about Ovo?” Carmen asked. 
 “We take care of our own.” 
 “You were trying to shoot him.” 
 After a pause, Metal Voice said something, which Ovo replied to without Carmen receiving the benefit of translation. 
 Carmen shook her head at him as he got up. “Stay down.” 
 She rose first, the pistol pointing. Three green dots in her sights lined up on the round alien as he raised his own weapon. He was alone. Her mother was nowhere to be seen. But then, as if receiving an unheard command, Metal Voice lowered his weapon. 
 “Put that pistol down, honey.” Sylvia Vincent’s voice came out of a speaker on Metal Voice’s vest. “And tell Ovo to show himself. Both of you are leaving here with us.” 
 Carmen kept her weapon pointing. Touched the trigger. “You said Jenna’s here. Where is she?” 
 “On this floor. Our doctor will get her fixed up better than anything this hospital can do for her.” 
 “I’m keeping this gun. Tell your soldier here not to touch me or Ovo. In fact, tell him to keep his distance. Where’s Jenna?” 
 Metal Voice moved as if to march past her, but Carmen rounded the desk and got in his way. “You stay right there. Ovo, go look for my sister.” 
 Ovo slipped past her and hurried through another set of double doors. 
 “Carmen, this is foolish,” Sylvia said. 
 “Is it? You lock me up and now you’re here willing to blast your way through this hospital? This isn’t so we can have a family reunion, is it? You need both of us still to fly that ship, don’t you? One to do it and another as insurance. That’s why you had Ovo slip me that card.” 
 “You’re both important. If the encryption key isn’t hackable or wasn’t reset, then yes, having you and Jenna is necessary.” 
 Her mother’s blatant honesty was a surprise. Carmen blinked away sweat. The pistol felt heavy and Metal Voice had eased closer, making her take a step back. 
 “Honey,” Sylvia said, “you don’t know the government like I do. We needed to make sure there was no one else here who would interfere. Think about it. Both you and Jenna have been off-world, face-to-face with aliens. The military won’t just do a quick checkup and send you on your way. How many days has it been? And Jenna’s still here.” 
 Carmen thought about the dead guard on the opposite side of the desk. “There might be something more going on than a long checkup. I talked to Doctor Leavitt with the army before you hit them with your nuke.” 
 “I told you it wasn’t a nuke.” 
 “Whatever. She said they were checking in on Dad. Made it sound like everything was okay.” 
 “You can’t trust her.” 
 “You talked with her too, didn’t you?” Carmen asked. “She told me. You had to lie to her. Told her you needed to land here. Why?” 
 “You know this. The sphere is here. And we couldn’t risk them shooting at us. Carmen, this isn’t getting us anywhere.” 
 Something about Metal Voice’s posture changed. An unspoken command or an order given on their private channel? 
 He rushed her. 
 She cried out and backpedaled. The Melded swiped at her with a tentacle, missing her by inches. The pistol slipped from her hand and clattered to the floor. She crashed through the doors into a wide room with a pair of beds and something that looked like a giant-sized incubator for an infant. A few glow sticks lay scattered on the floor. Medical equipment cluttered the room. 
 The lid of the incubator was missing. 
 Ovo crouched next to one bed, but his attention was on a dark corner beyond the green glow. 
 Carmen scrambled as Metal Voice burst into the room. A shape in the corner raised a rifle and fired. A thundering burst of gunfire cut the Melded down.  
 Carmen’s ears rang as she ducked for cover. Ovo was shouting. Another voice, muffled and weak…Jenna’s? It had come from one of the beds. Carmen had landed behind the incubator. She grabbed a glow stick. Part of the plastic housing of the incubator had been cracked. The lid lay on the floor near her. 
 Who had fired? 
 “Hello?” she called. “I’m human. Don’t shoot!” 
 She held the glow stick out. 
 A figure stood in the corner. Dressed in a yellow hazard suit with the helmet off, the soldier had the rifle dangling in one hand. The soldier made a choking sound. Staggered forward as if they couldn’t walk straight. Behind the figure were the forms of what might have been three other people wearing the hazard suits, their bodies marked with dark wounds and one with their suit torn open. 
 She got a better look at the beds. One was empty. Jenna lay in the other one, appearing to be alive, but with the weak light it was impossible to see more than that. 
 Ovo’s headlight flicked on, illuminating the armed figure. 
 An older woman squinted back at them. A door badge hung on an exterior belt with the word DOCTOR highlighted in orange. She let out a series of unintelligible grunts as if she had lost the ability to speak. Before Carmen could say anything, the doctor raised the rifle. 
 “Get down!” Carmen cried. 
 She flung the glow stick and dove aside. The rifle clicked. The doctor checked her rifle as if it had experienced some unknown malfunction. Then she kneeled next to one of the fallen soldiers and went through their pockets. 

Time to move.

 A single door lay just beyond Jenna’s bed. Carmen shoved Ovo along and they crowded into a pitch-black room. Carmen pulled the door shut and found a lock on the latch. 
 Footsteps were coming. The door shook The doctor groaned on the other side. Had they found more ammo? If so, it would only be a matter of time before they peppered the door. 
 Ovo swept the room with his headlight. No exits. They were inside a small lounge or break room with a pair of cloth couches and a small counter and sink, but little else. 
 The doctor jiggled the door handle and tugged on it again before the rustling stopped. 
 “What do you want?” Carmen called. 
 There was no answer. She pressed her head against the door. Strained her ears. Heard a rattle, a clatter, and then something metal scraped. The thought that Jenna remained in the room with the obviously sick doctor only underscored her panic. 
 Ovo crouched next to her and slid something beneath the door. A tiny image popped up on a virtual screen of the room beyond the door. The doctor with the rifle was pushing Jenna’s bed. 
 “She’s taking your sister,” he said. 
 “Yeah. Something’s seriously wrong with her. What did your people do?” 
 “It wasn’t us, at least I don’t think so. Someone or something else is here.” 
 She tried to work up moisture in her mouth so she could swallow. Gently opened the door, wishing it silent even as the self-closing mechanism hissed. But the doctor didn’t turn as she wheeled Jenna’s bed out through the double doors. The rifle lay discarded nearby. 
 Metal Voice remained sprawled on the floor. Carmen guessed the other soldiers were likewise dead. 
 All she had to do was close the door and hide. But the remaining doctor—no, not a doctor, not anymore. Was the woman sick? Had she been mentally whammied, as Carmen wanted to believe her mother had been? 
 If it wasn’t the Melded, then why was this doctor taking her sister with her after murdering a roomful of soldiers? 
 She hurried to follow. 






Chapter Thirty-Four

 Carmen walked quickly and caught up to the doctor pushing the bed. Although the woman no longer had a rifle, Carmen couldn’t tell if she might still have a sidearm. If she were suffering from some kind of space plague, there would be no helping it. She had to stop her. 
 “Hey!” 
 The woman didn’t respond as she approached the elevator. Without power, there was no way she’d get the bed upstairs. She stopped and stood there as if in a sudden trance. 
 Carmen paused at the nearest doorway. “There’s nowhere to go. That’s my sister there.” 
 Ovo crouched next to her and shined his light. 
 The doctor turned. The woman’s eyes were sunken. Her jaw quavered. A sharp sigh erupted from her throat. Then she moved to pull Jenna from the bed. 
 Her hands in plain view to show she wasn’t armed, Carmen approached. “Just wait. Where are you taking her?” 
 The doctor didn’t have any problems lifting Jenna. Jenna’s eyes were open and she squirmed, but she looked groggy or sedated. She was muttering as the doctor carried her towards the stairs. 
 Carmen grabbed her shoulder. The doctor spun, Jenna firmly in her arms, and that was when something glistening around her neck moved. Carmen sprang away as a nearly invisible tentacle swiped at her. Ovo steadied her and pulled her back a step. The fluid, pulsing shape reflected some of Ovo’s light. It then constricted around the doctor’s head and the woman stiffened, turned, and opened the stairwell door. 
 It was the shadow that had caused Carmen to disconnect from the sphere after she had landed it in front of the hospital. If it was the same type of creature as the one that had attacked Ovo on board the Framework, its touch could hurt him and disable his cybernetic body parts. And now she knew it could also hurt humans and afflict them with some kind of mind control. 
 She stopped the door from closing and kept pace as the doctor carried Jenna upstairs. 
 They emerged into the shattered ER. Glass and debris crunched underfoot. Whatever the shadow was doing, it appeared to know where it wanted to go. Carmen hesitated as the doctor brought Jenna outside. 
 “Your people are out there?” she asked Ovo. 
 “Yes. And they’re waiting.” 
 “For what? For them? Is the shadow working with the Melded?” 
 “I don’t know.” 
 Carmen felt the moment was slipping away from her. If she hesitated, she’d lose her sister to whatever designs the shadow had. And her mother might be behind it all. 
 She ran to catch up, stepping through the broken windows and down the curb. 
 The sphere stood before them. The shadow was carrying Jenna straight for it. A dozen lights lanced out to illuminate them. The army? No. Carmen glimpsed several shapes in the darkness. One of them was the worm. It said something that sounded like an order and the Melded spread out into a line. 
 Ovo was close at her side and clinging to her arm tight enough that it was losing circulation. 
 The doctor carrying her sister paused when one of the Melded got close, pointing their weapon in her face. With all the bright lights, it was impossible to see clearly. Did the Melded not see the creature wrapped around the doctor’s neck? The Melded reached for Jenna and pulled her out of the doctor’s arms. The doctor remained in place as if in a stupor. 
 So there it was. The shadows, this one which had been a stowaway, the one she had faced on the Framework, all of them…they were helping the Melded. 
 Carmen broke away from Ovo. She hurried to the Melded grunt and tried to take her sister away, but the Melded struck her. Another appeared next to him, jabbed her back, and pressed his weapon in her face. Other hands gripped her. Ovo screamed as a Melded soldier seized him. 
 Carmen heard her mother’s voice, but it was distant, no longer amplified, and she couldn’t follow the words. But then Sylvia Vincent was moving alongside Carmen as two Melded brought her along with them. 
 “Fighting will make it worse,” her mother said. 
 Carmen tried to twist free from the hands holding her. “Don’t do this. Mom? Don’t do this.” 
 Jenna’s voice came from somewhere behind her. Pleading. Questioning. But confused, her words slurred. 
 “You’re okay, Jen. It’s me. It’s Mom. You and Car will be with me and we’ll be together and everything will be okay.” 
 The Melded goons dragged Carmen and Jenna to the parking garage and brought them to the top level. A ramp led up into the belly of the frigate, which hovered in place above them, blotting out the night sky. When Carmen hesitated, her escort jerked her violently forward. 
 Sylvia joined them in the airlock, which took a moment to cycle before the opposite door opened, allowing them into the inner corridor. 
 “No more tears, Carmen. Now that both of you are here, we can replicate the encryption. It won’t be long.” 
 “I’m not letting you do anything to us.” 
 “I’d never hurt either of you.” 
 “You’re not well,” Carmen said. “Ask yourself if you could ever imagine doing any of this before you launched on the Mars mission. You’re turning your back on your family. On your world.” 
 Sylvia Vincent walked ahead of them and with the wave of a hand opened the door to a small room. “I’m fighting to save you.” 
 “And what about everyone on the Framework? Are your shadow monsters going to sabotage more of the survivors’ ships?” 
 “I told you already we don’t know what they are.” 
 “Stop lying!” Carmen shouted. “Just stop. I saw what just happened outside. And one of those things disabled my controls over the harvester. Another attacked the Cordice so no one could be warned about what you and your friends were doing. The One was right, trying to warn us about them when it came for us on the Framework. And he was right when warning us about you. What did you do to him?” 
 “He lives. We flooded his ship with argon so he’d sleep and not cause any more problems. He’ll be returned to the Framework with little more than a headache. But we don’t know what these things are.” 
 “Oh, really? It shot those soldiers downstairs. They’re dead, Mom! And then it delivered Jenna straight to you.” 
 Her mom cocked her head as if distracted. “Calm down. Our demand was for the army to clear the grounds around the sphere and for Jenna to be brought to us. I thought they were ignoring us and weren’t going to comply. The violence was unfortunate. And I didn’t see any other creature.” 
 “It had that doctor pushing the bed under its control. If it’s not with you, then that means it wanted Jenna here. Mom, are you even listening? It’s still out there!” 
 Sylvia Vincent had a hand to an ear and her stern expression grew hard. With a gesture from her mother, the Melded guarding Carmen plopped her onto a stool next to a table. Both items of furniture were fixed to the floor. They laid Jenna out on a crash couch and Sylvia and the guards left them. 
 “Mom? Where’s Ovo? Don’t you hurt him!” 
 The door slid shut. Carmen slapped the metal and only succeeded in hurting her hand. The air inside the room felt dry and hot. She inspected the door in search of a control mechanism. Found none. No doubt the Melded had bionic door openers among their other accoutrements. 
  Jenna moaned. 
 Carmen crouched next to her and took her hand. “Jen, it’s me. Are you okay?” 
 She was making a choking sound. She was breathing, Carmen confirmed, but something was wrong. Her skin was pale. Beads of sweat dotted her forehead. 
 “I’m right here,” Carmen said. “I won’t let Mom or anyone else hurt you again.” 
 “Guh…guh…ckkk.” 
 “What did they do to you? Did they give you something?” 
 Her sister’s eyes went wide. Her hand gripped Carmen’s hard enough to hurt. Jenna turned to face her. Jenna’s mouth opened, but no sound came out but a dry rasp. Then something beneath her hospital gown writhed. 
   
