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 Chapter One 
 “My dad’s a rock star, my mom’s an astronaut on Mars, and once I get my master’s in water chemistry, I’m going to apply for upper management.” 
 Carmen Vincent forced a smile and hoped this response was snippy enough to end the conversation with her workmate Nora. The room was stuffy. She unzipped and pulled off her red hoodie and reclipped her ID badge to the front of her black T-shirt. The photo of her was off, making her skin appear a darker shade of brown. The photographer also hadn’t waited for her to retie her ponytail. The poof of black hair made it look like she had just rolled out of bed. 
 Nora remained leaning in the doorway to the Ross County Water Treatment control room and didn’t appear to be going anywhere. She was a tall woman, mid-fifties with a broad jaw. She had big arms and wide shoulders and Carmen wondered if she lifted weights. 
 Carmen shifted slightly in her chair to block the screen of her laptop. 
 Nora snorted. “The point of two truths and a lie is to only lie once. Come on, Carmen, lighten up. You’re new on the night shift crew. The bosses don’t care what we do as long as we pick up the phone before it rings three times.” 
 As if to emphasize her point she produced a flask, took a swig, and offered it to Carmen. 
 Carmen closed the laptop. “No thanks.” 
 Nora set the flask down in the center of the long table, rounded the workstation, and took a seat opposite Carmen. “Suit yourself. That’s there when you’re ready. Maybe after you’ve been a turd herder for a few weeks, you’ll partake. Now go on, ask me.” 
 “Ask you what?” 
 “Two truths and a lie, silly. I’ll show you how it’s done. Because no one working here at this hour has anything more than an associate’s degree and I very much doubt the other stuff you mentioned. An astronaut as your mother? Hah, that’s rich.” 
 “I want to get started on my work.” 
 “Nose to the grindstone, right? And I suppose you’ll next say that your little laptop you have plugged into the router has something to do with our job here.” 
 Carmen leaned so she could better see her workmate between the monitors. “All right, tell me. Two truths and a lie?” 
 Nora’s face brightened as she reclined on her chair. “I used to teach surfing, I’ve never shoplifted, and I love my cat more than my husband.” 
 “Hmmm, those are good ones. I’ll say the one about your cat is the lie.” 
 Her coworker shook her head. “Nope.” 
 “Okay, then you’ve never surfed?” 
 Nora wrinkled her nose. “Used to daily when I was young. Taught at the JC in Honolulu.” 
 “Well, then you’re a naughty girl.” 
 “Aren’t we both?” 
 As her workmate continued to talk, Carmen got back on her laptop and opened the special browser that would anonymously connect to the sanitation district network. Within seconds she was online. The Ross County Water Treatment system had a fiber-optic connection running at top speed and was nothing like the pokey internet Carmen could access from home with its restricted content. 
 No one got good connections anymore since the Big Wipe. 
 Internet, mobile phone service, and GPS had gone away in one dramatic night of arcing power poles, exploding transformers, and green auroras filling the sky. It was the last day anyone heard anything from the Lunar Gateway, the space stations, or the Mars mission. 
 It had also been the last day of her mother’s life. 
 Over the past two years no one would tell her what had happened. Carmen’s lingering sense of dread was compounded by guilt. Her mother had sent a message three days before the Big Wipe and Carmen hadn’t listened to it. Had been busy. Had been angry all these months since her mother’s departure. And now even that final message was gone. 
 With the NASA servers fried, she could only imagine that the message had been lost forever. The promises from the space program’s admins that her mom’s voicemail and video mail would be recovered had grown repetitive and stale. The news blackout about the global catastrophe only made things worse. 
 The Big Wipe’s Black Wednesday and Darker Thursday had become the Year of Blackout from which the United States and the rest of the world were only just starting to emerge.  
 And now the NASA admins weren’t returning Carmen’s calls or emails. 
 It was how people trying to hide things behaved. It was what criminals did. If what happened on Mars was an accident, then the agency needed to come forward with details. If all hands were lost because of a catastrophic event, the families deserved to know. 
 New messages? Zero. 
 Her spam filter had flagged forty-seven incoming emails from advertisers selling clothes and beauty products or scammers not in her contact list phishing for a reply because her credit card number was being frozen and “Immediate Action” was needed. Even with the internet on life support, spam was alive and well. 
 Meanwhile Nora continued to yammer. 
 Carmen’s workstation monitor showed all the lights of a system running on automation that required little in the way of interaction. So she surfed. But thirty minutes of searching led only to the same dead ends she would reach when she could manage to get on to any of the meshnets or shortwave networks. These proved erratic in availability, as they vanished or got shut down as quickly as they’d show up. 
 The message boards that existed in the nooks and black corners of the web were full of the worst conspiracies and provided nothing of substance. Still, she browsed a few pages of thread titles just in case. 
 President Dragging Feet on Internet Restoration, New York Times Confirms. 
 United Nations Detonated EMPs.  
 Silver Surfer Caused Big Wipe. We All Know Who Comes Next. 
 And after two years everyone was an expert on coronal mass ejections and the Carrington Event. 
 Idiocy, rage, and so much distrust. Her cursory reading made her stomach hurt. 
 Still, there were nuggets that interested her, perhaps only speculation, but after being repeated often enough and lying fallow for so long they might as well be truths. 
 The order of the disaster, for one. Some smart people had figured out the timing of the Big Wipe. The moon, then the satellites, then most of the Western Hemisphere during the night. Much of Europe, Africa, Asia, and Oceania, which were enjoying daylight, had been spared the full force of the event, but that didn’t save them as the wave of radiation bounced around inside the atmosphere with varying degrees of damage to electrical infrastructure. But they got it a fraction of a second after the dark side of the planet. 
 So if the Big Wipe was a solar event, how was that possible? 
 Eyes growing bleary, she navigated to the public news sites to scan for anything official. 
 The usual minor disasters and outrages ruled the headlines. But as for the Big Wipe, cable and radio news continued with their stock answers which only hinted at the greater conspiracy that the government didn’t want to give the country back its internet. The world was on an information lockdown, and the Big Wipe stood at the center of the mystery. 
 And it was as if the world’s space programs had never existed. 
 Her notification inbox went red. A new email. 
 Her hand froze on the laptop’s touchpad. 

Help me.

 The subject line caught her attention but when she saw the sender ID she rubbed her eyes. 

From: Sylvia Vincent.

 Mother. 
 Her cursor hovered over the trash button. It was from her mom’s email address. Somehow some virus had infected it. The last thing Carmen needed. 
 She deleted the message. 
 A new message appeared. 

Help me. From: Sylvia Vincent.

 She clicked delete again. 
 A third one showed up followed by a fourth. Next came a row of new messages with the same subject from the same sender. 

Help me. From: Sylvia Vincent.

 Carmen checked the box on all of them and dumped them into her spam folder. Considered the possibility that it wasn’t a virus but some malicious prank. 
 Her sister, Jenna, was the executor of her mother’s estate, but everything remained in limbo while NASA dragged its feet on the paperwork that would give closure to their loss. On top of it all, Jenna had her own problems and was always a week away from getting anything done. But if her mom’s accounts still hadn’t been canceled or her personal electronics were being accessed, Jenna needed to know. Passwords had to be changed before someone started opening credit cards in her mom’s name. 
 Nora took another sip from the flask before setting it back down between them. Said something, but Carmen couldn’t make it out. 
 “Please look at me when you speak,” Carmen said. 
 “Oh, sorry. I said, ‘Don’t suppose you’ll tell me what you’re looking for online that you don’t want anyone to see.’” 
 “Sorry, no. I’d just have to lie to you again.” 
 This earned a laugh. 
 Carmen needed to contact her sister. Even as she reached for her phone to send a message, a text appeared. 

Help me.

 It had come from her mom’s phone. Her mom’s smiling face stared at her from the text message thumbnail. Then more messages arrived, her phone buzzing with notifications. 
 Nora craned her neck over her monitor. “Aren’t you popular?” 
 Carmen muted her phone. This wasn’t something that could wait for Jenna to reply to in the morning. She tapped her contact list and called her sister. The phone rang but Jenna wasn’t picking up. It went to voicemail. Carmen ended the call and dialed again. She would keep trying until she got through. 
 She barely noticed when Nora got up and hurried past her. The entry doorbell was buzzing. Ross County Water Treatment received few visitors at night and no deliveries after hours. One of the techs had probably forgotten their card key and needed to be let inside. 
 As she began to compose a text message, Nora’s bright voice called from the hallway. 
 “Carmen, these men are asking to see you.” 
 Two men entered the control room. The first was a deputy with the Ross County Sheriff’s Department. He studied his phone for a moment before looking straight at Carmen. 
 “That’s her.” 