   






Chapter Thirty-Five

 The shimmering ooze that uncoiled itself from Jenna’s body stood almost as tall as Carmen. It had the shape of a wide ribbon or nearly transparent blanket, with tiny bubbles and floating shapes within it which drifted about like foam carried on a tide. 
 A pair of thin spaghetti-like tendrils dangled to the floor. The thing was still extricating itself from Jenna, the last parts of it flowing from beneath her gown. 
 “It was you,” Carmen whispered. “You attacked me.” 
 The creature stiffened as it collected itself and grew taller still. Carmen backed away to the corner. 
 “What do you want?” 
 It stood completely detached from Jenna now. Its tendrils probed the floor as if feeling about. Its shape went from sheetlike to a narrow tube that appeared ready to collapse. 
 Carmen licked her lips. “Can…can you understand me?” 
 Was it even facing her? And where were the Melded? Were they not monitoring them? Then a thought occurred that chilled her to the core. Had her mother placed them together deliberately? If this monster was a Melded agent, then its presence was no accident, and she and her sister were locked in a room with it. 
 Jenna began coughing. 
 Carmen edged her way. Before she could move more than a few steps, the creature lurched towards her. Carmen stumbled back until she collided with the table. Tiny tentacles emerged from the thing’s body. It reminded her of a sea anemone or jellyfish. The small limbs probed her face and hair. She kept her mouth closed and shut her eyes and tried to turn away. But the creature pressed closer. An electric tingle stung her cheek. She swatted at the tendrils. Felt more stings. 
 “Get away from me!” 
 A hum rolled through her ears and teeth and skull. Sound. Faint voices. Tones. Car engines. Music. The thing in front of her, her sister, the Melded ship, all faded, overlaid with flashes of faces—her father, her nephews, Jenna and herself, young, at play in their first backyard. She felt the pain of a scraped knee. Heard Jenna’s wail when Carmen wouldn’t share the swing and felt the guilt as her sister ran for their mother inside the house. 
 Scents took over. Savory meat smoking on a grill. Frying catfish. Her father instructing her on how to brine shrimp, and the aroma of pepper and garlic powder before the breaded shrimp dropped in sizzling oil. Burned toast on a school morning when neither parent was home. 
 The scenes played more cohesively. But Carmen felt the invisible hand directing her memories. It was the creature. It was doing this to her. Making her see and hear and smell and forcing recollections of events past. It loomed behind each glimpse into her life, tainting them with its unwanted presence. It was an eavesdropper and spy, and its desire to share her most private moments felt insatiable. 
 It sought those shards of her life out. The fights with her mother. Raised voices. Carmen’s verbal outbursts. Slammed doors and abandoned dinners. Bitter disappointments at school. Minor triumphs with no parents in attendance to cheer her on. 
 The junior high jazz band recital where Carmen had performed the trombone solo for a Wycliffe Gordon number. The applause had felt hollow when Carmen couldn’t spot her mother, who had promised to make it in time to see her daughter play. 
 More embarrassing, the meeting with her freshman year counselor following Carmen being caught gluing the lock to her algebra class’s door to avoid a quiz. Mom was again a no-show. The school had reached her father on the phone, but the connection had been bad and it was the counselor who had apologized to Carmen after the conversation. 
 Carmen felt her breathing coming in fits. 
 The creature burrowed deeper. 
 Embarrassment gave way to shame. She had overslept at her boyfriend’s apartment and her phone had been muted on the afternoon her dad was to return home from the hospital following a round of kidney surgery. She was supposed to have been there and had just gone to the apartment to pick up some things. Exhausted, she had taken what was supposed to be a ten-minute power nap. During her slumber, her dad had made it home somehow and had slipped from bed. Mercifully, he hadn’t broken or ruptured anything and had managed to reach his phone. After waking and hurrying back, she had made it to his place to discover the fire department and the paramedics there. They had gotten him back to bed. 
 “Stop it!” 
 But the shadow delved further, was drawn to the darker, harder emotions like a moth to a flame. Kept pulling at them, no matter how vague the memory. Things Carmen had let go. Forgiven. Forgotten. Hatchets buried and things she had considered learning experiences in hindsight. Events now unimportant. The thing drew them up. Carmen felt its appetite. It had taken its fill, yet still it craved more instances of sorrow and pain. 
 Carmen resisted. And then it pushed. 
 Spilled hot chocolate and Carmen had blamed Jenna. Ramming the car’s bumper into the garage drywall after misjudging her speed while blasting music too loud. Cornered by a gang of girls on a playground after a move to a new town. Spat upon. Taunted when she had refused to fight an ogre of a fifth grader. Getting thrown out of band class in front of everyone.  
 Yet the shadow oddly disregarded the thought of how during that class, when everything and everyone behaved, Carmen could lose herself in the flurry of sounds, become one with it, find peace even when they blasted and squeaked their way through the “Liberty Bell” march. Even within the worst practice sessions, Carmen found joy in the moments of harmony. 
 The creature wasn’t interested. Kept pushing. 
 Carmen felt her face grow hot as fresh memories came forward. 
 Her supervisor firing her from the cable company with the threat of calling the police after her illicit router had been discovered, which she used to better search the web following the Big Wipe. Panic at seeing Jenna shot down by the Melded. 
 And the now moments. Losing her mother again, to something incomprehensible. 
 The hard memories twisted inside her, conjuring up rage and tears and helplessness. 
 A final jolt sent Carmen to the floor. The creature moved away from her. She couldn’t decide if it was finished or just hadn’t found what it was searching for. 
 Then a new recollection came to her mind, and this one was not her own. There, as plain as a rough drawing on a page, the impression lingered, something left by the creature, perhaps unwittingly: Earth’s end. Her world, a pitted landscape. The remnants of the Framework floating vaguely nearby. Everything lifeless. Everything smoking and dark except for the uncaring sun. And then, as if the page turned, she saw more. 
 The harvester.  
 It wanted it, its need as fierce as its desire to feed on every strong feeling it could draw from its victims. It wished to see it broken. Destroying the harvester and witnessing everything else end were linked with a steel-willed certainty. And it thought Carmen and Jenna would play a role in the harvester’s destruction. 
 She realized she was wrong about the Melded concerning this monster. They weren’t using it. It was using them. And it needed Carmen and Jenna. Somehow they were where it wanted them to be, here, on board the Melded vessel. 
 The creature had slid to the door and seemed to be inspecting it with its feelers. 
 “Mom?” Carmen called. “Mom, can you hear me? It’s here. The thing is here! It’s inside the ship! Mom, please—” 
 In an instant, the creature leaped at her. A shock jolted her as its tendrils seized her arms and throat. A numbness quickly replaced the pain. The world drifted. As she slid to the floor, she could do little but watch. The thing had returned to the door. Somehow it found a gap between the door and the wall. The creature slid away and out of sight. 
 A second later, one of the Melded guards appeared. The creature that had disabled the harvester was now loose on board their ship, and it was precisely where it wanted to be. She needed to warn them. But at that moment, as the guard pointed his weapon at her, she couldn’t even whisper.




Chapter Thirty-Six

 A second guard joined the Melded grunt confronting Carmen. One crouched over Jenna as if to check on her. Jenna wasn’t responding and appeared to have passed out. 
 Carmen kept trying to speak.  
 The bug doctor entered next. He went straight to Carmen and pressed a device against her skin. His wings kept vibrating, and he leaned in close enough that she got an excellent view of his mandibles. He kept making a series of muted snapping sounds. 
 One guard she knew: Four Arms. He kept watch with his multiple hands on his weapon, as if either of the sisters might make a break for it. 
 Carmen worked her jaw. Tried to speak, to repeat her warning. Had they heard? Had they understood? And where was her mother? She forced her jaw to work but could barely swallow. The bug doctor lifted her hand and prodded the meat of her thumb. She flinched, but barely. The bug chittered irritably as if disappointed. 
 So much for bedside manners. 
 He then jabbed her. It didn’t exactly hurt, but it surprised her. And barely being able to move as the giant bloated cricket touched her made her want to scream. 
 And then she did. A soft moan, at least. Pins and needles rolled through her body. She bit her lip and massaged her fingers. The doctor refilled an object like a cigarette lighter. Before he could inject her again, she stopped him. 
 “No,” she said firmly. “No more medicine. Don’t give me anything! Where’s my mother? You need to warn her.” 
 His reply was gibberish. 
 “Then let me talk to Ovo. He can translate. There’s something on board your ship.” 
 Four Arms made a series of gestures with his free hands. He tapped his feet and clicked his mouth. The doctor replied and put his devices away. Then the bug headed towards the door. 
 She reached to stop him. “Your people came all this way for the harvester. That monster that’s aboard your ship is going to take it from you.” 
 Four Arms moved to shove her back. She raised her hands and winced as the weapon barrel pressed against her face. When the doctor chittered, Four Arms ignored him. 
 But then he let her go. Four Arms, the doctor, and the other sentry all perked up. Four Arms lowered the weapon, looked aside, and clickety-clicked. The doctor pressed a feeler to an antenna. All the Melded hurried out of the room as if summoned. 
 In the hallway, an orange light blinked. While Carmen couldn’t hear an alarm, she knew the Melded were all linked on a communication network. And now something was happening. Four Arms lingered just outside. 
 She rose, leaning on the wall for support. No one stopped her when she went for Jenna and shook her shoulder. But her sister wouldn’t rouse. 
 The door shushed closed. The ship vibrated.  
 Were they moving? If so, there was no change in gravity. She pounded on the door. Pressed an ear to the metal. Footsteps rushed past. Perhaps her ears were playing tricks, but she thought someone in the distance was screaming. The cry was cut short, but was followed by the phump-phump-phump of Melded small-arms fire. 
 The shadow. They were hunting it. She tried to make sense of the commotion as she heard more voices. A shudder vibrated the wall. A thud and crash. Next came the sound of metal bending or tearing. Feet ran directly past her door, and then she strained her ears as a hush fell across the frigate. 
 A bellow punctuated the silence—raw, primal, and angry. The sound died away, but Carmen knew what it meant. The One was loose aboard the Melded frigate. 
 More weapon fire followed. Had the giant alien woken on its own, or did the shadow have something to do with it?  
 The door slid open. Her mom stood there with Four Arms. She pulled Carmen out into the corridor. 
 “What’s going on?” Carmen asked. 
 Her mom clutched her in one arm, her other holding a weapon. “There’s no time.” She nodded and Four Arms entered the holding cell and headed for Jenna. 
 The One’s roar erupted from down the hallway. A mass of flesh pushed around the nearest corner. A set of eyes locked on to them from within a series of folds. The thing’s mouths bit down on the floor, walls, and ceiling and pulled it forward. 
 “Run,” her mother said. 
 With a series of growls, the One charged their direction. 
 Carmen resisted, but her mother proved stronger and pulled her along. “No, wait! Jenna!” 
 She glimpsed Four Arms at the door with Jenna as he was driven back into the room. The One’s mass blocked the hall as it stopped at the door to the holding cell. A burst of gunfire and a scream followed, and then silence as the One thrust a portion of itself into their room. But much of its body remained in the corridor. Three multisegmented arms ending in misshapen hands with too many fingers slapped the floors and walls and scratched at metal as Carmen and her mother scrambled away. 
 The Melded worm waited at the open ramp leading off the ship. It let loose with a series of exclamations interspersed with puffs of its stinking breath. 
 Carmen wrenched free of her mother’s grip. “We have to go back for her.” 
 Her mom fired a long burst. The projectiles struck the One, but each impact merely rippled, doing nothing to slow the oncoming alien. It was like throwing pebbles at a tidal wave. Sylvia backed down the ramp, and the worm slithered out ahead of them. 
 “Going back isn’t possible,” Sylvia said. “We just lost most of our crew. We can’t stop that thing with our weapons.” 
 “This is your plan? What about Jenna?” 
 “We’ll come back for her.” 
 The three of them fled down the parking garage. The One paused as it extricated itself out of the frigate’s hatch. As it rose to its full height, it stood almost as tall as the center portion of the frigate and far wider than the ramp. It continued to swell. Eyes opened along its body and tentacles probed in all directions. How such a massive creature had squeezed itself into its own vessel, Carmen didn’t know. Jenna and Ovo were still inside the frigate, their fate uncertain. 
 The worm stopped at one of the parking garage’s stairwells. Glanced down at Carmen and Sylvia. 
 As if having received an order, her mom said, “We take the harvester. It’s our only chance. Carmen, will you help us?” 
 “Why would I do that?” 
 Her mother ushered her down the stairs. “Because contrary to what you believe, I don’t want that monstrosity loose. With the harvester we can stop it.” 
 “Stop it? It’s trying to stop you. Nothing’s changed! I won’t let you take the harvester.” 
 But Carmen followed Sylvia Vincent and the three of them emerged onto the roundabout drive which led to the emergency room entrance. A piece of Melded machinery the size of a gas station pump sat next to the harvester. The sphere stood open. There were no other Melded. Had the One killed all of them? 
 The worm went to the machine and plugged itself in. As it busied itself with the controls, Sylvia led Carmen into the sphere. 
 Everything was as it had been, with the three crash couches made of the harvester’s dark material occupying one end of the sphere and a simple console sitting near the center, along with the sink, which continued to trickle water. The bot still stood in the doorway where Carmen had left it. 
 From outside, the One howled. The raw cry echoed within the parking garage. 
 Sylvia guided Carmen along by the elbow. “We’ve made this easy for you. You lie down. An option will appear in your virtual display to reset the encryption. Once you select it, the harvester will no longer need you or Jenna to be in control. Then we can go about using it to help Earth and the Framework.” 
 “You’ve made it clear that wasn’t what you wanted it for.” 
 Movement outside the sphere caught Carmen’s attention. Creeping down the side of the garage came the One. It lowered itself like a giant water balloon, with dozens of arms and insectile legs easing its descent. And there, wrapped in a pair of tentacles, was Jenna. The One bore her along like it was carrying a piece of firewood. 
 Carmen gasped at the sight of the horror coming their way. “It has her.” 
 “Close the hatch,” Sylvia ordered. 
 “No. Why does it have Jenna? If it’s after you for what you did, then it doesn’t need her.” 
 The One was almost to the ground. Her mother looked distracted as the worm began shouting from outside. Was the worm giving orders, or was the Melded’s former leader scared? 
 Carmen took the opportunity and rushed back out of the sphere. Her mom called for her. But Carmen had heard the One speak at the Framework council and had witnessed its actions with the Melded. Despite its aggressiveness and horror show appearance, and the fact that talking to it had nearly driven She Who Waits mad, the One had declared its desire to save the harvester for the Framework. 
 Her heart was pounding like a kettledrum as she approached it. The One had almost finished its climb, easing itself into a gargantuan blob as it released its grip on the parking structure. Jenna was passed from one set of tentacles to a dozen hands that held her aloft and out of reach. 
 “You remember me?” Carmen called. “We’re on the same side. That’s my sister there. I’ll help you. Just put her down.” 
 A loud, stuttered gibbering erupted from a pair of mouths. It sounded as if the One was trying to say something and was restarting the sentence over and over. But it never stopped moving. It finished its descent and clawed its way forward towards the sphere. 
 Carmen ran ahead of it. “Let me unlock the harvester. We can make sure the Melded don’t take it. But put her down first.” 
 The arm came out of nowhere. It struck Carmen and knocked her aside. The One surged past, moving steadily faster. Through it all its mouths muttered and spat and it sounded like it was gasping for air. Something about the sounds reminded Carmen of the doctor she had encountered in the lower levels of the hospital. 
 Sylvia Vincent and the worm both got out of the way as it carried Jenna through the open side of the sphere. 
 Carmen pressed a hand to her sore mouth. Blood oozed from her bottom lip. She couldn’t think straight. But she rose to approach the sphere. The One couldn’t possibly fit inside. It squeezed a portion of itself through the hatchway and bore her sister out of sight. 
 Carmen felt helpless as she tried to see what was happening. The monster blocked the doorway. But what could it hope to accomplish with Jenna unconscious? 
 Sylvia came around the sphere and extracted what looked like a bulky rifle from the Melded machinery. She raised it up and sighted down the top at the One. Carmen dove aside at the last moment. Unlike the smaller Melded sidearm that had spat projectiles, her big new weapon featured a barrel with glowing blue bands. 
 She cut loose with a blast of arcing energy which flashed heat and split the air with a sharp snap. The burst tore a wide burning cut in the One. It was as if a giant fiery knife had slashed at a wad of bread dough. 
 The One howled with a hundred voices. Limbs began flailing in every direction, reaching out and swiping at the air and smashing into the side of the sphere and the ground around it. Carmen scrambled away as a deformed hand almost flattened her. One giant mallet of a limb struck the asphalt and cracked it. Her mother backpedaled and was about to fire again when a tentacle burst from the wound and struck her in the midsection, knocking her down. A second limb followed and shattered her dropped weapon to pieces. 
 Carmen ran to her and got her up. They limped away together, her mother clutching her stomach and gritting her teeth. A blackish liquid dribbled from her nose. 
 “You…can’t reason with that thing,” Sylvia gasped. 
 “We can’t kill it. It’s trying to do what I couldn’t. Stop you.” 
 Her mother shook her head in disgust. “You think it’s going to help Earth?” 
 “I don’t know what it’s going to do.” 
 The One retracted its limbs. The wound remained a raw tear along its side. The rest of its body churned. The gibbering mouths began making a choking sound. Again, Carmen recalled the doctor in the hospital. And then the realization struck her like a hammer. 
 When she had seen it before, the One had always been fast and smooth in its movements. But now, during its assault on the frigate and while carrying Jenna down to the sphere, it shambled and was jerky. The shadow. It was here, with the One, somehow influencing it, controlling it as it had the doctor. 
 But the doctor couldn’t speak and was barely coordinated enough to operate her rifle or push a hospital bed. So what was the shadow expecting to do with the sphere? 
 Wary of the One, the worm crept up to the Melded machine, which had been knocked onto its side. It began furiously tapping away at the controls. But it quickly moved back and let out a blast of air from its helmet. The machine had gone dark. 
 “Try again!” her mother called to the former Primary Executive. “We can’t give up!” 
 The sphere emitted the faintest hum. Carmen felt it in her teeth. Then the hatch crashed shut, cutting the One in half and sending a torrent of fluid splashing to the ground. The sphere began to rise, slowly at first, inch by inch, but then it lifted into the air and effortlessly knocked aside the suspended cage halves the cranes held over it. It then launched soundlessly away into the sky. 






Chapter Thirty-Seven

 Sylvia Vincent was hurrying up the parking garage steps towards the Melded frigate. Carmen kept calling as she jogged after her mother, but she wasn’t listening. Sylvia was trying to operate one of her devices as she ran, her motions frantic. 
 Carmen caught up with her. “Wait! Stop! Where are we going?” 
 “We need to intercept the sphere. It’s heading for the rest of the harvester. But I can’t…I can’t get any of the crew to respond.” 
 The worm had abandoned its machine at the sphere landing site. It rushed up the stairs after them and almost bowled them over as it slithered to the waiting ramp of the ship. It let out a wail as it peered inside. 
 Dead and broken Melded lay everywhere. 
 Her mom pushed past the worm without hesitation, stepping over bodies as she hurried down the main corridor. Carmen followed her to what appeared to be a control room. It had been destroyed. While the ship had always looked untidy, now large sections of wall and floor were torn up and consoles and screens had been smashed to pieces. 
 Sylvia fiddled with a series of buttons on one wall and opened a virtual display. “The reactor is still up and running. But the flight computer is offline.” 
 “How do we catch them?” Carmen asked. 
 “This is no good. We don’t, not with the frigate like this. They’re going too fast.” 
 “Does the radio work? Put me through to She Who Waits.” 
 “Those controls are gone too. There might be a way to patch through to her if we interface with our antennae, but it would be quicker to run to her shuttle. But even if we do, that shuttle won’t be enough. The sphere has too much of a head start. And Carmen, you can’t take any more hard g’s.” 
 Her mother sagged against the wall. 
 Carmen shook her shoulder. “You came this far. You can’t give up now.” 
 “I always wanted the best for you,” her mother whispered. 
 “I know. Look, Mom, what do we have to do to save Jenna? What does that monster want?” 
 Her mom looked up at her with an expression of helplessness. “We don’t know. We didn’t even believe the rumors from the other survivors who had glimpsed the shadows. Humans aren’t the only ones who have ghost stories.” 
 “Snap out of it. With all your gadgets you can’t get your ship going again?” 
 “Look around you. The ship needs repairs. The crew is dead.” 
 Carmen surveyed the control room. The Melded seemed to have a more hands-on approach to piloting their craft than She Who Waits. Crushed flight couches had once stood next to the smashed controls. The One had done a thorough job. Everything looked as if it would have to be replaced. And with every second that ticked by, the monster that had taken her sister was getting further away. 
 “What about the One’s ship?” Carmen asked. “Is it fast?” 
 Sylvia straightened up and ran down an auxiliary corridor. The worm met them at an open airlock that connected to the other vessel. In contrast to the looping shapes which made up the exterior of the ship, the inside was sleek and clean with smooth walls and floors. The round hallway reminded Carmen of a roller rink. There was no furniture. 
 Sylvia and the worm exchanged a few curt, muffled words. The worm went forward while she tried to lead Carmen back out the airlock. 
 “Mom, what are you doing?” 
 “The One’s ship’s main reactor is out. It has a secondary reactor more powerful than ours. But you’re staying here. There are no flight chairs. The One’s boat has no comforts, and it’s going to be a hard ride even for us.” 
 “I don’t care. I’m coming with you.” 
 “I’m not talking about pillows and blankets. It doesn’t even have flight couches. I will not watch you die as we try to save Jen. I can’t lose both of you.” 
 “That’s not your choice anymore, Mom.” 
 Her mother paused as if thinking. Then the bug doctor appeared, followed closely by a badly limping Four Arms, who no longer carried a weapon and had three of his limbs wrapped in a dressing. Without a word, the doctor handed Sylvia his injection device. 
 Her mom held the injector up. “This will keep you from getting hurt. It’s the only way I’m letting you come with us.” 
 Carmen felt her breath come short. The thought of accepting whatever poison was inside the Melded concoction made her queasy. Then the lights brightened inside the airlock. Something hummed behind the walls of the One’s vessel. There was no more time for arguments. 
 Carmen cocked her head sideways, revealing her neck. “Give it to me.” 
 Her mom smirked. “Always so dramatic, honey. The arm is fine.” She pressed the injector against Carmen’s forearm and it made a click. Carmen felt a tingle, but nothing else. 
 Sylvia discarded the injector. The doctor and Four Arms backed up as the airlock sealed. No one waved goodbye. 
 Sylvia and Carmen found the former Primary in a forward compartment, a wide empty oval room with an interface along one wall. The worm had jacked itself into it. 
 “The worm can hack the ship?” 
 “For lack of a better phrase, yes,” Sylvia said. “The Melded have intelligence on all the Framework technology and spaceships. The One’s tech is particularly advanced and there are some gaps to what is known. Time to test whether it’s enough.” 
 The ship shook, and Carmen had to hold on to a wall as they got moving. Sylvia led her to an alcove that had a depression in the floor where they settled in. It felt like lying down inside a fiberglass bathtub, with no cushions or handholds. 
 Carmen wasn’t sure if it was the events of the evening or the injection, but she felt jittery, as if she’d knocked back an energy drink or three. But before she could ask any questions, they were launching upward. It wasn’t too different from her first flight on the sphere. Even as her body lay stiff and pressed against the floor, the sensation felt milder than what she’d experienced on her rides with She Who Waits. She guessed the Melded drug was doing its job.  
 There was little to do but wait and worry. She could only hope and pray that Jenna remained asleep. She didn’t want to imagine her being in the grip of the One and whatever the shimmering shadow monster was that appeared to be controlling it. 
 What would it do once it reached the rest of the harvester and brought the ship together? Would it even need Jenna? She tried not to think about it. But the dark thoughts kept coming. Her mom had her now. Had given her the shot. Was this the first step in her becoming one of them, a Melded? 

I’m me and I’m not letting go.

 The One had survived losing half of its body to the closing hatchway. The Melded themselves were a slapdash patchwork of remnants stapled and sewn, composed of a dozen or more original races, Frankenstein monsters who had left their original identities behind. Was that what it meant to survive what was to come? Could she pay that price? Would the same toll be extracted from every woman, man, and child on Earth who wanted to live? 
 “Remember to breathe,” her mom said. 
 Carmen nodded. Focused on taking a breath, and then another. She swallowed hard and settled in as the g’s pressing on her grew. 
 Saving Jenna was up to her. Not only did she need to get her out of the hands of the One, but Carmen knew for a certainty that her mother would try to take them both away unless she stopped her. 
   






Chapter Thirty-Eight

 If they couldn’t catch up to the sphere, it wouldn’t be for a lack of trying. 
 While riding in the One’s ship was smooth, the crush became unrelenting. Her mother kept talking to her, but Carmen couldn’t see her lips to make out the words. But the tone was unmistakable. Sylvia was trying to console her. And as much as Carmen would never trust her mother again, she felt a measure of comfort as she summoned up the last time her mother had spoken with her like this. 
 The vague memory drained away when the worm groaned. Carmen lifted her head for a second. The worm had collapsed where it had stood, splayed out and flattening. Had something happened to it? And if so, who was flying the ship? 
 “Mom…” 
 Sylvia was struggling to rise. She went step by step over to the worm and paused for a moment before reaching over to pick up the handheld gadget it had plugged into the ship. 
 “Is the worm okay?” Carmen asked. 
 “Fainted but still alive. We’re almost there. The ship is slowing. We’re past the worst of it.” 
 Carmen hadn’t noticed a maneuver. Had she passed out or slept without realizing it? “Where are we? Can you show me?” 
 Sylvia worked at the gadget. “I can’t figure this out. The Primary has an implant which allows it virtual access. We’re on autopilot unless I can wake it up. Our ship’s on a docking trajectory with the second sphere. The first one is right ahead of us and the two are linking up. I can’t tell where the rest of the harvester is.” 
 “So we’re too late.” 
 “The One still has to force Jenna to yield control.” 
 “It won’t need to do that. The shadow manipulating the One touched me. It can invade the mind. It may have everything it needs if it can force Jenna to do what it wants.” Which meant it didn’t require Jenna to cooperate if she could be its puppet. So how long would her sister remain useful? How long before the thing controlling the One killed her? 
 The pressure eased with every passing moment. Carmen rose and went to the worm. This creature which had shot Jenna and almost killed them all now looked pitiful and deflated. Carmen kneeled to inspect it. The helmet had multiple latches. Vapor trickled up from one of the exhaust vents on the worm’s suit. But Carmen understood the worm had its own atmosphere. Opening the suit might hurt it. 
 “How do we help?” she asked. 
 Her mother remained distracted. “The Primary will be fine. We’re going to dock in minutes. I want you to stay hidden while I board.” 
 “No. I should have protected Jenna better when I brought her home. I’m getting her out of there.” 
 “You saw what the One can do. We don’t have any weapons.” 
 “And your Melded were all armed and got slaughtered. We need a plan.” 
 The ship rumbled as it slowed further. Gravity felt nonexistent. She realized she didn’t have a space suit and only the emergency garment her mother had provided. Surely the shadow would provide enough air for Jenna, and by extension for them as well.  
 “We have a problem,” Sylvia said. “I found the other harvester sections and they’re coming here.” 
 Before Carmen could ask, her mother tapped one of her enhancements. A display showed their ship approaching the sphere. But then more spheres appeared and they were closing in. Carmen had once used the spheres as a weapon against the Melded ship. They could destroy anything they touched. She could only imagine what would happen if their ship didn’t break off when the rest of the harvester arrived. 
 “We have to move,” Carmen said. 
 Sylvia expanded the display. “It may be too late.” 
 The spheres had them surrounded. The black orbs were drawing closer. Even as the One’s ship was about to dock, the harvester sections approached on all sides, with the larger reactor sphere closing off their path of retreat. 
 Sylvia kneeled next to the worm. At first Carmen thought she was trying to get it out of its suit, but she accessed a pack and removed a cannister. She attached it to Carmen’s emergency suit and the garment began to swell. 
 “In case we lose pressure. You’ll have air and a measure of protection beyond the suit’s supply. Pull up the hood and it will seal.”  
 Sylvia donned her own more robust helmet and her face illuminated.  
 Carmen wasted no time tugging the hood over her head but it wasn’t as easy as the Dragoman space suit. The stretchy material clung to her skin as she pulled it over her hands and feet. Sylvia had to help her, as it was like trying to put on a head-to-toe latex glove with wet fingers. An adhesive strip cinched up around her wrists, ankles, waist, and neck. She could see, but everything was hazy. A display appeared across her eyes that only further obscured things. 
 If this was meant to be an emergency suit, it would have taken an eternity to put on by herself. 
 Their ship jolted and Carmen was flying, weightlessly sailing to the wall, and bouncing off. She smashed her shoulder. Arms flailing, she brushed the next wall with her fingertips but couldn’t arrest her flight. Knocked her head against the ceiling. She was heading towards another wall with no way to stop herself. 
 Her mother caught her. They bumped off the ceiling before Sylvia brought them both to the floor. Her feet locked in place. When her mother released her, Carmen had to windmill her arms to keep from keeling over. But she quickly found her balance. 
 “Wait here,” Sylvia said. 
 “Where are you going?” 
 Her mom began moving out of the control room. “Outside. In case the One is trapping us on board.” 
 Carmen hurried to follow. “I’m not getting left behind.” 
 “I don’t know how long it will take to get back in. Even with the extra I gave you, you don’t have enough air. We could get stuck outside.” 
 “It’s a choice between that and being trapped in here. Those spheres can shred a ship. I don’t want to stick around for that.” 
 As they entered the airlock, Carmen knew they didn’t have time to save the worm. Even weightless, the large Melded would require too much effort to get out the airlock, and what then? If the One was going to destroy the ship, they had only bought themselves minutes. What if they had no way of getting inside one of the spheres? 
 Sylvia attached a tether to Carmen’s waist as the airlock cycled. Carmen felt a fresh wave of nerves. When the airlock door opened, most of the stars appeared blotted out because of the incoming spheres. Her suit clung to her and instantly felt warm. She could breathe. She wasn’t freezing, but it felt like there was only a flimsy plastic bag between her and the vacuum of space. 
 Their ship was getting closer to docking with the first sphere. But the rest of the harvester was almost upon them. 
 Sylvia’s voice came through an unseen microphone. “On three, jump.” 
 They sprang forward, clearing the small gap and landing softly on the dark metal in front of them. But her mother almost yanked her off her feet as she hurried along the sphere’s hull. Carmen found her footing and kept up, mindful of each step needing to be planted before she lifted the next foot. A moment later the One’s ship connected with the sphere without a sound. 
 They would have been crushed. 
 Sylvia took a knee and tapped at a virtual display. Meanwhile, the oncoming cluster of spheres engulfed the One’s ship. The faintest vibration rolled through the hull upon which they stood. But with the harvester pitch-black and the One’s ship now hidden, it felt like they were standing in a void. Earth and the sun’s glow were on the opposite side of the harvester. The air in her thin suit grew stale. Her mother kept at the display, but whatever she had in mind wasn’t working. 
 Each breath came harder. “Mom?” 
 “I can’t get in. We have to make our way to the reactor section and try the airlock there.” 
 The harvester spheres had stopped moving. They were standing on top of what Carmen imagined was the front of the formation, with the other spheres surrounding the One’s ship at the center. It hadn’t been crushed yet, but that would follow if the harvester operator wanted it to happen. Oriented now, Carmen knew the reactor was most likely on the opposite end of the harvester. 
 They began walking. Each step took effort and concentration. The hull kept going and going. Carmen wheezed. Felt herself wanting to breathe faster. They had been outside the airlock for only minutes, hadn’t they? Yet her lungs burned. 
 “Something’s wrong,” she gasped. 
 Her mom took a moment to examine her suit before cinching up on the tether connecting them.. 
 “Detach both feet,” Sylvia said. “I’ll pull you along. Carmen?” 
 Carmen realized she was having difficulty understanding her mother. Had to focus on the words. Focus not to pass out.  
 Her mother spoke again and began moving. Carmen tried to follow but her limbs felt heavy.  
 “Pick up those feet!” Sylvia ordered, her voice crisp and loud. 
 Lifting her heels first, Carmen pulled her right foot up and then hopped. Flying. But her mother had her and they jumped, the tether taut and yanking her forward as her mother touched down and hopped again, controlling the slack and making a third jump, clearing the first sphere and landing with both feet down on the next. But the harvester looked like a dark mountain closing around them. Carmen gasped. Couldn’t speak. Leaving the One’s ship…leaving Earth…was a mistake. 
 Her body trembled. Her mother was saying something, but Carmen wasn’t listening. The tether pulled at her. She stumbled forward, slammed into the hull of the harvester, and was floating. Caught a view through the gap in the spheres. 
 The myriad stars. A brilliant canopy, which her mother had loved more than her daughters. They were beautiful. But she would have traded them all for getting Jenna back to her sons. 
 With her last ounce of breath, she whispered an apology. She had failed her father, who she was supposed to be caring for, by trying to save her mom, and she had lost her sister in the process. 
 And then something blocked out what she supposed was the last view of her life. Another sphere? A stone rolled across the mouth of a tomb? The dark body eclipsed the stars as it headed for her. 
 She didn’t have the breath to cry out a warning. Was helpless as the incoming shape threatened to engulf her. 
 A red cone of light appeared, a last light in the void. 
 She Who Waits’ voice sounded distant. “Designate Carmen Vincent? Like me, you have a duty to perform.” 