 Chapter Two 
 Carmen wasn’t expecting the cops. 
 Following the deputy into the control room was a member of the Peace Patrol. Part citizen watchdog group, part Guardian Angels, and part Hitler Youth, the Peace Patrol was now an increasingly regular feature of law enforcement, insinuating themselves as first responders throughout the country. 
 While Carmen didn’t know the deputy, she instantly recognized the Peace Patrol volunteer. 
 Peter Vogel. One of the few faces from high school who hadn’t blown out of the city of Garden Village, California, since graduating high school. And also her sister Jenna’s ex-husband and the father of Carmen’s two nephews. 
 “Hello, Carmen. I heard you got a job here.” 
 She snapped shut her laptop and spun on her chair to face them. 
 Peter stood broad and tall and still had the jock-who-spends-every-day-in-the-weight-room look he’d had since playing varsity-everything for the Village Idiots, aka the Garden Village Vikings. He wore a button-down blue shirt and zipped down puffy jacket with the white-and-gold Peace Patrol logo on it. 
 The deputy made a quick examination of the room. He was in his late thirties and hard to read. The overloaded equipment belt around his midsection creaked with every movement. Mirrored sunglasses sat tucked in his shirt pocket. He had a red mustache, and his pink face wore a mask of calm concern when his attention returned to Carmen. 
 She felt her stomach sink. Tried not to think about her laptop. Her palms were instantly slick and her mouth dry. She had lost her last job after her boss at the cable company discovered the wireless router she had installed in the server room. Had he followed through with his threats to call the cops on her a month after she had been kicked off the property? 
 She cleared her throat. “What’s going on?” 
 The deputy spoke up. “We’re following up on a series of network breaches—” 
 Peter interrupted him. When he spoke it was loud with exaggerated emphasis on each syllable. “I’ve got this, Jerry. Remember I said she’s part deaf. Carmen, the department has been investigating some illegal networks tapping into the public bandwidth. As you know, there’s only so many bits those networks can handle during the crisis.” 
 Carmen bristled. “Hard of hearing. What does any of this have to do with me?” 
 “Your name is on a list of people who’ve received complaints.” 
 “What complaints?” 
 “I can’t share that. But I thought, ‘Well, I know Carmen. She sometimes brings my two boys to my Bible fellowship’s meetings when my ex can’t make it, so I can help cross her off the list.’ That way we can focus on the real bad guys.” 
 “That’s…sweet of you, Peter. As you can see, I’m just here working and trying to make ends meet. Just like everyone else these days.” 
 Peter stepped past the deputy and inspected the desk. “It’s been a roller-coaster year. We all need to watch out for each other. It’s why I became a cop.” 
 “But you’re not a cop. Deputy Jerry here is. You’re just on a ride-along. During the day you work for your brother’s carpet cleaning company.” 
 His face darkened. “We help the sheriff’s department do its work. But this place is a big change from your last job. I didn’t know waste management was your career path. Do you take your work home with you?” 
 “I’m sure no one here’s ever heard that one before. Thanks for checking in, really. You’ve done your duty and made your inspection and our country is safe. We appreciate your service, truly. Time for you to go.” 
 He leaned in to examine one of the workspace monitors. Carmen’s phone lit up. Peter snatched it from the table and showed her the screen. Jenna was calling. 
 “It’s my ex,” he said. “Perfect timing. Also looks like you need to check your messages.” 
 She took the phone away from him. The call went to voicemail. “None of this is any of your business.” 
 “Then maybe this is.” Peter reached between the monitors and picked up the flask. “Can’t imagine plant management allows drinking on the job.” 
 Still seated on the opposite side of the bank of monitors, Nora began to stammer. 
 But Carmen stood up and cut her off before she could say a word. “That’s mine.” 
 Peter sniffed the flask and made a face. “Grounds for termination, I’m sure. Still, nothing we can’t clear up. Because we’re friends, right? Spiritual brothers and sisters? In fact, maybe we can talk about it in the morning when you get off shift.” 
 She held out a hand. 
 He gave her the flask. “What do you say? Go to Black Bear for some coffee and a Danish?” 
 “When I get off shift I’ll be tired.” 
 “Later, then. Lunch. I’m sure you need to eat. I can pick you up. You still at the Civic Center Arms apartments on Merrydale? Or are you back at your dad’s?” 
 She fought to keep a neutral expression. They hadn’t interacted enough for him to know where she lived. Had he looked her up? The thought unnerved her. 
 “The answer’s no.” 
 He made a show of nodding. “Well, it was good to run into you. Maybe I’ll call you later. I’ll also catch you at the next fellowship, right? Be sure to say hi to Jenna when you next see her. And Carmen? I’ll be sending some prayer missiles your way tonight.” 
 “Thanks. I’ll be ready to catch them.” 
 Deputy Jerry followed Peter out the exit. 
 Nora remained visibly shaken. “You think they’re going to report us drinking?” 
 “Report me, you mean. Yeah, he will. But relax. I’ll tell the manager it’s my flask. But it doesn’t matter. Seems like this place isn’t what I’m looking for in a career after all.” 
 She unplugged her laptop and slid it into her bag. Checked the phone and saw a voicemail from Jenna waiting. At the very least, her sister had also been harassed by whoever was pretending to be their mom. The last thing either of them needed was for Peter to start barging into their lives. 
 She pulled on her hoodie. 
 It was time to see her in person and get answers. While neither of Jenna’s two boys were old enough to engage in such shenanigans, maybe Jenna had let some of Mom’s property go, including any of her devices or computers. Because someone had gotten into their mom’s identity and wasn’t being shy about letting the daughters of Sylvia Vincent know about the crime. 





 Chapter Three 
 Carmen had to park in the striped red zone in front of the garbage dumpster. Her sister Jenna’s townhouse lay just beyond the covered carports and the lights were still on. 
 She had texted her sister that she was coming over, but even as she had gotten onto the highway for the fifteen-minute drive she realized she should have finished her shift, dialed back her knee-jerk responses to Peter, and done what her dad had always told her. 
 “Play it cool.” 
 The life philosophy which had taken Dad places, she thought sourly. She dismissed the memories before she could get even angrier. 
 Jenna answered the door wearing purple sweats and gave Carmen a hug as she let her in. “I thought you were at work, Car.” 
 “I was. But this shouldn’t wait. You have Mom’s stuff in the spare room?” 
 “Yeah. But it’ll take time to go through everything. It’s just a prank, isn’t it? Something that we could do tomorrow?” 
 “The boys asleep?” 
 “Sent them to bed. But no, they’ll come out if we start banging around.” 
 “All I want is to get Mom’s phone and tablet. Change her passwords and that’ll put a stop to this. But I have to ask…did Zach or Landon play with either of the devices?” 
 “They’re eight and five. And the boxes are all sealed. I’ve checked.” 
 “Show me.” 
 The cluttered spare bedroom had a dozen boxes from the Johnson Space Center that contained their mother’s personal effects from her apartment. The phone and tablet were both inside one of the boxes. Neither had power. Once plugged in, both devices wanted to check for updates that didn’t exist. 
 Carmen began searching for networks on the tablet. “Is the public net up?” 
 “Pretty slow. We couldn’t watch anything tonight not on DVD.” 
 “That’s what happens when more than five people log on at the same time. Give me a sec.” 
 With her own phone she searched for a local meshnet. Found one. Only three bars of signal, but it was open and let her on without a password. Not secure by any means. Once she turned her phone into a hotspot, she got the tablet connected. 
 The email app chugged and didn’t appear to be doing anything. 
 Jenna chewed on a thumbnail. “It’s not working. Why isn’t it working?” 
 “Might take more than a few minutes to download two years’ worth of messages. The boys have school?” 
 “Yeah. They’re both so smart. Like it more than I ever did. Landon got his first homework and he was so happy.” 
 “My little nerd. I miss them.” 
 “Wish you had time to come by more.” 
 “I know. Night work means day sleep. And Dad.” 
 “But it’s okay for you to be away from your job now?” 
 “I got to take a few hours off tonight for a family emergency.” 
 The device continued to balk until finally the number count on the inbox began to tick upwards. But Carmen was interested in the messages sent. And there the messages were, with Jenna and her as the sole recipients. 
 It didn’t tell her much except someone had accessed the account. A mirrored device. Had to be. She went into the settings and changed the PINs and password. A two-factor authentication prompt appeared a moment later on her mother’s phone from the email provider. She confirmed the password change. 
 That took care of the emails. But what about the text messages? She wanted to bite her thumbnail but knew how much she hated it when her sister persisted in the childish habit. 
 How had the hackers sent text messages from her mom’s phone? 
 Texts via the internet were simple enough. It meant she would have to change the password on the mobile account as well. Ten minutes later, after slogging through more long wait times, it was finished. 
 Jenna nibbled on an index fingernail. “That’s it?” 
 “I wish. I think we’re just getting started. We need to do this with her bank, her credit cards, her brokerage, and anyplace else where she ever did business online.” 
 Her sister’s eyes were downcast. “I’m sorry.” 
 “What do you have to be sorry for?” 
 “I should have done this two years ago.” 
 Carmen waved off the comment. “Don’t worry about it. You’ve had your hands full. I should have stepped up and done more. I love you.” 
 “You’ve always been so good to us. Even going to church with Zach and Landon when I wasn’t up for it.” 
 “Those couple of times? You know I’d do anything for you and the boys. Speaking of which, did you say anything to Peter about me?” 
 Jenna wrinkled her nose. “Peter? No, why?” 
 “It’s nothing. But he stopped by work to ask questions. Then he started aggressively asking me out. Weird.” 
 “He always was. I can call him if you want. I didn’t say anything, didn’t hint anything…I’m not even sure the last time we talked. At church he sits with his dad and barely says a word to me when he comes over to visit with the boys. I’m okay with that.” 
 Carmen swiped through the pages of apps on her mom’s phone and knew there was more to be done. But she stifled a yawn. 
 Her sister looked at her with unmasked concern. “You look exhausted. Take the phone and tablet home with you if you want.” 
 “Nah. I think it’s crisis averted. At least no one will be texting or emailing pretending to be Mom. The accounts shouldn’t even be up. We need to stop autopay on everything. Her Visa’s still drafting off the brokerage account. We can tackle it this weekend, okay?” 
 “We never talk much about her. We didn’t even have a funeral. There’s just all…this.” Jenna gestured to the walls of boxes. “But you never give up. On me or her.” 
 The air in the townhouse was suddenly too hot. “We’ll work more on this soon. Remember when Mom was going to leave, during that interview with that Sacramento TV weatherman? She said when she came back she’d be the queen of Mars.” 
 “I remember.” 
 They hugged their goodbye and Carmen was out the door. But Jenna’s last words lingered. Had her sister forgotten that Carmen hadn’t even said goodbye when their mother departed the last time for Texas and had flaked on their final visit over teleconference with Mom before launch day? 
 She considered returning to the water treatment plant. Leaving had been rash. If Peter or the deputy talked to her manager, it would be their word versus hers and her workmate Nora’s. She had her own bills to pay. 
 But there was something about the messages from whoever was pretending to be their mother that continued to bother her. She knew she should at least go home and get some rest. But instead she drove around the corner to where she could still access the meshnet and logged in. 
   