Chapter Thirty-Nine

 She Who Waits’ shuttle caught the glow of the sun and Earth as it rotated towards her through the gap in the spheres. It looked not unlike an oblong stick flung into the sky, tumbling end over end, propelled by soft pulses of blue flame that guided it closer. 
 Carmen believed she was hallucinating as she fought to draw in the last hint of oxygen from her depleted suit. But She Who Waits’ voice had indeed spoken to her. Sylvia Vincent drew closer and passed through the red light. Her mother’s suit illuminated her face as she took Carmen by the hand and pulled her along with her. They landed together, softly connecting to the hull of another sphere. And then Sylvia pulled her along into a vaulting jump. 
 Once again Carmen was floating. The harvester fell away beneath her as the shuttle glided silently closer. A tall figure stood at the shuttle’s airlock and it leaped for them. Daughter on one arm, Sylvia stretched out a hand. The three collided and then Ovo had them in his grasp. A fragile cord like a lone strand of spiderweb connected him to the shuttle. A hard jerk arrested their movement. Spinning. Carmen lost all sense of up, down, and where the harvester or shuttle were. 

Out of air.

 No more panic. The calm realization was a fact she accepted even as she helplessly twisted about. 
 She caught sight of the shuttle again. It was closer now. But her hazy brain tried to make sense of a new shape that pursued the shuttle. Another sphere out of formation with the rest of the harvester. It barreled towards them like a rogue dwarf planet. But she lost sight of it as they crashed into the shuttle’s airlock. The lock sealed. Jets of gas buffeted them. 
 Good air, Carmen hoped, and not She Who Waits’ own foul atmosphere. Carmen clawed feebly at her suit. As the shuttle began to pour on thrust, the floor rose beneath them and she collapsed to the floor. Her mother pulled the temporary suit open. Was spouting apologies which Carmen couldn’t follow. 
 Air, sweet air. Carmen sucked in precious oxygen. Coughed. Breathed as she spat and gagged and realized she was alive. 
 “Something’s…coming,” she gasped. “Another sphere.” 
 The red light had followed her. “Threat recognized. Designates Carmen Vincent and Sylvia Vincent, please secure yourselves.” 
 Ovo helped her move into the rear bay towards a crash couch. She Who Waits wasn’t in sight. The control display above the altar was gone. 
 “You’re alive,” Carmen said to Ovo. “What happened to you?” 
 “I hid. The One wasn’t trying to kill us all, just break through to steal your sister. Once it took her, I got out and ran to She Who Waits. She agreed to come rescue you.” 
 Her mother joined her and helped her sit. But Carmen clung to the side of the couch and wouldn’t lie back. 
 “Hold on. What are we doing?” 
 “Fleeing,” She Who Waits said from the translation light. “The pursuing harvester segment has closed in and will strike us if we don’t depart. As you assisted me and reminded me of my assignment, we are both able to serve the Framework better if we don’t die.” 
 “What about Jenna?” 
 “This ship can’t fight the harvester,” Ovo said. “Please lie back.” 
 “No. We can’t give up. I won’t leave her.” 
 “We don’t have a choice. This shuttle has no weapons. And She Who Waits says as it stands we might not have enough fuel to make it back to the Framework.” 
 Carmen got up and instantly regretted it, falling hard against Ovo. The shuttle continued to accelerate while simultaneously turning end over end. Carmen fought a fresh wave of nausea. But the sensation passed quickly. Somehow her stomach felt instantly settled. The Melded drug? Time for those answers later. 
 “We can’t just let the shadow take it. We don’t know what it’s going to do.” 
 Sylvia Vincent had been silent until that moment. “You’re right. But you’re in no shape to do anything. We regroup and make a new plan.” 
 “And how long will that take? I just need to find a replacement suit. We got onto the reactor section before.” 
 “That was when that ship wasn’t trying to kill us. With the shadow chasing us down with one of the spheres, we can’t take the time to slow so we can board.” 
 Carmen peeled away the rest of the temporary suit. “That section in front where we docked—that’s where Jenna is. The shadow brought the rest of the harvester over and is turning it into a single spaceship again.” 
 “So? What’s your point, honey?” 
 “It’s a big target. If we can’t get into an airlock, then we need to crash into it.” 
 No one said anything at first. 
 “It doesn’t work like that,” Sylvia said. “Even if we manage to fly straight into the harvester, we may not breach it. And then if we can actually get on board, what’s stopping whatever’s piloting it from keeping us sequestered in the damaged section or using the ship itself to kill us?” 
 “Because Jenna might still be in control. When the creature attacked me, it tried to get in my head. I fought it off. I have to believe Jenna can do the same. It didn’t crush the One’s ship, it just grabbed it. It’s trying to juggle controlling Jenna and the One, all while piloting the harvester. If we can get on board, we can keep it distracted and overloaded. You’re the astronaut, Mom. Can we ram it or not?” 
 Ovo was studying his device. “I believe we can breach the hull successfully. She Who Waits’ shuttle is durable enough, and the Cordice design is based on flexibility. But that doesn’t mean the rest of the harvester will wait for us to board after impact.” 
 The red light continued to trail along next to her. Carmen found a helmet and new spacesuit next to the printer. It was her size. Had She Who Waits anticipated her need?  
 She pulled it on, taking a last breath of air before sealing the helmet. “She Who Waits, can you hear me? Is that maneuver possible? Will you pilot us in?” 
 She Who Waits’ tone was impassive. “If that is the collective wish.” 
 Sylvia had a screen in the air displaying a series of elliptical lines. “Okay, so maybe it’s possible. That doesn’t mean I think we should do this. It’s too risky. I’d like to run virtual tests. From what I can see, it’s going to be tight. And I have no idea how close behind us the other sphere is.” 
 “If it’s possible, we have to try, Mom.” 
 “Okay. The reality is we’ll be going really fast. I can’t say what happens when we collide without more time to model the impact. Ovo is too optimistic. Best guess? This shuttle is going to be wrecked because even if it survives the crash, the pursuing sphere will hit us like a freight train. I don’t like this.” 
 “We can’t let them go.” 
 “Then get into your chair and buckle up.” 
 The crash couch had no restraints. Carmen climbed in and clung to the handles. Ovo and her mom likewise got into their own couches. Were they actually going to do this? Carmen didn’t want to think about how fast they were going or how many g’s her body was enduring. Despite whatever effect the Melded drug had on her body, she once again felt pain replace everything as the shuttle put on even more speed and their mad tumble redoubled. 
 “Tell us what’s happening,” Carmen said. 
 “We are outpacing the pursuing sphere,” She Who Waits said. “I have plotted an intersect point which will result in a collision with the harvester near designate the One’s captured vessel. After the collision, the sphere will strike us fifty seconds later. My shuttle will not survive impact.” 

Fifty seconds? Carmen licked her lips. That seemed to be the time it took for the airlock to cycle. 
 “What about you?” she asked. When She Who Waits didn’t answer, she pressed the matter. “She Who Waits? Will you meet us at the airlock?” 
 “I will try. Operating my shuttle under these circumstances is taxing.” 
 “Can’t you program it to go on autopilot? Get back here. We can get out together. Can you hear me?” 
 “Carmen,” her mother said, “let her do her job. It’s all any of us can do right now.” 
 Her jaw tremored as the shuttle suddenly arrested its tumble with a startling amount of force. Her vision went momentarily red. But like the nausea, the effect passed. She was breathing too fast. She wished she could actually see what was in front of them, where they were going, and how close the pursuing sphere was. 
 She put her head back. 
 “Brace for impact,” Sylvia said. 
 Carmen couldn’t do much of anything as the shuttle shuddered, buckled, and disintegrated around her. 






Chapter Forty 

 Carmen’s helmet light came on automatically as the hold went dark. 
 Shuttle parts sailed past. It took a few seconds to realize she was no longer inside her crash couch. She reached out before her and caught a wall. The bay ceiling and floor looked wrong somehow. The floor was above her. She had been thrown but was steady enough that she knew where she was. Broken wall panels bounced past and the ceiling had folded in. 
 How many seconds had ticked by since they had crashed? She spotted the airlock. They needed to get through it before the sphere destroyed the shuttle. She was about to jump for the hatch when she spied Ovo extricating himself from a portion of the wall that had pinned him to a corner. Trying to gauge the distance, she pushed off towards him. She landed nearby and would have bounced except her mother had anchored herself to the wall and caught Carmen by an arm. 
 Sylvia pulled the wall section off Ovo. Pointed at the airlock. 
 The three leaped together, her mom pivoting at the last moment and stopping them next to the hatch. 
 The hatch didn’t open. No button. Carmen waved her hand before the door as if there might be some sensor that needed to be alerted to their presence. Sylvia leaned in and punched the door with a frustrated sound. 
 The sphere was going to hit them at any moment. 
 “Open the airlock!” Carmen cried. 
 Ovo darted off, flying towards the front of the hold. “This way!” 
 The door to the forward compartment stood open. 
 Carmen shook her mom’s arm to get her attention. She didn’t want to try the maneuver on her own. 
 “Hang on,” Sylvia said. 
 Carmen clung to her mom as they made the jump. Ovo vanished through the door and they followed on his heels. The forward compartment was a shredded wreck, with a sea of splintered debris obscuring the front of the ship. A tear along one wall revealed a portion of open space and the dark surface of the harvester’s hull beyond. 
 Sylvia paused only for a moment before propelling them next to Ovo. Ovo was peering out between the two vessels. Carmen grabbed the lip of the breach. Tiny shards of fragments swam everywhere. 
 “She Who Waits,” Carmen said. “We have to get her.” 
 But Ovo was on the move, squeezing out through the breach and crawling towards the nearest curve of the harvester’s hull. 
 Sylvia pushed Carmen through the tear in the shuttle. “There’s no time.” 
 Before Carmen could protest, the shuttle wall almost jerked out of her grip as the entire vessel crumpled. Her mother unceremoniously shoved her butt and followed her in the tight space between the ships, setting a foot down and planting them both on the sphere. The shuttle appeared to ripple as it broke to pieces behind them. The sphere was smashing through the rear of the vessel and didn’t look as if it was going to stop. 
 Hand over hand, they shimmied along the harvester’s hull before rising to walk. The slow stroll was frustratingly deliberate after their headlong escape. 
 Behind them, the front of the shuttle and the cockpit were now breaking to pieces. The oncoming sphere crashed through it like a stone dispersing water in slow motion. Fragments tumbled towards them like a tide, bouncing off the harvester and threatening to sweep them from the hull and into space. 
 Each step felt glacial, as if her feet were stuck in quicksand. The debris field was almost upon them. But then Ovo disappeared into one of the harvester’s airlocks. It was too far. 
 Carmen heard no words from her mother, but as if by practiced maneuver she picked Carmen up and jumped. The hull curved away below them. Carmen clung to her mother and found herself screaming. In one quick motion, Ovo snagged Sylvia by the foot and hauled them both inside. Giant metal shards blew past, some skipping off the hull as the airlock door closed. 
 Her heart threatened to jump out her throat as she squeezed her mother in a vice grip. “Oh, god. Oh, god. She Who Waits…” 
 “Is gone,” Sylvia said. “Set your feet down. Breathe.” 
 Carmen nodded even as she knew her mom wouldn’t see the gesture. She felt the certainty of the floor of the harvester. Ovo kept a reassuring hand on her shoulder. Jets of gas were pushing against them. She could only hope the winking indicators on her suit were telling her it was safe. 
 “Can we get in?” Carmen asked. 
 Her mother consulted her wrist device. “Just a moment. Yes. The former Primary has shared his access solutions. But we will need to be careful.” 
 The inner airlock door opened. Carmen peered into the corridor. It lay empty.  
 “The worm’s alive?” she asked. 
 “Yes. The One’s ship suffered damage, but nothing catastrophic.” 
 “If the shadow is in control of the harvester, we have to assume it can hear and see us.” 
 Sylvia took a previously unseen sidearm from her boot and powered it up. “Agreed. And we didn’t exactly steal our way on board. Our one advantage is the One got hurt bad when it took the sphere. Hopefully, it’ll be slowed down.” 
 “Remember Jenna’s on board, Mom.” 
 “I know. I won’t miss a target as big as that blob.” 
 “The One’s not itself. The shadow is controlling it.” 
 Sylvia ignored the comment as she stepped out into the harvester’s corridor. She swept the weapon’s barrel to either side before motioning Ovo and Carmen to follow. 
 Carmen had an immediate sense of where they were. The harvester had returned to its ring shape, but smaller. If it was the desire of the creature controlling her sister, the remaining spheres would likewise be incorporated, restoring the ring to its full size. The ship had many configurations and for the moment, the creature was also using the spheres to keep the One’s ship in check while simultaneously destroying She Who Waits’ shuttle. 
 She pushed the thought of the translator’s fate from her mind. She would mourn later, assuming any of them survived. 
 She walked ahead of her mother. “This way.” 
 The floor shook. Carmen froze for a moment, her feet locked in place, wondering if they would once again have to flee outside if the harvester pilot reconfigured the ship and depressurized the atmosphere. But the shaking stopped. 
 Carmen remembered being overwhelmed by the controls of the harvester. Without the helpful subroutines, handling the ship would have been impossible. And Jenna had less experience than Carmen. Hopefully this meant the creature manipulating her would likewise have difficulties. 
 But as a fresh jolt ran through the floor, her doubts resurfaced. The thing had taken out two ships. What was a trio of squishy boarders in comparison? 
 As the corridor stretched ahead of them, Carmen felt her footing grow more certain. They had gravity. 
 “We’re spinning,” Sylvia said. 
 Carmen switched off her boots so they wouldn’t cling. Each step had a bounce to it. She had seen enough footage of the work crews on the moon to recall hopping was the best way to get around. If her guess was correct, they would arrive at the control room in moments. Her mom’s firearm made her nervous. They had done little against the One before. 
 Carmen checked the nearest door. It wouldn’t open. “You said something about access solutions, Mom. We’ll need to get doors open.” 
 Ovo examined the doorway. “I have it. While the harvester has its operator functions locked behind the encryption, many of the subsystems are easily hacked.” 
 She grinned. “Quit bragging and do it.” 
 As if to prove his point, he touched the door and it obediently vanished, revealing a bare room. Carmen pressed on and arrived at the control room. She waited for Ovo. As he approached, all the doors ahead and behind that they hadn’t checked simultaneously opened. 
 Carmen felt her stomach go queasy. “Uh-oh. Was that you?” 
 “No,” Ovo whispered. 
 A shuddering breath echoed all around them. 
 The harvester had enough air to carry sound. Made sense, Carmen supposed, as this kept both the One and Jenna alive and neither had suits. The harvester also had failsafes which would compartmentalize any breach, and for all she knew, the shadow monster that had taken her sister might survive in a vacuum. 
 But if the shadow using the One had opened all the doors, that meant it was about to do something about the intruders. 
 Carmen didn’t want to wait for that to happen. She cautiously approached the control room door. Peered inside. The room stood empty. 
 “Jenna?” she whispered. 
 Her sister wasn’t there. The ship had been reconfigured. The control room might be any of dozens of rooms. 
 Ovo let out a high-pitched croak that needed no translation.  
 Trouble. 
 The One shoved its way out into the corridor through a door behind them. Hands gripped the open portals and it pulled its bulk towards them, the low gravity allowing it to propel itself faster than ever. Eyes emerged from folds of skin, followed by the mouths, so many mouths. Teeth gnashed and the lips smacked and slobbered. More limbs appeared, spear-like and multijointed. 
 Carmen backed up. “Jenna’s not here. We have to find her.” 
 Sylvia stepped into the center of the hall with her weapon raised. “Go! I’ll keep it busy.” 
 “Mom, come on!” 
 The One wasn’t waiting for a discussion. It slammed a claw down where Sylvia had been standing, but she moved like a trained dancer and bounded up and off a wall, landing again in the corridor. She pointed her weapon and fired. 
 Or tried to fire. 
 She squeezed the trigger over and over. “Something’s wrong!” Then she put a hand to her head and screamed. A hand the size of a car door swatted her, cutting her cry of pain short. She landed on the floor. The One grabbed her and pulled her into its mass of flesh. 
 “Mom!” 
 As Carmen began to back away, Ovo stiffened. He would have fallen, but Carmen grabbed him. His green eye light blinked frantically before going out. His arms seized up. He barely kept his feet under him as Carmen pulled him along behind her. 
 The One lurched forward. It cascaded from side to side, a billowing mass of flesh. Her mom’s legs were still visible, and then they too vanished into the thing. The mouths cackled. Its many eyes locked on to Carmen and Ovo and looked hungry. 
 Ovo stumbled. If not for the low g’s Carmen would have lost her grip. But as she hauled him along, the One closed in, smashing the floor next to her with an appendage. 
 “My enhancements are freezing up,” Ovo gasped. A crackle came over his suit’s speaker. The next sounds he made were his spastic chittering, which received no translation. 
 “Get your legs moving!” 
 They ran together. The One hesitated for only a moment, as if suffering a full-body spasm. But the jiggling creature regained its composure before launching itself after them. 






Chapter Forty-One

 Carmen gripped Ovo’s arm and yanked him along as she bounded down the harvester’s curving hallway. All the doors remained open but each room they passed stood empty. The One charged after them, churning and catapulting itself from one doorway to the next, its arms and other limbs acting like legs and kicking off the walls with terrible speed. 
 She felt as if she was about to falter. The corridor was a ring. How long could they evade the monster? 
 She glanced inside a pair of rooms across from each other before pulling Ovo with her in another series of hops. The One smashed the floor where she had been standing. Swiped at her with a talon before pulling itself together for a jump. 
 Too close. It had almost caught her. 
 Carmen groaned with the strain of pulling Ovo. He was dead weight. And her mother was gone. 
 The One would consume them next and no one would stop the shadow from using Jenna and the harvester for whatever acts of destruction it desired, be it against Earth or the Framework. The shadow held the power. It no longer had to skulk and wait for opportunities for sabotage. 
 They came to a closed door. Carmen slapped the hard surface, but it didn’t open. Ovo looked like he was doing everything in his power just to keep from falling. 
 They were approaching the airlock. Full circle. The only door that might lead to the control room was closed, with no way to open it. And the sphere could hide multiple rooms behind its sealed walls. 
 “Jenna?” Carmen cried. “Are you there?” 
 It was futile to hope her sister would hear her. Ovo tugged on her suit and almost caused her to drop him. She firmed up her grip and got them moving. There were no more rooms to search except the one behind the closed door. She doubted she could make the loop again. 
 The One surged after them, nearly catching her with a sudden thrust of an arm. “Jenna!” a pair of mouths cried in unison. “Jenna! Jenna, are you there?” 
 It was mocking her, toying with her in these last moments. Her muscles burned. Her eyes stung from sweat. And Ovo kept tugging. 
 “Stop it,” she panted. “Just stop. I don’t want to drop you.” 
 He let out a croak. Unintelligible and she couldn’t even fathom what emotion might be behind the sound. They ran past the point where her mother had been caught. A smear of slime glistened on the floor. 
 She adjusted her grip and tried to find a rhythm of sprinting jumps. Somehow she was gaining ground, but only because the One continued its taunts, its laughter growing in volume as more mouths began spouting the insane giggles. 
 Ovo grabbed the front of her suit. During their flight, he had undone his helmet and dropped it. He let out a deep-throated grumble. 
 “I don’t understand—” 
 A red light popped in the air. It remained in front of her as she kept them moving. The suit belonged to She Who Waits’ ship. Either some machine on her shuttle was still working, or… 
 “Are you there?” Carmen cried desperately. “Are you still alive?” 
 “I can continue functioning in my designated role for now,” She Who Waits said. 
 Carmen didn’t like the implications. But Ovo wasn’t waiting for her as she understood his words instantly. 
 He spoke in fragmented sentences as he was out of breath. “In the hospital…the humans had a weapon…which I scanned. I surmise…the shadow creature…was their prisoner…inside the containment vessel.” 
 She was almost too winded to reply. “Well, it escaped. And we don’t have a box to catch it. Can’t you move faster?” 
 “Some sort of system disruption from the One…apologies…but the weapon in the hospital appeared to be sonic. Perhaps using sound waves is how they subdued the shadow…before it escaped.” 
 “You happen to have a sonic weapon on you?” 
 But he wasn’t answering. His head lolled and his body began shaking. He slipped from her grip. When she stooped to pick him up, a broad hand clamped down on one of his ankles. 
 The One brought itself to a stop. A dozen mouths grinned. “Are. You. Still. Alive?” 
 Then it whisked Ovo away. He vanished into the sea of flesh. 
 Carmen backed away. She was shaking. Couldn’t breathe. Fought to remove her own helmet and flung it at the thing. The helmet bounced harmlessly off the creature. The One inched forward, pushing itself along both sides of the corridor, deliberate in its movements as if it were savoring the moment. 
 “Are. You. Still. Alive?” it asked again before answering its own question with a chorus of laughter. 
 She ran. Bounced. Hurtled herself forward despite her ebbing strength. The One stopped laughing. Its own renewed mad dash pursuit replaced the eerie silence, its body flopping and skidding along the corridor. 
 “Jenna? Jenna? It’s me. It’s Carmen. You have to be there somewhere. You have to listen. Let me into the control room. I’m coming towards the sealed door. Open up for me and let me in. It’s our only chance. Can you hear me?” 
 The wet sounds behind her only grew louder. It felt as if she had been running for miles. She was about to collapse. Despite the low gravity, her suit felt like it weighed a hundred pounds. She lost track of the doors and where she was on the ring. But there ahead was the airlock. 
 She had passed the closed door because it now stood open. Turning, she saw the mass of mouths and limbs charging her way. The door lay between them. 
 Carmen hesitated for only a heartbeat before launching herself at the opening. Did her sister see her on the internal sensors? Was she awake enough to be aware? She called Jenna’s name again as she hurtled forward. The One was reaching for her at the same moment with multiple hands, each with dozens of fingers and broad palms the size of tennis rackets, its hungry eyes bulging and its greedy mouths clacking in anticipation of rending her to pieces. 
 She tumbled through the doorway. The door materialized, but it wasn’t completely closed. A hand remained beneath the door. Unlike the sphere’s airlock, the interior doors must have had a safety feature. Or Jenna couldn’t force it closed. A dozen digits wormed their way underneath, and a second hand gripped the door. Carmen got up and backed away. The creature was too strong. The door began bending open. 
 “Jenna, can you hear me?” 
 Her sister’s voice came from all around her. Frail. Hesitant. “Car, I’m here. It said it would hurt me if I interfered.” 