 Chapter Four 
 A little past three in the morning the network went to sleep. Carmen had been nodding off in the driver’s seat of her subcompact, the laptop propped open on the gear shift knob, the car windows damp with condensation. She searched again for the network but the signal was gone. 
 Time to go home, check on Dad’s nighttime nurse, and climb into bed. The previous day’s lingering problems could be untangled once she got up at noon. She might still salvage her job. Seeing Jenna had felt good. 
 But the fake message from her mother continued to haunt her. 
 Why “help me”? 
 This went beyond someone trying to steal a dead astronaut’s identity. The ruse reeked of malice. 
 Carmen could take it, but she worried about Jenna. Her sister remained fragile after her husband abandoned her not six months after the disaster. Left her and ran off with one of Jenna’s Bible fellowship youth counselors, no less. Carmen had tirelessly continued trying to uncover the truth of their mother’s fate, but she had managed to support Jenna and the boys by being there daily while also juggling her own work and their dad’s care. 
 The last thing Jenna needed was to have her sister’s delicately balanced world knocked off track by some prank. 
 Following the Big Wipe they had endured a few months of reporters looking for a story. As if there wasn’t enough anguish in the world. Jenna had consented to several interviews about their loss; Carmen had never returned a single phone call or message to any reporter. But the news had been full of griefbait stories back then, and eventually the Vincent girls had been forgotten and left alone. 
 Carmen put the keys in the ignition. Her phone rang. It was a number she didn’t recognize. She waited for a moment, saw the voicemail light up, and was surprised she could retrieve the message so easily. 
 “Hello, Jenna Vincent. This is Agent Barrett with the Department of Homeland Security. I apologize for the late call, but I need to talk to you to ask you a few questions. At your convenience, could you call me at this number?” 
 Carmen felt a chill run down her spine. Stared at the number. Turned on her laptop and desperately tried to find any signal where she could do a quick search, but there were no networks showing. She knew she could go back inside her sister’s place, try a legit search, but none of the darknet databases would be available that could instantly tell her whose phone had just called her. 
 A car approached. 
 She snapped shut the laptop and scooched down. The bright lights illuminated the inside of her car as the vehicle crawled past. The car lingered at the nearest stop sign before turning a corner and vanishing. 
 She forced herself to take a breath. 

Play it cool.

 It could be anyone calling her. She definitely wasn’t going to call back. Peter. It had to be. This was going too far, beyond harassment. But playing it cool meant not being stupid or rash. She would tackle this in the morning and make Peter pay for trying to scare her and her sister. 
   
   
 Dishes sat stacked in the sink. A pot with cold crusted oatmeal remained on the stove. 
 Carmen walked softly through the kitchen and found her father on the recliner asleep, a thin blanket tucked around him, his oxygen tube around his nose but hanging loose. She found herself waiting for him to take a breath. Finally he let out a raspy exhalation. 
 A stack of books teetered on a tiny side table and he had a hardback lying page down on his lap. 
 Carmen used the dust jacket as a marker and closed the book, setting it aside. Then she covered him with a thicker blanket and turned the light off. 
 The bed in the spare bedroom remained made up. No nurse. She returned to the kitchen to inspect the pill tracker. Her father’s evening meds had been taken. She considered the dishes but instead headed for her bedroom and went to sleep. 
   
   
 Her head felt thick the next morning and it took several bleary moments to realize that the previous night’s events had actually happened. But before she could begin to tackle her to-do list, which included checking on Jenna and finding Peter so she could rip him to shreds for harassing them, she needed coffee and to get her father squared away. 
 If the night nurse, Stephanie, had flaked out, she would have to be replaced. Too bad. Carmen had liked the woman. She knew her medicine and could be firm with Carmen’s dad. 
 She found her father on his walker in the kitchen. 
 He was wearing his green bathrobe and was stirring a pot of oatmeal. His tousled thin gray hair dangled about his dark scalp and wrinkled face. “Good morning, baby.” 
 She kissed his grizzled cheek. “That pot wasn’t clean.” 
 “Still isn’t. Wasn’t done with it. Besides, those burnt remnants are flavor crystals.” 
 “Dad, it’s gross.” But there would be no arguing the point with him. She took a dish from the cupboard and began to prepare a bowl of cold cereal for herself. “So what happened to Stephanie?” 
 “Fired her.” 
 “What happened?” 
 He didn’t look up from his pot. “She was trying to take over when I was fixing supper.” 
 “She was doing her job.” 
 “Which I manage to do just fine. I took my meds. I made my potatoes. Don’t need no stranger butting in.” 
 Carmen set the box of muesli down and forced herself to speak calmly. “She was here to make sure you don’t fall. You know that. You need help going to bed, going bathroom…I can’t do it all by myself. We agreed to have help.” 
 He kept stirring. “Well, this one didn’t work out.” 
 She placed her bowl down on the kitchen table, shoving a pile of mail aside. She got the milk and poured it over the cereal before putting the jug back and slamming the refrigerator door. The coffee pot was on but almost empty. She poured the last of it into a cup, not even wanting to look at her father as she maneuvered around him. His oatmeal had turned into a thick steamy paste at the bottom of the pot. 
 “You’ll burn it.” 
 She turned the stove off, took the pot and spooned the oatmeal into a second bowl. This she set down next to hers before shoving the pot in amidst the rest of the dishes and filling it with water so it could soak. Her dad hadn’t moved, so she hurried him along and ignored his complaints as she got him seated. Didn’t wait for him as she began to eat her own cereal, which had grown soggy. 
 A white business card sat on top of one of the mail stacks. 
 Raymond Barrett, US Department of Homeland Security, Emergency Preparedness and Response. The card had a government logo to one side and both an office and mobile phone number. 
 “Dad, what’s this?” 
 Her father was just starting on his oatmeal. “Cop came by this morning. Was asking for you.” 
 “Cop? What cop? I didn’t hear the door.” 
 “You must have been asleep. Don’t matter none. I didn’t answer any questions and I certainly didn’t let him in.” 
 She set her spoon down. “What was he asking about?” 
 “I didn’t query him, baby. He wanted you is all I know and shoved his card through the mail slot when I told him I couldn’t help him.” 
 She suddenly wasn’t hungry. “What did he look like?” 
 “With my eyes? White man. That’s all I could see. You in trouble again?” 
 “I’m fine, Dad. Look, I’m going to call the care agency. See if they can send someone else over this evening. Then I’ve got to go check on some things. Promise me that whoever they send, you’ll be nice to them.” 
 “Can’t promise nothing. But I’ll try. Besides, I know that you’ll be there to care for me.” 





 Chapter Five 
 Her sister wasn’t answering the phone. 
 Carmen examined the card left by the Homeland Security agent. It was too good of a ruse. Did Peter have a fed as a contact? Or did one of his deputy friends? While making a card look this good couldn’t be that hard, it was too elaborate for a mouth breather like Peter. Yet if he was willing to go this far she didn’t want to underestimate him. 
 She had seen how Peter had ordered Deputy Jerry around. And the old-boy network of cops and the Peace Patrol might have nothing else on its agenda besides harassing her and her family. 
 Jenna needed to be warned. Now if only she would pick up. 
 She sent a text sans emoticons. Call me.

 Checking in with her boss at the sanitation district to explain her departure from work could wait. Carmen’s heart was thumping and she could barely see straight as she sped across town. 
 Peter Vogel lived down on Reservoir Road. She parked across the entry to the carport of his flat-roof duplex. His oversized blue Ford pickup was around the side. As she set the brake and stopped the engine a river of doubt flooded her mind. What if this Agent Barrett was real? What if someone else was pretending to be her mom? 
 But no, Peter was at the center of it all. It was the only answer that made sense after his visit to her work. 
 She pounded on the door. Waited a beat and pounded again. The sun-bleached wood rattled with each strike of her fist. She began slapping with the palm of her hand. 
 “Don’t you dare hide from me!” 
 Peter opened the door. He wore sweats and a Sacramento Kings tank top. His blond spiky hair was askew and his eyes squinted. 
 She held the agent’s card up in his face. “Who is this?” 
 “What?” 
 “I asked who is this? Who did you send to bother me and my dad? You know he’s sick. Sending a cop there so you can pressure me into going out with you? Are you serious?” 
 He was shaking his head as he tried to look at the card. “Carmen? I don’t know what you’re talking about. I didn’t send anyone to your house. And I don’t know anyone at Homeland Security.” 
 “Then who does? Did you tell one of the deputies to call them or impersonate them?” 
 “No! I didn’t do that. We stopped by your work last night because your name did show up on a list, but that was from the sheriff’s desk.” 
 She searched his darting eyes for any sign of a smirk. But he appeared genuinely befuddled. 
 Carmen fought to keep her voice calm and even. “Promise me this isn’t you, and that you aren’t sending messages to me and Jenna pretending to be our mom.” 
 “Yeah. No, it’s not me. I promise. Come inside and we can talk—” 
 She left him without a word. Didn’t want to waste any more time. Once she could confirm Jenna was okay, she’d call this agent. But even as she hurried back to her car, her phone rang. 
 It was her mother. And this time it was a video call. 
 Her hand trembled as her finger hovered over the accept button. 
 No good would come from playing this scammer or prankster’s game. But she was too furious to let it go to voicemail. 
 “Listen, whoever you are—” 
 A choppy video close-up of her mother stared back at her. “Jennacarmen…your help…can you…me?” 
 “Mom? It’s Carmen. I’m here. Where are you?” 
 Her mother’s face was a slideshow. “…come soon…I can’t wait…can’t wait for long…” 
 “Come where? Mom?” 
 “Hurry…remember our Sunday place?…liked their pancakes…my sweet Jennacarmen…” 
 The video of her mother’s image appeared to freeze and the audio stopped. Then the call dropped. Her mother’s number appeared as the last incoming call. Carmen dialed but it rang once before an automated message began, declaring the number no longer in service. 
 Peter came up behind her. “Carmen, what’s going on? Are you in some kind of trouble?” 
 She fumbled with her keys as she opened her car door. “I’m fine.” 
 He kept talking as she put the key in the ignition. But his words were nothing but a blur. She called her sister but once again Jenna wasn’t answering. 
 “Jenna, if you’re there, I really need you to call me. Something weird’s going on. Call me right away.” 
 She’d drive to Jenna’s house. What other option was there? This prank was reaching a new level of nastiness. Her heart was in her throat. The voice, the image…it was all so real. She reminded herself that scammers could construct fake videos of anyone, and there was enough footage of Sylvia Vincent before and during her mission that a choppy video of her mom’s face would be simple work for a hacker. 
 She was upset at herself for reacting. Seeing her mom and hearing her voice was too much. And whatever criminal was behind this invasion of her life and her sister’s would only be emboldened by her anger and tears. 
 A van was heading straight for her. She swerved out of the way in time and realized she had been in the center of the road. She wiped her eyes. Tried to focus on her driving and where she was going. She wasn’t going to do anyone any good if she crashed. 
 Jenna’s place was several minutes away. But what had the message from “Mother” been talking about? 
 Pancakes? Sunday place? They didn’t have a Sunday place. At least she and her mom didn’t. Carmen had left home after graduating high school. Before marriage, Jenna had been alone with Mom. She had almost withered on the vine for lack of parental attention, with their father newly back and out of recovery but soon out of the house after the divorce, and Mom spending most of her time working at the Johnson Space Center in Texas. 
 Carmen had kept in daily contact with Jenna. And when Mom was back on the weekends, she would smother Carmen’s little sister and try to occupy her every waking hour. Going for drives. Outings to any museum, music show, and festival within driving distance. Sunday breakfast. 
 But Jenna had gathered a strong circle of friends, even if it had been the Jesus crowd at school. 
 Mom wasn’t pleased. While Dad had taken them to church when they were young, that ended after the first time he had left them. Mom had thought Jenna’s faith an infatuation. Jenna had related to Carmen the heated argument they had when Jenna tried to take Mom to Sunday church instead of one of their outings. 
 The Bumbleberry had been a coffee shop attached to a truck stop gas station just off 101 on the north edge of Garden Village. The old-school discount-breakfast 24-hour-a-day café had become a seedy place in its last years and had finally been shuttered. The For Lease sign had been up ever since. 
 The last time Mom and Jenna could have gone there was over four years ago. After that Mom had departed for training, and then came the mission. And the disaster. 
 Who would even know about Jenna and Mom going out for breakfast on Sunday? 
 The thought that someone had so much detail on any of their lives chilled Carmen. As she approached the freeway, she knew she should cross under the overpass and head south. But instead she gunned the accelerator and merged into the middling traffic heading north. 
 North towards the old gas station and coffee shop. 





 Chapter Six 
 Jenna’s hybrid was parked beneath one of the metal canopies. The pumps were long gone with only the concrete islands remaining. The gas station and restaurant were boarded up and the walls covered in graffiti. The old Bumbleberry sign still stood above it all, but the plastic and glass had mostly broken away, leaving a weather-bleached shadow of the logo. 
 Carmen pulled up behind Jenna’s car and got out. 
 The noise from the freeway carried across nearby pastures but the old property felt secluded. High walls of oleander and eucalyptus walled the lot off. The asphalt was cracked and choked with weeds. A playground lay behind the building, a feature Carmen didn’t remember. 
 This hadn’t been her place. She only recalled going there a few times when her parents were still together. Even back then the restaurant had felt old, frequented by the numerous retirees living in the nearby trailer parks on the north side of Garden Village. 
 But this had become her mother and Jenna’s special Sunday destination after Carmen had left home. Any lingering resentment she had about this evaporated with the grim thought that someone had drawn both her and Jenna there. And Jenna was nowhere to be seen. 
 With the car door still open, Carmen leaned on the horn. “Jenna!” 
 No one answered. Had her sister actually gone inside? 
 She went to Jenna’s car. Touched the hood. Warm. She wasn’t inside the car. 
 A blue truck drove down the dead-end road and turned in towards her. Peter sat behind the wheel. He pulled up next to her and got out. 
 She marched around the front of his truck. “What are you doing here?” 
 “I followed you and was going to ask you the same thing. What were you talking about before you ran off? That’s Jenna’s car. What’s going on?” 
 “If you’re not the one messing with us, then it’s none of your business.” 
 “It is my business. I’m on the Peace Patrol. And if you’re in trouble, I want to help.” 
 “Whatever. Right now I need to find Jenna.” 
 She walked around the restaurant, looking for any open doors or windows. But the boards were all intact. Quite a few had black mold and the pressboard was swollen and separating. Only slivers of paint remained on the original siding. Rain gutters sagged. Accumulations of trash and tree debris sat in heaps in the front doorway. The domed black roof appeared intact, perhaps holding the rest of the structure up. 
 Peter had fallen in behind her and kept talking but she couldn’t follow the words. 
 Wisteria grew thick with purple blossoms along a wood fence near what had once been the outdoor eating area. She peered through the slats. A few wood picnic tables remained, gray and worn from the weather. But the gate had a chain holding it closed. 
 The outside dining area led to the playground. Here a chain fence replaced the old wood. It stood on concrete blocks and looked temporary. Food wrappers clung to the metal wire between the No Trespassing signs. 
 A climbing gym and a slide appeared ready to collapse at the next stiff breeze. A swing dangled on a single chain and its seat was broken. But a section of fence lay curled upward. 
 “Jenna?” she called. 
 Peter leaned in to look. “You can’t go in there. Let me check.” 
 “Get out of my way.” 
 She ducked past him and squeezed through the gap. While the property was large, this was the only place Jenna could have gone. The alternative, that her sister had been abducted, lingered at the edge of her mind. But Carmen had no choice but to check inside before pursuing that line of thought. 
 A quick search of the playground confirmed it was vacant. 
 Carmen called out again as she pushed vines aside to get to the back patio. Garden Village had its share of junkies and homeless people and she didn’t want to surprise anyone. She discovered a side door standing open. Dark inside. Her eyes took a few seconds to adjust. 
 She hesitated only for a moment. If Peter was in on this, then she was in trouble. But the way he tiptoed past the trash and the disgusted look on his face made her realize he wasn’t enjoying himself. The cocksure jackass from the night before was on hold. 
 The air was ripe with a mustiness that made her gag. 
 The kitchen was empty of any furnishings beyond a long bank of white sinks and a demolished stove that had been pulled away from the wall. The ventilation hood was gone, leaving only insulation hanging from the hole. The doors to the dining room were missing. 
 As Carmen stepped through the doorway, she froze. 
 What had looked like a dome from the outside was actually the top of a large sphere that occupied the dining room. Tables, booths, and a large portion of the ceiling lay crushed beneath it. It was as if someone had dropped an enormous bowling ball on the restaurant. Sunlight trickled in through the gaps in the ceiling. But the sphere itself reflected nothing.  
 She tried to make sense of the massive object. A water tank? A wrecking ball? Part of an airplane? But even with sections of the sphere obscured by the ceiling and collapsed floor, it appeared too perfect, too smooth. It bore no texture marks, making it unlike any object of stone, wood, or metal she had ever seen. 
 She reached for it. 
 The hairs on her arm stood on end and a prickling sensation ran down her spine. 
 Peter asked a question she couldn’t quite hear but could guess. 
 Without looking at him she said, “I don’t know what it is. But Jenna’s here somewhere.” 
 The sphere radiated no heat. The surrounding air wasn’t cold either. Somehow this strange object had dropped through the ceiling of an abandoned restaurant in the same place where the cons who had hacked her mother’s phone wanted her to be. It didn’t make sense. But at that moment it didn’t need to. She only had to find Jenna and get them both out of there. 
 Discovering an abandoned movie prop or weird objet d’art wasn’t worth any of the grief of the last day. 
 “Jenna, it’s Carmen. If you can’t answer, make a noise.” 
 A section of the sphere’s surface moved like small ripples passing across a dark pond. The effect ended as quickly as it had begun as the skin of the object again became still. But something stepped out of the sphere, passing through the gray material as if it were nothing but a shadow. 
 A manlike shape rose before her. It stood slim and tall, with backward-curving legs and a body thinner than her forearm. It seemed to be made of the same material as the sphere, opaque and perfectly smooth. Two wiry arms hung from its shoulders, ending in slender fingers that almost touched the ground. 
 Its head was bulbous and it lit up. The bright glow caused Carmen to squint and shield her eyes. An image flickered to life. Carmen found herself looking at her mother’s face. 
 A picture of Sylvia Vincent blinked hard as she gazed down at her daughter. She appeared confused. When she spoke, her voice crackled and buzzed. “Jennacarmen. You came to help me again.” 
 “Mom? I don’t understand. What is this?” 
 “This is us coming together again. As a family.” 
 Before Carmen could react, the mom-creature reached for her. Its hand grabbed hers and yanked her off her feet. The metal monstrosity was pulling her closer. The head of the mom-creature began to grow brighter. Peter was shouting, screaming, blaspheming. But his voice was drowned out as a high-pitched whine filled Carmen’s ears. The light from the screen flashed and blinded her. A burning sensation ran up her arms and covered her body. 
 The mom-creature wasn’t letting go, was too strong even as Carmen fought to pull away. 
 And the world went dark. 