“It’s going to kill all of us once it’s done with the ship. Get that door shut!” 
 “Everything’s so fuzzy. The door’s not working.” 
 The control room wasn’t laid out as Carmen remembered. No console. Three open crash couches were arranged in a circle with a fourth that was sealed closed. It was made of the black ship material and looked like a smoothed-over sarcophagus. The spindlebot that had stood at the doorway now lay on its back against one wall. 
 “Car, I’m here,” the One rasped from the doorway in a mock approximation of her sister’s voice. Then it once again sounded like Carmen. “It’s going to kill all of us.” 
 A ruby eye as big as a dinner plate stared through the gap in the door. Then more hands squeezed in and the door inched open. Any hope the One would lose more of itself evaporated. 
 “Okay, forget the door,” Carmen said. “I need you to sound every alarm you can.” 
 A maddening few seconds passed. The One had several appendages inside and was now using its body to shove the door completely open. The metal screeched. From behind the wall a machine was humming furiously. 
 “I can’t find the alarms,” Jenna said, her voice over the speaker at panic levels. “I don’t want to open my eyes.” 
 Carmen fought to sound calm. “Open them. You need to look at the virtual menus. Select anything that signals a hull breach.” 
 “There’s no hull breach.” 
 “I know, but we want the ship to pretend there is one. I need that alarm now!” 
 The One had pulled half of its body through the gap. With mismatched arms it propped itself up and let loose a bellow. 
 “Jenna?” 
 An ear-splitting tweeting drowned out everything. Carmen crouched next to the sealed crash chair, scarce cover she knew wouldn’t protect her once the monster could reach her. 
 The One began trembling. A series of pulses ran through its skin. It thrashed from side to side, but its movement was impeded by the fact that part of its body remained in the hallway. 
 It screamed with its many mouths. At first she thought this meant the alarm was doing nothing. The monster controlling the One still wanted to terrify her. But then she realized there was something familiar about how the One sounded. This was how it had been acting when she and Ovo had been on the elevator. 
 Was it trying to communicate? It had stopped and was writhing. 
 She realized the red translation light still hovered near her. She tried to call for She Who Waits, but the piercing alert drowned out her voice. She got up. Inched towards the One. 
 “Tell me what it’s saying,” she shouted, fighting to be heard over the shrill alarm. 
 The One continued to thrash. A pair of hands were slapping the floor. She navigated between them. All her instincts were telling her to hide. The One continued to call out in its many voices. Carmen wanted to shrink away from the onslaught of sound. But the translator wasn’t responding. 
 Carmen kept the red light between herself and the One. “She Who Waits, tell me what it’s saying! If you’re there and you want to serve, then I need you to do your job!” 
 She Who Waits replied. Her response was brief, perhaps only a couple of syllables long. Carmen couldn’t make it out. 
 “Say it again!” 
 The translator’s voice blared, “It says louder!” 
 Louder? How much louder could the alarms go? 
 As if expecting Carmen’s request, Jenna said, “I can’t turn the volume up any more!” 
 One of the monster hands made a fist. It slammed the floor and then swiped at Carmen. Carmen backpedaled. The One continued to struggle, but part of its body appeared to be paralyzed. A few of the mouths hung slack. The mass shuddered and sagged, even as its back half was now sliding through the door. It would be inside in moments. 
 An exit. Jenna had to make them an exit. Carmen would run. But then what? Hide in a sequestered part of the ship? 
 “How many translation nodes can you summon?” 
 The response was instant and lengthy, and Carmen couldn’t make out a word of it. 
 “Bring all of them, as many as you can. Direct them all to the One. Do it. Do it now!” 
 A second light popped up, then a third, then more than she could quickly count. She could only hope She Who Waits had been paying attention. If the One wanted loud, it would get loud. 
 “Go back to where you came from! This ship isn’t yours!” 
 A pair of arms had merged into one thick limb. It swung at her. 
 She had backed up to the crash couches. “Leave us alone!” 
 The One pulled the last of its bulk through the bent door. It took a moment to gather itself before hunching up and grabbing at the closest chair. 
 While the red lights continued to hang in the air, Carmen had heard no sounds. It wasn’t her ears. The One wasn’t wearing a suit. She Who Waits had kept silent. 
 “You have to translate this.” 
 The crash couch bent and broke apart under the One as it crept forward. Carmen retreated to the sealed couch. As the One spread out before her, she had nowhere to go but the wall near where the bot lay. 
 “She Who Waits, please. Don’t listen if talking to it hurts you. Just make him hear. And do it as loud as you can.” 
 The One reared up. Its gigantic eye glared hatefully as it reached for her. She left the last crash couch behind and ran to the wall. Turned to face the creature. The One was still struggling as spasms rolled through its body. But the creature controlling it was winning. A claw scraped and tapped at the sealed chair as if confirming its dominance. The other hands flexed and popped and made fists. Next it would swat her down like an insect. 
 “What would you like me to say?” She Who Waits asked. 
 Carmen choked off a mad laugh. “Tell it to leave Jenna alone!” 
 Scores of voices blasted at once, a cacophony of shouts blaring from the translation nodes. Carmen clamped her hands over her ears. The One buckled and churned as if something internal was struggling to break free. But it wasn’t breaking free. It was being expelled. The One howled and roared and tore out a chunk of itself from within its core. This it cast aside as it thrust itself back towards the wall by the door. 
 The lump of meat was the size of a person. But the gooey mass held no discernable shape. It quivered. The room fell silent as the translator finished speaking. The translation lights vanished until Carmen was left with a single red light before her. 
 Across the room, the One seemed to be catching its breath. It heaved like bellows. Its eyes were wide and panicked. Mercifully, its mouths had stopped talking. 
 Motion caught Carmen’s eye. 
 The excised portion of the alien’s body continued to move. Carmen gasped as something wriggled up from the lump of discarded skin. It stood erect, like a shaky sheet of gelatin, nearly transparent and thin, its body holding a sparkle that might even be beautiful if Carmen didn’t know how cruel the creature could be. 
 It appeared to be wilting. 
 Was it dying? Was it the alarms? Would they be enough to finish it? She searched for anything that might be a weapon. But then the thing moved. It came straight at her, darting forward and diving on top of her. 
 The tingling sensation lanced through her skin wherever it touched her. She clawed at it, swatted the jelly appendages as they tried to grasp her. It was in her mind again, tugging at her dark thoughts. But it felt weak. Even as her skin went numb she fought, focusing on keeping the thing out of her head, feeding it nothing but her own contempt for it as she drank in the high-pitched trill of the alarm and forced it back at the creature. 
 It let go. It was smaller now and unable to hold its upright form. It sank into a rolling ball of slime and trickled away from her. 
 “It’s here. We have to stop it.” 
 But Carmen couldn’t follow it. Her legs refused to cooperate and she sank to the floor. And who was listening to her, anyway?  
 The One let out a deep growl. It had gathered itself up into a lean form, with sinewy limbs holding it up. The shadow creature continued to retreat, moving faster now. It slithered around the sealed couch and then found a seam and forced itself inside. 
 Jenna was in there. Carmen felt it in her bones. 
 The One grumbled as it rolled forward, its eyes fixed on the couch. 
 “No…” Carmen tried to cry. Her jaw and throat wouldn’t cooperate, and she couldn’t speak above a whisper. 
 The alarms went silent. Through the speakers, Jenna Vincent’s voice gasped. “Car? I…I can’t…I can’t…it’s trying to make me pull the ship apart…” 
 It had her. The shadow creature had her again. The harvester shook. And even as Carmen tried to rise to stop it, the One vaulted forward, slamming down on the sealed crash couch with tree-trunk-sized limbs and crushing it to pieces. 






Chapter Forty-Two

 Carmen ran to the One and pushed it. It was like shoving a wall of muscle and she couldn’t dislodge the alien from the top of the demolished crash couch. A mouth formed and blathered before snapping at her. 
 “Get off! Move!” 
 If She Who Waits was translating, Carmen couldn’t tell. But the giant alien slunk away, revealing a broken ruin of the lightweight ship material. Carmen willed her sister to not be there. Then she discovered Jenna’s broken, bloodied form. 
 She moved pieces of the broken couch away. “Jen? Jen? No, no, no, please be okay. Please be okay.” 
 “Get away from her,” the One said. She Who Waits was still doing her job. “The shadow is there. Injured, but alive.” 
 “I won’t…I won’t let you hurt my sister.” 
 “The fractions-less-than-one must respect their betters.” 
 Carmen tried to feel for a pulse. She didn’t care that whatever monster they had fought might once again try to seize her. Jenna’s neck was slick with sweat. Blood oozed from her mouth and nose and both eyes were half-open and staring blankly. Carmen pressed her fingers against her sister’s throat at every angle she could in search of any sign of life. 
 Nothing. 
 The One blorped. “It’s moving. It’s slipped below the floor. We leave now.” 
 Carmen’s hands trembled as she moved to perform CPR. But the One grabbed hold of her and picked her up as easily as if she were a child’s toy. It tore away the broken door and churned out into the hallway, bearing her along as she feebly tried to free herself. 
 “No. Go back. Get Jenna. Please!” 
 It ignored her as it made it to one of the airlocks. Something hummed and clicked outside of the harvester. 
 “My mother…Ovo…” 
 “Still live. I carry them. We risk ourselves every moment we remain. My ship has achieved a satisfactory seal.” 
 The airlock opened. Carmen momentarily refused to inhale, but found the air breathable as the airlock pressurized and she was once again on board the One’s vessel. The Melded worm waited for them. The One churned past it as if it was beneath its notice and headed for the control room. 
 The One dropped her off in a corner as it expelled both Ovo and her mother from the folds of its body. Both were slick with a saliva-like substance. While remaining in the center of the room, it reached with its long arms and tapped at several wall screens at once. 
 The ship vibrated. A tortured metal noise made it sound like something was being torn apart. If the One was concerned, it didn’t show it. They were moving. But the ship didn’t pull any maneuvers, nor did it pour on the thrust. Carmen guessed they were far enough away from the harvester that the shadow couldn’t try to board. 
 Ovo and Sylvia lay on the floor as if in repose. To Carmen’s relief, both were breathing inside their suits. With the worm’s help, Carmen opened her mother’s helmet. She couldn’t rouse her. She brushed hair from her mother’s face and caressed her head. Ovo likewise wasn’t waking up. 
 “What’s wrong with them?” Carmen asked. 
 The One grumbled. “The shadow prompted me to exploit an ultrasound beam weapon I had prepared on my ship, which I found can disrupt the Melded. They will recover.” 
 She felt her eyes burn with tears. “We’re abandoning my sister. And She Who Waits is somewhere in the wreckage.” 
 The red translation remained in place next to her. 
 The One gazed at her with the giant eye. “She Who Waits has taken refuge in a sealed compartment in the remnants of her shuttle. I will recover the translator after I finish cleansing the harvester. Your sister resisted to the last. But the shadow would have used her to kill us. Now I will end its life.” 
 “You’re going to destroy the harvester?” 
 “Unnecessary,” the One said impatiently. “That less-than-one Melded was correct. They can be destroyed with sonic weaponry. I will launch several probes into the ship and bathe the harvester in bursts of high-frequency vibrations.” 
 The worm had entered the control room. “That should work.” 
 “Of course it will work.” 
 “Can’t the shadow use the ship to stop you?” Carmen asked. 
 “Without you or your sister, no,” the former Primary said, its tone oddly gentle. “It’s trapped and helpless and the time for hiding is finished. May the stars shine mercifully on Jenna Vincent.” 
 The worm assisted with getting Sylvia and Ovo free of their suits and helped each regain consciousness by administering a shot to both. Neither spoke. Both looked worn out. After a while Carmen got the sense they were communicating, as she saw her mother nod a few times while Ovo appeared to bristle. 
 Carmen kneeled next to him and took his hand. “What’s wrong?” 
 Her mother moved over to her and put an arm around her shoulder. “We’ve all been through a lot. It’s time this ended.” 
 “I know that tone. What are you planning?” 
 “Ovo is coming back to the fold. There’s been too much violence. We’re going to rendezvous with our ship. Enough of the crew survived and they’ve got her flying. We’ll all go back to the Framework. You’ll need to help by releasing the ship encryption so we can return the harvester.” 
 She shook off her mother’s arm. “You’re going to answer for what you tried to do.” To the One, she called out, “The Melded aren’t finished with their tricks. They’re about to try something.” 
 An exchange followed, too quick to see, between the worm and her mother. Ovo exclaimed something that didn’t get translated, made a broad gesture with his arms, and retreated to a far side of the room where he began pacing. 
 The One shifted and sagged. The large alien’s skin looked pastier than before. “They will do as they will.” 
 “So that’s it?” Carmen asked. “You’re not going to shout, throw a hissy fit, or stop them?” 
 “Mind your tone. My time for fighting is over. I’m launching the probes. Soon you will recover your sister.” 
 Carmen realized there was an arc of translation lights around the One. She hadn’t noticed them before. When she tried to ask She Who Waits about what she was doing, she didn’t receive an answer. The One got busy with his controls. 
 She found a spot on the floor away from everyone and waited. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 The One’s ship docked without incident. The worm, Ovo, and Sylvia waited at the airlock. It didn’t open for them until Carmen joined them. She had no helmet. 
 “Stay here,” her mother said. “The ship’s hull may be compromised. And those things might still be alive. I’ll get Jenna.” 
 “Is there air over there?” 
 They waited for Ovo to check his arm device. “Atmosphere and power are intact.” He hadn’t shared what he had been upset about earlier. 
 “Then I’m going.” 
 They preceded her into the airlock. 
 “Wait,” the One said. It hadn’t joined them and spoke through the translation light. “I’ve scanned the ship. The shadow is difficult to detect, but there are the remnants of a bioform in the water cistern below the command sphere. It appears to have survived the sonic probes. Do not linger.” 
 “Our ship will dock in moments,” Sylvia said. “Our soldiers will find it and kill it.” 
 “There’s more of them back at the Framework,” Carmen said. “Outside of the One’s home ship, possibly elsewhere.” 
 “Yes. I have sent a warning to the council,” the One said. “These shadows…demons…fractions…dared manipulate me. I saw within it the joy it knew from my brethren’s demise. Its race destroyed the last of my kind’s star chasers. They caused the calamity which nearly wiped out the survivors who now take refuge on the Framework.” 
 “And they damaged my world. You could have warned us. Your ships were giant bombs.” 
 She was expecting a blaring rebuke, but the One’s tone was somber. Multiple voices spoke, which She Who Waits dutifully rendered, but Carmen heard the actual words echo from across the ship. It was loud, but also somehow elegant and harmonious, like an a cappella chant of a dozen trained voices reciting a poem of complex meter. 
 “It was not our intention. Our vessels have never suffered such a failure. We would never wish to jeopardize a potential ally against the enemy.” 
 “Is there even an enemy? If these shadows did this, then maybe it’s them we need to worry about.” 
 “The enemy is real. Distant. Ancient. But now we understand the enemy has servants.” 
 “I need to get my sister. Why are you telling me all this now?” 
 “Seek me out once you’re finished on board the harvester. We will speak in private.” 
 Sylvia waited at the airlock hatch. Carmen doubted she had missed a word, but she asked, “What did that thing have to say?” 
 “The One sent a warning to the Framework. Now that we’ve seen what one shadow can do, we might also know how to beat them.” 
 Something about the One’s words kept rolling through her tired mind. This creature, which had been dismissive of every other race, now wanted to call humans allies? But it also considered the enemy to be real. Which meant all the trouble that had come humanity’s way was only the beginning. 