 Chapter Seven 
 Carmen couldn’t breathe. As hard as she tried to inhale, it was as if a cement truck sat on her chest. She desperately clawed at her face to dislodge whatever was keeping her from inhaling. 
 Found nothing. 
 Saw nothing. 
 Pitch-black. 
 The weight on her chest kept her from crying out. 
 A hum filled her ears. Soon it ran through her limbs and down into her bones. Sound upon sound. After her years of half silence it was overwhelming. 
 In the midst of the buzz came a voice. Soft. Soothing. Her mother. 
 “Wake up. Open your eyes. You’re safe. You’re with me.” 
 Carmen flailed, each second a fresh agony as she still couldn’t take in air. “Can’t…breathe…” 
 “Try. It takes some adjusting. Be calm. Focus. Look at me. But soon you’ll see you don’t need to breathe.” 
 The world before her eyes snapped into place. Her mom looked down at her. But not her mom. Her face was an image on a screen on top of the spindly metal skeleton. 
 Carmen cried out as she shoved the mom-creature away. She sprang up from a legless couch which appeared to be made from the same gray matter as the sphere. As she fought to balance herself, the couch melted away into the floor. 
 She lost her balance. The mom-creature moved to keep her from falling but Carmen swiped at her. The spindly machine backed away. Carmen teetered and grabbed at a wall to support herself. Then she saw her legs. 
 They were made of the gray metal, slightly darker than the ship and identical to the mom-creature. Her hands too, and her arms, and she realized she still wasn’t breathing. 
 Her mom’s voice remained untroubled. “It takes a moment to adjust.” 
 Carmen looked at her right hand. Two long curling fingers and a thumb clenched and unclenched. Then the hand rotated a complete circle. She instinctively winced in anticipated agony but the pain never came. 
 Her “body” below her neck was a thin shaft of metal running down to where her “legs” emerged, twin curved spokes which were somehow holding her up. But where was her body? How did she fit inside such a slender costume or container? 
 Impossible. 
 Had to be dreaming. 
 Cold. Hot. Bright. Dark. All her senses were on overload. She closed her eyes. But the soft sound of the hum was something she could latch on to as she forced herself to shut out all the other sensations. For the hum was no phantom sound. It was real and it softly reverberated through the gray floor and walls and ceiling. 
 Her stomach churned. She thought she would throw up. But as the urge to retch overwhelmed her a hand took hers. 
 “Focus on me. Focus on the sound of my voice. Your body will adjust. More importantly, your mind will.” 
 Carmen kept her eyes clamped shut. “What did you do to me?” 
 “I’m bringing you closer to me. Carmen…Jenna…I need you.” 
 “Where are we?” 
 “Inside the sphere. It’s safe here. Oh my sweet girl…my girls. How I’ve missed you.” 
 Carmen dared open her eyes. The world before her held an unreal thickness, dreamlike. Her stomach continued to roil. Her face felt too warm. But the suffocating sensation ebbed. 
 Sylvia Vincent’s face smiled at her from the screen on the head of the robot. 
 “Mom, what happened to you?” 
 “I’m alive. This spindlebot isn’t my body. And you’ve been placed in one just like mine so we can better talk.” 
 “I don’t understand. Where’s Jenna? What have you done to me?” 
 The image of her mom’s face flickered. “Jennacarmen…you’re here.” 
 “You haven’t told me anything. Where is here?” 
 A second flicker of her mother’s face, and the room vanished. All around her were stars. She fought a wave of vertigo as she spun about, finally looking up, where the circle of the earth loomed above her. 
 Drugged. Had to be. Or somehow she had been tricked to step inside the sphere and was experiencing some kind of virtual reality light show. She pushed the mom-creature aside and rushed past her, only to collide with the wall, which remained invisible but was as solid as brick. The floor was still there too. She struck the wall and the stars and Earth vanished. 
 The gray room once again surrounded her. 
 “Turn it off,” Carmen gasped. “Let me out.” 
 The mom-creature recovered her balance and stared at her for a moment. “Oh, looks like you’re waking up.” 
 “What do you mean? Wait!” 
 The mom-robot stepped towards a wall where a doorway now appeared. 
 Carmen moved to follow. It took several tries to walk straight, and she tottered forward, almost tumbling but for some mechanism inside her now helping her keep balance. With the floor and walls no longer translucent and her sense of down restored, she found herself able to hurry after her mother, who was walking briskly along a curved corridor and through another doorway. 
 Another thin robot stood in the center of the room. The face on the head screen was Jenna’s. And her sister looked terrified. 
 The mom-creature strode up to Jenna. “Focus on me, Jennacarmen.” 
 Her sister’s eyes were wide and they darted between the mom-creature and Carmen. “This isn’t real. This isn’t real.” 
 The mom-creature caressed Jenna’s head. “You came for me, darling. I’m here. We’re together.” 
 Carmen held out a tentative hand and touched Jenna’s shoulder. “Jenna, it’s me. It’s going to be okay. I’ll figure this out. I’ll get us home. Mom, please tell me what’s happened to us.” 
 “Dear Jennacarmen, you’re coming to me. I almost lost you and won’t lose you again.” 
 “We’re both here, Mom, Jenna and me. But where are we? Don’t show me. Explain.” 
 Mom’s head turned in place to face her without her body moving. “In space. Closer to where I am. I need you. And then when the two of us are together we can—” 
 She was interrupted by a distant bang. The image on her mom’s screen went blank. Carmen shook her but it was as if the mom-creature had switched off. 
 “Jenna, can you hear me? Can you move? I can’t explain what’s happening. But we’re in trouble and we need to get out of here now.” 
 Her sister straightened herself before crouching down again. Then she stood erect and like a toddler took a few wobbling steps forward. Carmen held her hand and they moved across the plain room to the doorway. But the doorway had vanished. Carmen touched the wall and pressed on it. 
 The distant banging continued, growing louder and more frequent. 
 Carmen placed her sister’s hands on the wall. “Stand here and give me a second.” 
 What had the mother-creature done to open the wall? Carmen probed the surface, tapping it and running her steel fingers in search of a groove, a depression, or anything to grip. Finally she walked into the wall in imitation of how her mom had done it and the doorway once again appeared. 
 She grabbed her sister and pulled her along. “Come on.” 
 Her sister took small steps and careened about before finding a semblance of balance. The curved hallway continued and seemed to head towards the banging. The opposite direction led to the room where she had gained consciousness. How many hidden doors had she passed? But while “Mom” was switched off, it was time to leave. 
 She led Jenna away from the noise. The banging continued in a furious rhythm, but she felt certain it wasn’t mechanical or part of some normal process. Whatever it was had grabbed the mom-creature’s attention and couldn’t be good. 
 The hallway just kept going, with no visible doors, no slope, angling around for what felt like hundreds of yards. The notion that they were inside the sphere in the restaurant had vanished. The space they were running through was larger than most buildings, like the concourse of a stadium. 
 They were jogging at a steady clip when Carmen realized they were once again heading towards the banging sound. They had come full circle. 
 “Help me find a door.” 
 She let go of Jenna and proceeded to keel over and slam into a wall. At least she didn’t fall. There was a phantom pain as if she had struck her head but the sensation wasn’t real. None of this could be, she reminded herself. But willing herself to wake up wasn’t working. She tapped and probed at the smooth surface as they continued along. 
 The banging up ahead stopped. A doorway had appeared and a spindly robot stepped into the hallway. At first she thought it was the mom-creature. But this was a new robot, or more accurately, a machine identical to their bodies, but the head screen showed Peter Vogel’s face. His fingers were fused together, his hands like blades. His eyes were wild and darting about. He looked around the corridor before his gaze fell upon them. 
 “Peter?” Carmen said softly. 
 He cut loose with a howl and charged. 





 Chapter Eight 
 “Peter, snap out of it!” 
 But the metal skeleton with Peter’s face on its monitor wasn’t slowing down as it bore down on them. Carmen stepped in front of Jenna. When Peter got close, she smacked him aside, sending him into a wall. He lay still for several seconds before getting up. 
 “It’s Carmen. Jenna’s here too. Get a hold of yourself. We’re all in trouble.” 
 His face blurred for a moment. He looked past her at Jenna. 
 Carmen held up a warning hand. As a person Peter was far too strong. But here? She could only hope their strange bodies were equal in strength. 
 His voice was a choked mutter. “What did you do to me?” 
 “We’re figuring that out. First you need to calm—” 
 He sprang towards her. Too fast. They collided and slammed into the opposite wall. He flailed at her and struck her across the head. Pain—she felt a ringing pain. But the sensation passed quickly. She caught one of his blade hands and held him. 
 “Jenna? A little help?” 
 But her sister was frozen in place. Whatever momentary composure she had during their flight down the corridor had evaporated. 
 Carmen shoved at Peter but he pushed back. What would happen to either of them if they got hurt? Could they die? There was too much she didn’t understand. 
 “Peter, please. It’s Carmen. Listen to my voice. We’re friends. Try to control yourself. I didn’t do this to you. We’re all trapped her together.” 
 He managed to wedge an arm under her head. Lights were flashing around her. The corridor had grown brighter with floating shapes she couldn’t take time to make sense of. Carmen felt pressure at her neck and could only wonder how much punishment her new body would take before something broke. 
 She managed to get a foot around one of his legs, ignoring the fact that her own leg was bending at an impossible angle. With the extra leverage, she hurled him off, but one hand continued to grip hers and he yanked her off balance. 
 His other hand rose up and was poised to chop down at her head. 
 The mom-creature appeared behind him. She grabbed Peter and flung him against the wall. She proceeded to smash him over and over, each impact sending shock waves through the floor. 
 Carmen was free. She collected her sister and they retreated back the way they came. The corridor would eventually loop back, but getting away was all that mattered for the moment. The floating light shapes followed her, stuck in her vision no matter where she turned her head. 
 Some kind of controls or gauges? Didn’t jet pilots have similar displays? The lights reminded her of the nicer cars with their speedometers cast into the windshield. But none of the symbols or colors meant anything to her. With her free hand she swiped at them yet they persisted. She had only succeeded in conjuring a fresh pair of floating dials. 
 Jenna stopped in the hallway. “Wait. Mother’s here. We have to go back.” 
 “That’s not Mother. I don’t know what that is. But she did something to us. We can’t stop here and wait for her to catch us.” 
 “But it’s Mother’s voice and Mother’s face. Just like it’s your voice and your face. Am I like you?” 
 Jenna held her gray fingers before her eyes and once again looked like she was on the verge of panic. 
 “Come on. We’re going to figure this out together. But we have to move.” 
 When she pulled on Jenna, her sister stiffened. Carmen only managed to drag her a few inches. The fight behind them continued as a series of hard thuds reverberated. 
 Carmen made a helpless gesture. “I can’t carry you.” 
 But the Jenna bot took a knee and gazed back down the corridor. 
 A wall next to Carmen on the inside of the looping hall shifted. A new doorway appeared. 
 “Jen, we can hide in here.” 
 When her sister still refused to budge, Carmen left her to investigate. She entered a circular room where portions of the ceiling and floor morphed before her. Tuning out the commotion in the hallway, she forced herself to calm down and think clearly. Surely the lights in her display served some purpose. And now the room was becoming something, as portions of the furnishings sprouted lights and their own floating symbols. 
 She focused on the pair of round dials that clung to the left side of her vision. Tried to will them away. Searched for a handy “X” at the top right-hand corner as if dismissing a window. But all she could accomplish was to turn the lime-green symbols a deeper shade of olive. 
 The mom-creature had demonstrated complete mastery over the walls, ceiling, and floor. Whatever this place—this spaceship?—was, it followed directions given by its master or captain or pilot. 
 No time to be cautious. If Peter won the fight outside, he’d already shown he had been driven mad by whatever process had placed them into their strange new bodies. And the mom-creature? Something was off about her. It had Mom’s face, her voice, but it spoke as if it were a confused stranger, and Carmen knew to trust her instincts. 
 She and Jenna couldn’t chance losing what might be their only opportunity to escape or do something that might take them back home. 
 She ran a hand through a small cone of red light. Felt a fresh tingle that wasn’t heat or pain. Did it again. Then, more assertively, she smacked the raised console on which the cone appeared to be sitting. 
 “Come on, show me something. Hello? Can you hear me? I want to go home. Back to Earth.” 
 Several of the other lights and symbols shifted. Turned on, turned off, grew, and shrank. Only the red cone didn’t waver. 
 She touched, pressed, and waved her hands over everything within reach. The buttons and virtual dials stopped responding. Had she locked herself out or tried too many commands at the same time? She felt a rising sense of alarm as the corridor beyond went silent. Was the fight over? And if so, who had won? 
 Jenna wobbled in through the doorway. Carmen pulled her inside the room and away from the door. Like the portal from where she had first emerged into the main hall, the wall went solid as if the doorway had never been there. 
 Carmen placed her hand on the Jenna robot’s screen as if to caress her sister’s face. “Stay still. Don’t make a sound. This room might be what we’re looking for.” 
 The wall where the door had been had no visible controls. No easy way to lock it, she suspected. If the mother-creature had won, she would eventually find them. 
 She returned to the middle of the room and tried to look at the lights with fresh eyes. It felt as if she were standing behind a stained-glass window with the sun shining bright. She ran her hands through the patterns of light. But nothing responded. 
 The room had to have a purpose. Otherwise, she couldn’t imagine why so many of the lights hung at hand level as if waiting to be manipulated by a robot body like hers or the mom-creature’s. 
 Perhaps a key was needed. Or a password. Or behind it all was a facial recognition algorithm that knew she wasn’t an authorized user. The base of the consoles had no ports or interface. She examined the tips of her fingers and confirmed that they didn’t seem to have any kind of prong or plug. 
 The notion that she might need to capture the mom-creature to access the functions of the room caused her heart to sink. 
 But everything was a guess and each passing second was a moment closer to their being caught. 
 Jenna walked about awkwardly before stopping to lean on a wall. “Why is this happening?” 
 “We’re going to be okay.” 
 When Carmen spoke the words, a few of the smaller symbols beneath a prominent virtual dial shifted. The characters had their own tiny marks beneath them. 
 “Can anyone out there hear me?” 
 A single character vanished. A new one appeared. Her voice. It was the only thing that triggered a response. 
 “I’m Carmen Vincent. Tell me how to make this thing return to Earth.” 
 The olive light turned a dark shade of forest green. But that was it. She almost laughed. What if this room was some toy or video game, or designed to test the psychology of captured humans? A light-show torture chamber? A mind maze for lab animals before the probing began? 
 She had seen too many bad TV shows and none of them had prepared her for this. 
 She took a step back and considered the entire display. “Is there anyone there? Talk to me.” 
 The cone of red light, the only constant feature that hadn’t shrunk, grown, or moved, now winked. 
 “Hello?” 
 A soft voice spoke. “New imprint logged. Location tracked. Communication voxels established. Hello, unknown designate. Will you please return the spaceship you have stolen?” 