Chapter Forty-Three

 She found Jenna where she had left her. Her body was limp and cold, her lips blue, her eyes half-open. 
 Carmen kneeled next to her. Her mother joined her. There they stayed for a while. 
 More Melded came and went, and not just Ovo and the worm. Their ship must have docked, but Carmen hadn’t noticed. 
 Finally Sylvia said, “It’s time to go. I’ll have her taken to the One’s ship.” 
 “And then what? Are you going to strong-arm me to make me be your harvester pilot?” 
 “No, honey. The encryption has been scrambled and reset. Jenna must have done it before she died. It was a subroutine which was part of the emergency procedures. No doubt she found it when she activated the alarms.” 
 “Jen did that?” 
 “You girls were always so bright. You get your wish. It means the Cordice will have their ship back.” 
 Carmen wiped her eyes. Heard the worm somewhere barking orders. “So we need to send a message to the Cordice.” 
 “I’ve taken care of it. She Who Waits is on board with the One. But we shouldn’t linger. The shadow is dying. The One’s probes did their job. I had Ovo switch them off so we don’t get sick from the sound waves. We know where the shadow is and it isn’t moving. But it’s not a good idea to see if it has any last surprises.” 
 “If it hadn’t been there at the hospital, you would have stolen the harvester.” 
 “If the shadow and its kind hadn’t attacked the survivors, we wouldn’t have needed to. This is the fight.” 
 “Stop. I can’t…I can’t handle another recruitment speech. I take it you’re not coming home. You’re going to stay up here with your…your people. They’re your family now. But they’re not mine. I need to bring Jenna home. I’m going to look after the boys and Dad.” 
 Her mother kissed her and embraced her. There were no more words. She helped Carmen stand. 
 Carmen felt utterly drained. Spaceships. Aliens. Shadow monsters who tried to drink her soul. What would she tell anyone? What would she tell Zach and Landon? 
 Just trying to think what her next few days might hold made her dizzy. She couldn’t bear to look at Jenna anymore. The interior of the control room felt claustrophobic. Her stomach rumbled and her throat was parched. She hated the weight of her space suit. She wanted to get the last trip down to her planet over with so she could be back with what remained of her family, so they could mourn. 
 She almost kicked the robot. It remained against the back wall. She wouldn’t leave the room until they could take Jenna’s body away. Wouldn’t abandon her sister. She paced. But then she froze and looked again at the spindlebot. 
 When she had last seen it, it had been knocked over. 
 Some automatic subsystem, no doubt. Stupid spaceship. It couldn’t be bothered to have a routine to expel invading shadow monsters, but it could somehow see its way clear to stand a robot upright when it fell. 
 She chuckled and felt guilty for allowing herself a moment of levity. 
 The bot’s head lit up. Jenna’s face looked down at her. “Car, you’re here.” 
 Carmen approached the bot with her hand outstretched. If she moved too quickly, her sister’s image might vanish. “How is this possible?” 
 The spindlebot examined its hands, then took a step forward. “It’s like before, just different. It got fuzzy there for a moment. You were shouting, the alarms were going off, then I lost track of time. I waited for you to come get me and then—oh. Oh, no.” 
 The bot stepped past her and craned over her own fallen body. “What does this mean?” 
 Sylvia Vincent came up behind them and took her daughter’s metal hand. “It means you’re still alive. It’s the Cordice software. It backed you up.” 
 “What happened to me?” 
 “It was the One,” Carmen said. “It did it. It crushed the couch you were lying in.” 
 “No. No, no, no. How do I get back? How do I go back inside my body?” 
 “You can’t. Unless the Cordice or Melded have something I don’t know about.” 
 Sylvia guided the bot towards the hallway. “If we had gotten here sooner, we might have been able to save you. But Carmen’s right; your body is too far gone. But your life isn’t over. You have the simulation, once we get the Cordice home ship back online.” 
 “I don’t want a simulation. I want to go back home and back to my boys…” 
 “We’re going to figure this out. Carmen will help you. It may seem impossible now, but you need to realize you’re still you. You’re alive. You have us here. Do you believe me, honey?” 
 Carmen followed them towards the airlock of the One’s ship. She could barely believe what she was seeing and hearing. Her sister was alive. Not a recording, not a sim, but her consciousness, mind, or soul preserved within the circuits of the spindlebot. It begged too many questions, and only the Cordice would have the answers. She felt a hopeful stirring within her as her mother continued to speak in soothing tones to her eldest daughter. Despite the horror of seeing her sister die, Jenna now lived. And their mom might be once again invested enough that she would go with them. 
 But to where? 
 They had to return to Earth. Jenna’s family was waiting. But now she was linked to the Cordice. She Who Waits would need to establish communication. There was too much to do. Yet somehow, with their mother’s help, it would be okay. 
 Ovo and Four Arms caught up with them. They had Jenna’s body on a stretcher. 
 After the airlock cycled, Sylvia led them to an empty compartment on board the One’s ship. “We’re going to speak with the Cordice. I’m checking with our doctor. If there’s anything to be done, we’ll find it. Try to rest. Your body may not get tired, but you’ve been through an ordeal. We’ll be here.” 
 The Jenna bot closed her eyes. Carmen felt helpless and didn’t know how she might comfort her. 
 “Stay with her,” Sylvia said. “I was in her shoes when I woke up inside the simulation. It takes time.” 
 “Where are you going?” 
 “To get my crew off the harvester. I don’t want to risk anyone else until we confirm the shadow is actually dead.” 
 Sylvia joined the other two Melded at the airlock, but she stopped Ovo. Gestured. Ovo stepped back, apparently ordered to stay behind. The airlock shushed closed. 
 “You were upset earlier,” Carmen said. “Can you tell me what happened? Are you okay?” 
 He was absently touching his arm device. “I don’t know. I’ve been allowed access to the ship chat, but I sense everyone being evasive. It’s as if they have another chat channel and I’m not allowed to see it on our interface.” 
 “It’s the worm. It’s still calling the shots. All this ‘former Primary’ business isn’t real, is it?” 
 “I don’t think so. I believe it’s your mother. I’ve been with them both, and the worm defers to her.” 
 Carmen peered through the airlock to catch a last glimpse of her mom. Couldn’t see her. The door to the sphere was likewise closed. Then a cloud of black dust erupted outside, obscuring everything. As the bank of debris scattered, a gap between the One’s ship and the harvester became visible. 
 “Mom, what happened? Are you there?” 
 No answer came. She pressed her eyes to the viewing window. The dark shape of the harvester appeared to be drifting away. 
 “Ovo, can you reach her? Can you reach any of them? Call the doctor. Call the worm.” 
 “I’m trying. They’re not responding. They’ve once again excluded me from our network.” 
 “She can’t. Not again. Not after everything that’s happened.” 
 The Jenna bot stepped into the corridor. “Where’s Mother?” 
 Carmen wanted to sag against the wall. But she gathered herself to face her sister. “She left us.” 
 Her sister stared as if the words had no meaning. 
 Carmen led her back into the room. “I’ll handle this. We got them back once. They can’t steal the ship. The One won’t let them. Just…wait here.” 
 From across the ship she could hear the One. It groaned in its multiple voices. But it wasn’t rage. Something about the sound was feeble and pitiable, like an old man, or several of them, crying out in agony. 
 Carmen found She Who Waits standing with the One. Somehow she had been brought on board and she was alive and functioning, her swirls a healthy shade of bright gray. 
 A dozen translation lights floated around them. Some of the garbled language choking the air was her replies being delivered simultaneously through the various lights. It was a traffic jam of phrases and words. Carmen’s own red light wasn’t letting her in on what was being said. And any reluctance or fear She Who Waits had previously experienced in enduring the One’s communications seemed to be gone. 
 They both stopped talking at once. 
 “Enter,” the One ordered. “I need to speak with you.” 
 “And I need to talk to you. The Melded just disconnected the harvester. They won’t answer. We have to go after them.” 
 “I know what happened.” A screen appeared on the wall. An image of the ships showed the harvester inching away from the One’s vessel. A portion of the harvester was missing. “They destroyed the command sphere.” 
 “I didn’t hear an explosion.” 
 “The Melded accessed a self-destruct function. The currently configured control sphere was atomized along with the remains of the shadow creature.” 
 The harvester began changing. The spheres moved apart and lined up into twin chains, with the reactor portion remaining at the rear. Each part of the harvester then fused together into its new form. 
 “They haven’t gone far. Why isn’t your ship moving? Hey! Are you listening?” 
 The dozen translation lights all blinked in distinct patterns. She Who Waits churned yellow and in diamond patterns as a series of verbal exchanges between her and the One began. It was like listening to a roomful of conversations, where one would have been hard enough for Carmen to understand. 
 “The One wishes to know who is aboard his ship,” She Who Waits said. 
 “We don’t have time for introductions. Doesn’t he have sensors?” 
 “It’s important, Carmen Vincent,” the One said brusquely. 
 “Okay. I’m sorry. My sister’s alive and controlling a harvester robot. We brought her on board.” 
 “And what is your intention with her?” 
 Carmen watched the screen. The harvester was moving. Would this mean another chase? 
 “I need to talk to Earth and get her back there,” Carmen said. “But I have to speak with the Cordice, too. The harvester might have uploaded part of her mind to them if their communications are back online. If there’s anything you can do for her—” 
 “Enough,” the One said. “You’ve answered my question. There is nothing to be done for your sister. My sensors show her physical body has suffered a complete shutdown of its central nervous system. The parts of her which have uploaded will be all that remains.” 
 “How did you do all of that so quickly?” 
 “An explanation would waste time. Stop talking and listen, Carmen Vincent. Even now the Melded are laying out a trajectory which appears to be taking them away from both your world and the Framework.” 
 “Then we have to stop them.” 
 “Do not interrupt. The Melded have access to the harvester’s command-and-control functionality. With the sphere which held the command functions destroyed and with your sister’s actions, the encryption is gone. The Melded own the ship now. The others of the Framework who shared the Melded’s desire to fight the enemy will doubtlessly join them, leaving the rest to fend for themselves. This last group includes my person, you, and those aboard this ship. It also includes your world.” 
 Carmen felt a dark rage building. Her mom’s cycle of promises. Lies after lies. And she had believed her at every turn. “Open a channel. Let me talk to her.” 
 “No. I’ve made my decision. They are playing their part. Perhaps they might discover something in their quest for war which untold thousands of races before them have failed to do. And I don’t have the strength to fight. I’m dying.” 
 She searched the dozen eyes for any sign the One might be joking. But then she saw most of the eyes had closed and more than a few of the mouths had tongues dangling, as if the creature was suffering from intense thirst. Dried foam crusted the lips. 
 The One took in a deep breath before sagging. “When the shadow took over my mind and I seized the sphere, I suffered too great an injury. Your mourning is palpable and expected. Yes, even I can perish.” 
 “If the Melded take the harvester, what does that mean for Earth? And everyone on the Framework?” 
 “The Melded have set their minds to leaving. Impeding them was a mistake and a waste of time and resources. While losing the Cordice’s magnum opus of a spaceship will be a setback, without the Melded’s interference and machinations, the Framework can survive. The purpose of this audience is that I’m giving my vessel to you and to the translator She Who Waits.” 
 Carmen didn’t know what to say. “Your ship? What are we supposed to do with it?” 
 “It’s not just this vessel but all of my assets. My race possesses starship designs which outstrip those of the Cordice. All my records will belong to the two of you. You and She Who Waits alone have demonstrated you are worthy to be more than the other fractions-less-than-one. And this will conclude my obligations as far as redress.” 
 “For what?” 
 “The damage to your planet. The shadows’ destruction of the star chasers caused it. And the two of you have proven yourselves capable of withstanding the shadow’s attack. So to you I pass on our wisdom and our ship designs. You are to be counted as close to one. And you stand the best chance to survive.” 






Chapter Forty-Four

 Furniture. Carmen needed furniture. The bare ship had nowhere to sit, and the floor was too hard. Her back ached, as did her legs, arms, jaw, and every muscle in between. 
 She Who Waits remained with the One. He was droning on in a dozen voices and making more body sounds. If the alien was dying, it wasn’t fast. The single translation light continued to follow Carmen as she toured the One’s vessel, although She Who Waits ignored her every time she asked her something. 
 Carmen didn’t believe for a moment the One was actually giving its spaceship to her, but at least she could look around. Much like the harvester, each compartment appeared empty, as if anything a passenger might need was tucked away out of sight and would be summoned by request, or else conjured by whatever printing medium the ship used. 
 She had to dismiss the notions that such things were magic. It was just same-day delivery, only faster and made to order. 
 Chairs. Crash couches for when they got underway. A bathroom. Food. Water. She wanted them now. Then she could try to make sense of her and Jenna’s situation. Jenna stood where Carmen had left her. Every time she checked on her, her sister said she was fine, which only made Carmen worry more. 
 Ovo fell in behind her. “She Who Waits sent me a device plugin. All actions will require her or your authorization. I can access ship controls or show you how. We can set up a command center and control room.” 
 “Is there anything we can do to make my sister more comfortable?” 
 “You would have to ask her. She remains in place. Her artificial body is resilient and won’t require the accommodations we will.” 