 Chapter Nine 
 “I didn’t steal anything.” 
 Carmen blurted the words out without thinking. Who was she even talking to? 
 The red light continued to shine for a moment before the voice spoke again. 
 “Then the one designated ‘Sylvia Vincent,’ ‘Mission Specialist,’ or ‘Queen of Mars’ did. Please return the spaceship at once.” The voice sounded bright and feminine with the slightest pause between each word. It was as if it was reading with only a passing understanding that the strung-together expressions functioned as a sentence. 
 Queen of Mars? It was her mom’s idea of a joke, something she had told a Sacramento Bee reporter after an endless series of interviews before her departure. How did whoever was talking to her know? 
 “Who am I speaking to?” 
 “Designate She Who Waits.” 
 “That’s your name?” 
 “My designation. Please identify yourself.” 
 Carmen considered the light for a moment. How to answer? 
 Jenna appeared next to her. She passed her hands through the red light. “We’re Sylvia Vincent’s daughters. Can you help us?” 
 “Remote access is limited,” the voice said. “How do you need assistance?” 
 “We want to go home.” 
 “But you are home. Home is planet designation ‘Earth.’” 
 “We’re stuck in this place you call a spaceship. We were kidnapped.” 
 The voice didn’t answer for a moment. “Remote access link via communication node doesn’t equate to term ‘kidnapped.’” 
 Carmen held a hand up for Jenna to wait. “Explain ‘remote access link.’” 
 “Communication nodes allow bioforms transmission of neural net matrix to assume task functions of remote units.” 
 “Hold on. If bioforms are people, then that’s us. What does the rest of that mean? Can you speak plainly?” 
 “Designates ‘Sylvia Vincent’s daughters’ must wait for—” 
 The voice cut off and the red light went out. The other displays went through a series of color changes and symbol configurations. Several dimmed or vanished. 
 Carmen waved her hand where the cone of light had just been. “Hello? Hello?” 
 The door shifted and the mom-creature appeared. But she was having difficulty moving and it quickly became apparent why. 
 The robot with Peter’s face clung to her partially severed arm. The mom-creature dragged him into the room as if she were chained to a fallen tree branch. His legs dangled limp and one of them was half-missing. 
 The mom-creature considered them both. “Jennacarmen…Jennacarmen…you’re here…you’re here. We were in trouble…but now we’re safe.” 
 Carmen tried to pull Jenna away as the mom-creature limped towards them, but her sister wasn’t moving. So Carmen stepped forward to shield Jenna. 
 “Stay back. Mom, if you’re in there somewhere, you need to listen to me. Something’s wrong with you. You’re frightening us.” 
 “Don’t be frightened, my sweet girl.” 
 “Then answer my questions. Tell us what you did to bring us here inside…these machines.” 
 “Jennacarmen, I need you. But you’ll have to be strong.” 
 The mom-creature paused at the center of the light display. With her free hand she began making rapid gestures in the air. The lights and symbols responded and new symbols appeared, shifted, and vanished in rapid succession. 
 Peter hadn’t released the mom-creature’s arm. The fingers of his other hand were dug into the gray material of the mom-creature’s chest and shoulder and had left gashes. His own body had similar wounds, with long scratches rent down his back. His face screen was partially crushed, distorting the image of his face. 
 He was murmuring the whole time. “Lord, save me because of your kindness. Lord, save me. Save me, save me, save me…” 
 The mom-creature ignored him as she worked. “Jennacarmen, we’ll be together soon.” 
 Jenna allowed Carmen to lead her away towards the back of the room. “Car, why does she keep calling us that?” 
 “I don’t know. She’s confused. She doesn’t seem to know we’re both here.” 
 The mom-creature spoke without shifting her attention from her work. “There’s so much to show you. Once we fix…once we fix…we’ll have the best reunion, you and I. It will be like our Sunday breakfasts, mom and daughter time. You’ll have the pancakes with all the syrups mixed together. You’ll have all the time you ever wanted to practice and play your instruments.” 
 Carmen realized she was only partially correct. The mom-creature spoke of them as if they were one person. Jenna had gone with her mother on their weekend outings and to breakfasts at the Bumbleberry. But Carmen was the one who’d played music. 
 Mom had pressured her to take band. It would look good on her college transcript for a well-rounded student, she insisted. Carmen had chosen trombone and then had proceeded to almost fail the class. So much for the easy A to bump up her grade point average. 
 It hadn’t helped that her hearing had been on the way out. But she loved playing, had taken to the instrument, had even gotten a couple of other girls to try to start their own Specials cover band. She had learned enough guitar and piano to stand in for most of the other parts, but the band flopped before it had even begun. But making band class on time and completing assignments and turning in practice sheets? 
 Not while the Vincent family imploded. 
 “Mom, if you can hear me, stop whatever you’re doing and talk to us. We’re right here. If you’re in trouble, we want to help, both Jenna and I. But right now we’re both scared. If we’re really on board a spaceship, then take us home. Fix whatever you did to us. Mom?” 
 “Oh, Jennacarmen, there isn’t time for that. If only there were. If we don’t hurry, it will be too late for all of us. But if we act quickly, we might survive. Somewhere out there, we’ll make it. And it will be together.” 
 “Where’s our real bodies?” 
 “Flesh and blood won’t inherit the stars.” 
 “Explain that to me. What do you mean?” 
 She didn’t answer. Her free hand continued to manipulate the virtual controls. Carmen edged closer. Tried to understand what any of the symbols meant. The surrounding spaceship made no sounds and she felt no sense of motion. If they were taking off from Earth, wouldn’t they be pulled down to the floor? 
 Meanwhile Peter had stopped praying. He hung limp, still attached to the mom-creature by one hand. But then his head turned. He locked eyes with Carmen. The madness from earlier was there in full force. 
 “Mom, look out—” 
 Peter swung his free hand up. His fingers hacked into the base of the mom-creature’s neck. He then pulled his other arm away before leaping up to slash at her a second time. The mom-creature’s head tumbled as the body collapsed. 
 “Peter, what did you do?” 
 He spun on her. Took a step forward. Then the screen with his face went dark. His body froze in place. Carmen watched him for a moment and waved a hand before his eyes. 
 No response. 
 “What happened to him?” Jenna asked. 
 “I don’t know. Let’s not wait for him to wake up again.” 
 When she headed for the exit, Jenna followed. But even as the doorway reappeared, the walls, the ship, and the room around them became hazy. It felt as if her head was stuffed with cotton. The hot itchy feeling returned for a moment before she went numb. She thrust out a hand and leaned on the wall. 
 Her sister ran to her side. She was saying something, but once again Carmen couldn’t hear her. 
 Carmen tried to speak. Her voice wouldn’t work. 
 The encroaching haze became blackness. 





 Chapter Ten 
 Someone wearing a bright yellow space suit pointed a gun at her. 
 All Carmen could register was the barrel of a black pistol waving in her face. Shouting, too, but the words were a blur and she couldn’t see past the reflective face shield to read their lips. 
 She put her hands up. Took a breath. A real breath. She was breathing air. Had been for the past minute, and she understood that once again she was back inside her body. 
 A second figure in an identical space suit and carrying a flashlight stepped forward. The light blinded her. She tried to speak but felt faint. 
 “Jenna?” she managed before collapsing. 
 One of the spacemen rushed to her side and held her, preventing her from falling. 
 Dizzy. More hands were on her and soon she was being helped onto a gurney, where more spacemen in yellow strapped her down. She was too weak to fight them. 
 The air tasted hot, and a pungent smell stung her nose. She now realized the robot body hadn’t been able to smell or taste. 
 The spacemen were pushing the gurney past light stands and through a dilapidated hallway. It was nighttime and she was back inside the Bumbleberry restaurant. But soon they were wheeling her into a rippling plastic corridor with even more bright lights. 
 “What are you doing with me?” 
 The spaceman who had prevented her collapse remained next to her. “You’re safe for now, Carmen.” 
 “What do you mean safe? Where’s my sister?” 
 “She was with you inside the sphere?” 
 Carmen was about to answer but then tried to remember. What had happened just before she had stepped into the body of a robot on board a spaceship? 
 She had been attacked. Grabbed by a robot that had emerged from the sphere as they had explored the ruins of the restaurant. Everything had gone blank, and then the nightmare with her mom, with Peter, their fight. 
 And then there was the mystery voice on the opposite end of the red cone of light that had accused her of stealing the thing. 
 The spacemen stopped the gurney inside a white tent. Judging by the machines she saw, the room was half hospital room, half mad scientist’s laboratory. Her straps came off. Someone rolled up her sleeve and checked her blood pressure. Another spaceman flashed a light in her eyes. Her mouth was swabbed, her skin and fingernails scraped, and a scissor-wielding assailant snipped a lock of her hair. The personnel came and went through a flap to a neighboring tent. 
 Carmen shivered. Gooseflesh rose on her arms. Unseen fans were blowing cold air through several ducts. A spaceman sat her up on the gurney and checked her with an icy stethoscope. 
 Through it all, one of the men who had helped her from the sphere remained nearby. He held a tablet and swiped a few times at a screen before slipping it into an oversized bib pouch. His handgun was strapped to a thigh holster. 
 The crowd of spacemen finally thinned, with only two remaining who were writing numbers on a whiteboard labeled “C. Vincent.” 
 “Well congratulations, you’re not radioactive,” the man with the gun said. “I’m Agent Barrett. I was trying to reach you.” 
 Carmen nodded. Her jaw trembled. She couldn’t tell whether it was the chill or her nerves. On his lapel was a tiny camera. The lens stared at her and she had no doubt everything inside the tent was being recorded. 
 He took a blanket from the foot of the gurney and wrapped it around her. “How are you feeling?” 
 “I…don’t know. Jenna…” 
 “In time. Tell me about what happened?” 
 “Am I sick?” 
 “We’re taking every precaution. But so far, no, there’s no indication you were exposed to anything toxic. What do you know about that sphere?” 
 “I don’t know anything about it. I came here looking for my sister. Something attacked us. I need to know if Jenna’s okay. Is she here?” 
 He pulled up a stool and sat awkwardly, the billowy suit making him appear off balance. “You’ll have to be patient while we conduct our investigation. I’ll need more information from you about what happened. Then I can share what we know.” 
 “What do you mean? Just tell me if she’s okay.” 
 “Calm down.” 
 She pushed one of the spacemen away who was trying to clamp a sensor on her forefinger. “Don’t tell me to calm down. Am I under arrest? Just let me know if you have Jenna.” 
 “Look, Carmen, your sister is inside the sphere. It’s open. She’s connected to something and we don’t understand what it is yet. But you have some of the smartest people in the country working on it. You’ve just been through trauma. I’m here to help.” 
 “Let me go to her. Maybe I can figure something out.” 
 “Out of the question.” 
 She swung her legs off the gurney. “Take me there. Let me at least see her.” 
 “Lie back down. That’s not a request. We know nothing about what’s on board the sphere. We don’t know if you’ve been infected with something. And we don’t know how your mother managed to contact you and Jenna to summon you here. You came here hours ago. I need you to tell me everything you can about what happened since then.” 
 Carmen fought to control herself. Knew that screaming at the fed or the other spacemen or trying to rush the door would only result in them strapping her back down or maybe even sedating her. But there was something about Agent Barrett’s tone that set her on edge. She’d had her share of run-ins with local police, usually unwarranted traffic stops with a side helping of intimidation. 
 Agent Barrett wanted information from her and was going to do anything to get it, including lying or using Jenna against her. 
 But the tent and the spacemen and all the machines let her know he was more than a pushy cop. He was a federal agent with Homeland Security. The tent and all the people inside of it had to be part of his or some other agency, be it Department of Defense, CDC, Army, Navy, or the Men in Black. 
 She had encountered an alien spacecraft and Agent Barrett was going to get his answers. But her instincts screamed at her to be careful in how much she shared. 

Play it cool.