We. His newly adopted people had once again rejected him, and this time for good. Carmen hadn’t taken the time to even think about what his presence meant, but she was glad he was with them and not the Melded. 
 “Ovo, you understand that what my mother, the worm, and the Melded did was wrong. Not just in stealing the harvester, but lying to me and kicking you out of their family. While some humans act that way, I don’t.” 
 “I will find a place once we return to the Framework,” he said uncertainly. 
 “You have a place here. I need you. Even if you didn’t have the controls to this ship at your fingertips, you stood by me and my sister. Thank you.” 
 His throat pulsed a few times. Finally he looked down at his device and produced a blue display of menus. “I can select what you need here.” 
 “Go ahead. You have my permission if that’s what you’re waiting on. And you’ll have to make quarters for yourself as well. I don’t know what you eat or what else you might need. Assuming you want to stay here instead of finding another home once we return to the Framework.” 
 His fingers were a flurry of motion. Finally, he paused. “I’d like to stay. I appreciate your kindness.” 
 “It’s what my father and mother taught me,” she said with a smile. “I’ll need other things when you have a chance. A way to control the ship. A place to sit. And a radio so I can talk to Earth. I imagine there’s a lot of people wondering what happened.” 
 The process wasn’t as smooth as it had been on board the harvester. Ship components went to work, the walls clicking and hidden machinery humming. A console dropped from the ceiling. The room now had a suite of crash couches, a table, and a fixed long seat next to it that looked similar to a park bench: stiff, utilitarian, and uncomfortable. 
 Room for improvement, surely. Was there a way to print pillows and blankets? But at least with a place to be once they started moving, she could focus on what needed to be done next. 
 Ovo perched himself on top of the bench’s back. The sight of the gangly Melded sitting there reminded her of how as a teenager she and her friends would wait for the bus, before any of them had gotten their hands on a car. But it was all about spaceships now. 
 New wall screens appeared as he tapped away on his device. “I have accessed communications. The system will hear you when you’re ready to send your message. Just speak.” 
 She felt her mouth go dry. A fresh case of nerves reminded her of every time she had to talk to a doctor on her father’s behalf, knowing she was going to hear bad news. The Framework needed to learn they had lost the harvester. Earth had to know about everything: the shadows, the enemy, the Melded, and Sylvia Vincent’s deception. 
 “She Who Waits, I need you here.” 
 The One began yelling louder from down the hall. It sounded like a roomful of grown men with megaphones all throwing a tantrum. Or her father when he couldn’t find the remote. At least the ship had doors that could be closed if the noise persisted. 
 Carmen was surprised when She Who Waits glided her way. 
 “So you can hear me now,” Carmen said. “Will the One survive without your presence?” 
 “When I established I could communicate for longer periods with designate the One, it began to dictate its life cycle saga.” 
 “That hurt you before. How are you able to do it now?” 
 The translator floated into the new control room and stopped before the bench. “You once used the word chorus to describe the One’s speech. It gave me the idea that it was communicating through many streams of thought and speaking in multiple strings with its vocal utterances. I had but to listen and translate with as many nodes as it spoke. It is still draining, but endurable, much like translating for the entire council.” 
 “So you can now remember a conversation we had back on the Framework. And your other memories, the ones you partitioned?” 
 “I am slowly restoring them.” 
 The One wailed for a moment before growing silent. 
 “How long has the One been going at it with this life saga?” 
 “Since he recovered me from my shuttle.” 
 Carmen wanted to gesture for her to sit but stopped herself. “Take a break. We need to talk. The One says this ship belongs to both of us. You serve the Framework. I have responsibilities which require me to go back to my world. I don’t know how they’re going to react when I go down there. And Ovo stays with us. It’s the least we can do for him.” 
 “And what of designate Jenna Vincent?” She Who Waits asked. 
 “Jenna can’t be kept from her children. I don’t know what that means in her condition.” 
 “If I may suggest we continue to try to contact the Cordice for an update. That will help inform your decision. I have already sent word to any on the Framework who might be listening, warning them of the shadows and letting them know how we destroyed the one infiltrating the harvester.” 
 Carmen searched the Dragoman for a sense of what she might be feeling. “You don’t have to suggest. You’re She Who Waits, party of one, the sole representative of your race. From what I’ve learned, you have as much to say as the One or any other survivor species of the Framework. And this ship is both of ours.” 
 “And you wish to return to Earth.” 
 Carmen nodded. “I do. I understand if you want to get back to the Framework right away. Landing on my planet has its own risks. After what the Melded did, there’s going to be some itchy trigger fingers.” 
 “A return to the Framework will likewise be dangerous until the threat of the shadows is mitigated,” She Who Waits said. “If it is your desire to go to your world, then we go.” 
 “Can we send a message?” 
 She Who Waits advanced to a wall screen. Without touching it, she navigated through several options. “I suggest you consider your language carefully. I imagine the wording will require precision after the events of our previous arrival.” 
 If She Who Waits had intended a joke, Carmen couldn’t laugh. People had died during the Melded’s attack on the hospital. Where to start? Who to call? “Sorry you got nuked but that wasn’t us” wouldn’t cut it. And would they believe anything she could tell them after her last attempt at phoning home? 
 “Ovo, we have the files of the One’s ships?” 
 “Yes. They are all here. They will require an AI subroutine to process, or many keen minds who understand shipbuilding and antimatter harvesting. We’ll need them and the manufacturing potential on the Framework to make the repairs to the primary reactor.” 
 “Is it possible to share them?” 
 He looked up from his screen. “With who?” 
 “With everyone. Earth. The Framework. If this is cutting-edge technology that has a chance at helping us survive what’s coming, then no one gets left out. We get it out there. And then I’ll have a place to start when I talk to my world.” 
   
   
 Some twenty minutes passed, and they received a reply. The Framework had received the plans and the preceding messages about the shadows. Apparently, measures were being taken to find and destroy them. 
 “I have one more message to the Framework council.” 
 “I am ready to transmit,” She Who Waits said. 
 Carmen let out a sharp exhale. “I want to send it in the name of Earth. But before I do, I need your and Ovo’s opinion.” 
 When she told them, both the Dragoman and the Melded thought it was a good idea. Ovo’s throat pulsed and he snorted, which She Who Waits translated. 
 “He’s laughing.” 
 “Then send the message. Once we hear back, then we can land.” 
 She walked back and forth during the transmission time, then found the table had good acoustics and beat out a drum rhythm until her fingers hurt. Then she sat back and watched her sister and wished she could console her. 
 She Who Waits interrupted Carmen’s rumination. “Designate Framework council responded. A preliminary vote agrees with your suggestion. They anticipate numerous questions. They will follow up with more information and their final decision soon.” 
 Carmen was up and pacing again. This time it felt longer, or her endurance was flagging. So close to going home. But this last step might be huge, for her, for the Framework, for Earth. When She Who Waits delivered the final verdict, Carmen whooped. 
 Time to go home. 
   






Chapter Forty-Five

 Carmen cautiously took another nibble of the printed food pack. 
 The stuff in the wrapper was pinkish brown and had the flavor of something savory and salty with a creamy consistency. It reminded her of a meat-flavored yogurt push-up. She tried not to think about what it was made of, but Ovo promised her the food printer used a plant-based medium for its output. 
 A cup of coffee-colored liquid steamed next to her. She hadn’t dared try it yet. Supposedly the ship printers created it with human biology in mind and it had vitamins, minerals, and sugar, but one culinary adventure at a time, please. 
 Her sister stood where she had been for their entire flight. She answered yes or no to questions, and otherwise spoke not at all. 
 Their descent down to Earth felt so smooth Carmen stayed out of the chair. Ovo stood at the console. It appeared he had little to do now that their course was locked in, but he focused on the displays as if a lapse in attention might be catastrophic. 
 She Who Waits had returned to the One after Carmen’s messages had been sent. His many voices continued to drone. Apparently his life saga wasn’t finished, and if anything he sounded louder than before. 
 “Ovo, show me where we are,” Carmen said. 
 A wall screen lit up. The One’s ship descended through dark clouds. The edges of their view were lit with the sun rising over the arc of the earth. 
 Carmen stared at the sight and drank it in. 
 “How do I talk to the boys?” Jenna asked.  
 She was standing right next to her. Carmen almost dropped her food pack. A robot that large shouldn’t move so silently. 
 “How, Car? I can’t hug them. I can’t touch them. What if I accidentally hurt them? Will they even recognize me?” 
 “We’re going to figure this out together.” 
 “I should have died. I don’t want to be like this.” 
 “Like what? Alive? Don’t talk like that. Never talk like that. You wouldn’t hurt Zach or Landon. And they need their mother.” 

Just like we needed ours.

 “What do I say to them?” 
 “You tell those boys the truth. You tell them everything. I’m going to be by your side. You’re going to be fine. We’re going to be fine.” 
 They stood together in silence for a while. Then they watched the screen. 
 Carmen put down the unfinished food pack. Stopped herself from gnawing on her thumbnail. Jenna needed to see that she wasn’t scared, but Carmen’s insides began doing somersaults. 
 What kind of reception would they receive? Guns and more helicopters, probably. Maybe even a nuke. Turnabout was fair play, wasn’t it? The unknown voice she had spoken to had once again directed them to Area 51. They would comply. 
 The ship slowed to a gentle descent above the white desert. Monster-sized hangars lined a long runway. Several parked planes were covered with tarpaulins, and a cordon of vehicles stood at either end of the strip. Dust blew in the wind, making it hard to see, but a group of people were waiting for them. 
 No rifles, at least none visible. 
 Ovo kept glancing her way as the ship slowed and descended to the tarmac. She Who Waits appeared in the hallway as if waiting for Carmen to join her. The One had fallen silent. 
 “Is he…did he die?” Carmen asked. 
 “Designate the One sleeps. I do not know his medical status.” 
 “Maybe he’s tougher than he thinks. Will he ask for his spaceship back?” 
 “That would be an inquiry for another time. Your kind is waiting for us outside.” 
 “Yeah. Jen, are you coming?” 
 Jenna ducked out into the hallway and followed them to the airlock. Carmen had taken her space suit off. She could smell herself and realized her trustworthy red hoodie needed another spin in the laundry. If the ship had a store of clothing or a way to make more, she hadn’t found it. 
 As they entered the airlock, Ovo joined them at the last moment. 
 “This boat isn’t going to lock us out once we step outside?” Carmen asked. 
 Ovo’s fur flattened. “It shouldn’t. I will double-check.” 
 “It’s fine, Ovo. I’m just joking.” 
 The airlock did its thing. The dry wind braced them as they stepped outside. A few steps down the short ramp, and Carmen once again had her feet on the ground. Her ground. Her knees felt wobbly, and now she understood why people would kiss the dirt after returning home after a long trip. 
 She wiped loose strands of hair away from her eyes. The reception group wasn’t coming closer. What were they waiting for? 
 Two of their number approached and then the rest followed. No weapons in sight. No helicopters either. And this time nobody wore a hazard suit. Here they were, sharing air with extraterrestrials, a robot, and a human whose mother might have betrayed their entire planet. 
 “Carmen Vincent,” the woman in front said. She sounded familiar. “I’m Doctor Greta Leavitt, USAMRIID. We met down in the hospital. Regrettably, those circumstances were different. Welcome back to Earth.” 
 Carmen felt uncertain what to do, so she offered a hand. The doctor shook it. The stiff breeze played havoc with the doctor’s hair. 
 “Thank you for your message,” Dr. Leavitt said. “The creature which attacked us in the hospital?” 
 “Is dead. I have a lot to tell you.” 
 “I’m sure you do. I welcome all of you on behalf of our planet and the United States government. Please join me and we can step inside out of this weather.” 
 Agent Barrett stood behind her, dressed in a new charcoal suit, white shirt, and floral pattern tie. His eyes looked sunken and baggy, and his skin was pale, almost bluish. “Carmen.” 
 “Agent Barrett. Are you okay?” 
 “I’ll live. Where’s your mother?” 
 “Out there somewhere. She’s gone, along with the Melded, and they took the harvester. But you remember my sister and She Who Waits, and that’s Ovo. We didn’t attack you earlier.” 
 “We understand,” Dr. Leavitt said. “No one is going to hurt any of you. We received your first transmission. We’re going to need help to decipher it. It crashed a lot of the tech folks’ computers already. I understand you also sent it to other nations around the world.” 
 “We did.” 
 “I’m sure that’s for the best. I doubt most will have the resources to scratch the surface of these designs. I understand there are several extraterrestrial species who have built a habitat near Mars. You have the means to talk to them?” 
 As the wind picked up, Carmen had to focus on the doctor’s lips to understand what she was saying. “I do. And the people living on the Framework want to talk to us. There’s been mistakes made, accidents, and miscommunications. That has to stop now. We have an enemy in common, so Earth is going to have to learn to listen, not just our country but all of them. Communication is a two-way street. But that’s going to get easier soon.” 
 “Oh? And why is that?” 
 “Because the Framework is coming here.” 






Epilogue


Dear Jenna,


 


I hope you receive this transmission.


I’m sending it to you rather than your baby sister. Carmen is a strong young woman and has proven herself to be quite capable, but I’m afraid the powers that be on Earth and in our government might not forward the message to her, and as you know, Carmen has made new friends, some of whom I don’t trust.


I’m so proud of both of you.


I won’t be able to explain my decisions in a brief message. Your sister knows, but doesn’t understand. Just realize that I love and miss both of my girls.


I imagine you’re confused right now and perhaps scared. But there is no reason to be frightened.


The Cordice have made a world where we can have a future. Have you met my avatar within their simulation? It’s part of me. We will be together soon if we aren’t already. My avatar won’t be able to answer questions about what’s happened recently, but I’m your mother and the avatar remembers everything until the disaster.


We can bring the boys to you. Both Zach and Landon will need to come soon, and for that you will have to play a role. Just as I have my body in which I must take the war to the enemy, you have yours, which now controls the spindlebot that was on board the harvester.


Part of you which is reading this is alive inside the simulation. The harvester did that. If you bring the spindlebot which you control to the Cordice, you can be made whole.


Once you get acclimated (and it will take time, but inside the sim, you have all the time you could ever want), you will realize that you will need to have a conversation with yourself. The part of you that controls the bot can do things that you can’t from within the sim. But what kind of mother will it be? Your boys belong by your side. They deserve a long life, and I fear for what will happen if you wait too long to bring them to you.


I’ve encoded what you’ll need in this message so you can communicate with your robot. The Cordice engineer will help you.


But realize that Carmen will not.


This will seem crazy at first, because it necessitates you convince yourself to take your sons into space and to the Cordice home ship. The Cordice can introduce them to the simulation world. It means their lives.


Have them visit. Let yourself be made whole. Then make your decision.


I realize that everything I’m telling you is overwhelming. None of us asked for this. Humanity deserves its chance at life, and if we wait, we die. The simulation is our ark. You know the Noah story. Time was of the essence and anyone who wanted to live had to be on board.


The rain hasn’t started yet, Jen, but the clouds are forming.


Preliminary remote sensor reports show something big is heading our way. It might be months off, perhaps a year. But it’s coming. We see it beyond the cloud of comets and dust at the edge of our solar system. By the time Earth astronomers spot it, it will be too late.


Carmen questioned whether I was still me—still human. Perhaps you have the same questions. I’m that and much more. The Melded had to repair me. We don’t stop being who we are because we get braces, replace a hip, or receive a transplant.


The Melded do what they need to in order to change themselves so they can live to fight the next day. You have not only a new body in a virtual reality but one of carbon and steel. Embrace it.


Flesh and blood won’t inherit the stars.


The enemy would have us lie down and wait for the end.


Know that I love you, my grandchildren, and Carmen.


Take a moment to grieve for what happened to you. But you have a chance with your new life that few before ever had. Save your boys. Bring them to the simulation. Give them the opportunity to survive.


For we may be the only humans who escape the fate which is coming for our world.


 


Love,


Mom  






If you enjoyed Deimos Station, please consider leaving a rating or review.


 


 


 


 


The Watcher’s Reliquary, Book Three of the Broken Stars series by I.O. Adler, is coming soon! 
   

When Earth intercepts a distress call from an inbound alien vessel, all eyes turn to Carmen Vincent and her companions to spearhead the rescue.


Hours into her mission, Carmen discovers within the message a hidden fragmented code not meant for her eyes. Someone close to her knows the secret about the signal and is working to keep her or anyone else from deciphering it. 


What began as a simple recovery turns into a fight for survival against a new threat to humanity, and only Carmen and her crew stand in its way. 


  

Follow I.O. Alder on Amazon.

   
   

You may also enjoy these science fiction and fantasy novels published by Lucas Ross Publishing


The Minders’ War series


For Deanne and her correctional facility work crew, the night the stars fell ended everything.


Refuge


The Glass Heretic


The Children of Magus




The Goblin Reign series


They razed Spicy’s village, kidnapped his sister, and never imagined what one lone goblin would do to get her back!


Goblin


Goblin Apprentice


Goblin Rogue


Goblin War Chief


Goblin Outcast

   

Fallen Rogues 


A city of rogues. A seedy bar. A thief who stole the wrong prize.


The Midnight Monster Club


The Dragon and Rose


The Chapel of the Wyrm


The Isle of the Fallen
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