 She was surprised when Agent Barrett offered to get her a cup of tea. 
 “There’s also water or coffee. It’s instant, but it’s what we can get you without breaking containment.” 
 “Water. Thank you.” 
 He returned with a bottle. She opened it and sipped and realized she was parched. She drank half of it as he consulted a device strapped to his wrist. 
 A light in the tent began flashing. A couple of the spacemen hurried past from the other room. 
 “We have a third survivor,” one of them said. 
 Agent Barrett moved to follow. “You wait here.” 
 Carmen set the bottle down. “What about my sister?” 
 “You’ll be informed of any change as soon as possible.” 
 She was alone. Surely there were others in the network of tents, but for the moment at least she was free to try and learn something. Because Agent Barrett wasn’t telling her much. 
 Through the tent came the flashing lights of emergency vehicles. A motor revved and a reverse beeper alarm sounded. 
 She examined the nearest table and found several drawers with specimen containers, glass slides, first aid supplies, and lots and lots of needles. A cabinet held medicine and drugs. A flat-screen monitor appeared to be connected to a mobile MRI. On a folding table near the door she discovered a laptop. When she opened it the interface asked for a user ID and PIN. 
 No good. 
 On the MRI a yellow stenciled label read USAMRIID. 
 She moved to the next tent. A spaceman had his back to her and was typing with his index fingers at a workstation. A tray filled with the vials of Carmen’s various tests sat near him next to a small machine that hummed. 
 Beyond the workstation lay another plastic doorway like the one they had passed through from the restaurant. 
 An exit? 
 But even if it weren’t guarded, she wouldn’t try to escape. They had found their mother. Or something with their mother’s face and voice who was confused about Jenna and Carmen’s identities. And now Jenna was inside the sphere and apparently connected to something. 
 “You need to go back to the exam room.” 
 The spaceman had turned on his stool and was getting up. 
 “I’m trying to understand what you’re doing here. No one’s identified themselves.” 
 Carmen saw enough of the face to realize the spaceman was a spacewoman. She seemed distracted as she got up and escorted Carmen back into the exam room. 
 “USAMRIID. Is that you?” 
 “Yes, that’s us. The agent in charge should have told you. Our commanding officer isn’t here yet to meet you. You’ll be properly interviewed soon. Then you’ll have time to ask your questions. I’ll need you to also undress and put on a gown. There’s a changing screen here.” When Carmen hesitated, the spacewoman added, “It’s not a request.” 
 After Carmen moved the screen so she’d have privacy, she paused to listen. Voices approached, followed by a rustling at the restaurant-side entrance. Agent Barrett led the spacemen as they wheeled another gurney into the exam room. 
 Carmen hurried to see Jenna. But it wasn’t Jenna who lay on the gurney, but Peter. His eyes had rolled up into his head and he was foaming at the mouth. She was unceremoniously pushed out of the way as the team tore open Peter’s shirt and began to attach white sensors to his body and hook him up to the machines. Peter’s entire body was shaking. 
 There were so many people working around him, she could no longer see him. 
 She felt herself tensing up as she watched. Her throat tightened. She didn’t like Peter. But she needed to understand what had happened to him on board the spaceship. He had attacked them. Might have killed her mom. Yet at that moment, watching him suffer and perhaps die, she could barely hold back the tears. 
 Agent Barrett stood next to her and was likewise observing the team work on Peter. 
 “He was inside the sphere too, wasn’t he?” Carmen asked. “You said Jenna was attached to something. Was Peter also connected? So why is he having convulsions?” 
 When the agent looked at her as if deciding to answer, she grabbed his arm so she could see his face. 
 “What did you do, Agent Barrett?” 
 “One of the scientists tried to sit him up. That was when he started to have a seizure. We got him out of there and then the sphere closed.” 
 “Is Jenna still in there? Did you touch her?” 
 “She’s still inside the sphere but she was breathing and doing fine when we last laid eyes on her. And no one tried to move her.” 
 “Take me to her. Before you make another mistake like this. I’ve been inside that thing and it took us someplace without moving our bodies. For some reason I woke up and they didn’t. But they were both with me wherever I was.” 
 “You know we can’t put you at risk.” 
 “Please! I may not know much, but I know my mom sent that sphere here for us to make contact. She’ll talk to me.” 
 “I’ll take it under advisement. Let the professionals do their work.” 
 “Like killing Peter?” 
 Agent Barrett ignored her. 
 All the beeps and pings of the machines along with the rumbling motors outside and the incessant reverse alarm bore down on her. She felt exhausted. But she made herself watch as the spacemen continued to try to save Peter Vogel. 
   





 Chapter Eleven 
 According to the monitors, Peter was breathing and had a heartbeat. His skin was pale. Carmen couldn’t figure out the purpose of some of the machines he was hooked up to. At least the convulsions had stopped. 
 A pair of spacemen remained at his side. They ignored Carmen. 
 Agent Barrett remained busy on his device. She tried to see what he was doing but his blocky suit prevented her from getting a clear view. He had spent the past thirty minutes alternately tapping on his wrist text interface and reading the screen. His device pinged. He took a phone call on a headset he wore beneath his helmet but the conversation was too muffled for her to make out. Once the call ended, he began consulting with one of the spacemen whom the others had referred to as “doctor.” 
 “That’s all we can do for him right now,” the doctor said. 
 They continued to speak with each other in low tones, the doctor showing Barrett a tablet and going over some figures. 
 Carmen’s stomach grumbled. She realized she hadn’t eaten since breakfast and doubted she would be allowed to leave anytime soon. Sipped the last of her water. Escaping to return to the sphere wasn’t an option. There were too many spacemen in the next tent and others lingered in the corridor leading to the Bumbleberry restaurant. 
 Then Peter’s eyes were open and he was staring at her. Carmen moved to take his hand. 
 His voice was a halting whisper but she could read his lips. “I was dead.” 
 “You’re alive. You’re okay. These men are with the government. They saved your life.” 
 “You don’t understand. I died. I was in hell. You were there too. Your mom…she…” 
 “We don’t know what’s happened to my mom.” 
 “I hurt her. But then I saw what she saw. I saw what lies below. The fires. A burning place. And your mother? She’s Him. The Devil. Why was I there?” 
 “What does that mean? What did you see?” 
 He was crying. “She’s in the dark place. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” 
 She forced herself to remain calm as she listened to him. “What happened was an accident. Our minds were taken someplace. It happened to me too and to Jenna. You’re going to be okay. Don’t worry about what you did. Try to forget it. But Peter, where is she? Where did my mom go after you attacked the robot that last time?” 
 “Forgive me. Oh God, forgive me.” 
 “He does. Don’t worry, Peter. He does and He will.” 
 She could only hope it was the right thing to say. Peter was a creep but she didn’t like to see him hurting. And maybe if he calmed down enough he might pull himself together and answer her questions. Where else had he gone? Was her mom still alive? Jenna might never be disconnected from the sphere if she couldn’t get him to open up. 
 Agent Barrett and the doctor finished their conversation. The agent motioned for her to join him at her bed. She went to sit. 
 “Let’s try to unravel what happened to you. Your mother contacted you?” 
 “I don’t know. It started with emails. Then a voice which sounded like her called me using her old phone. Jenna was contacted too. The last message told us to meet here.” 
 “Why did you come if you thought it wasn’t real?” 
 Carmen was tired but she felt her pent-up frustration simmer. She had been stonewalled by NASA regarding any news of her mother’s fate, and now this cop was acting surprised that Carmen would jump at a sliver of a chance that her mother was still alive? 
 “She knew things about our childhood that aren’t common knowledge, including this location. So we came. We were ambushed by a robot which stepped out of the sphere. I don’t remember anything after that.” 
 “Surely you can recall something. You were taken into the sphere. What happened there?” 
 “It was like a light switch in my head turning off.” 
 “What can you tell me about this robot?” 
 “Thin body, like a stick figure, but tall. Its head was like a monitor with lights inside it.” 
 “Did it say anything?” 
 “If it did, I didn’t hear it. I’m hard of hearing.” 
 “Yes, your father mentioned that.” 
 She bristled at the thought of the agent having investigated her and interrogating her dad, even if it was through a closed door. With the space suit she couldn’t see his expression. But he was studying her. 
 “Let’s say you can’t remember,” he continued. “But it’s important that you try. Because we believe your mother, or someone pretending to be her, has come a very long distance to be here. And besides visiting her two daughters, we don’t know why.” 
 She shrugged. How much of her memory of what had happened on board the spaceship was real? All of it, she feared. She could only wonder if Peter had experienced the same thing and why his mind had slipped. Apparently he had seen more after killing the mom-creature. 
 A fire. A burning place. 
 But relating the contents of the conversation with her mom might make Agent Barrett suspicious or disbelieve everything. She had to be careful. 
 “Your mother didn’t just send messages to you and your sister. She also contacted us two months ago. The message was brief. ‘I’m coming home.’ The transmission came via the mission radio frequency. But then a few days later the message appeared on NASA’s private servers. Everyone in the organization got an email or instant message. We thought this was a matter of the server being hacked. Seeing the message signed as Sylvia Vincent and coming from her user login caused a stir, especially since she’s been dead for two years.” 
 Carmen’s chest grew tight. “What happened to her?” 
 “I know you’ve been kept in the dark. We’ve had no choice. There’s some things I still can’t tell you.” 
 “Then start with the things that you can.” 
 “The Mars Discovery orbital, all planetary assets including the base, and the Constellation Three were all lost within seconds of each other. What everyone calls the Big Wipe hit us fifteen minutes and forty seconds later. Our astronauts in the space habs in Earth orbit, the moon base, and the Chinese resupply ship between Earth and the moon were also destroyed. There’s not much here the public hasn’t already guessed, except that this wasn’t a sun event. This came from almost the opposite direction. We lost your mom and a lot of good people that day.” 
 “Why wouldn’t anyone talk to me?” 
 “Because some of the big brains at NASA and the Russians and the Japanese think they saw something just before it happened. The Mars orbital pinged an unidentified inbound object. We received a message from the astronauts on board. We confirmed it, had them triple-check what they described as a radar signature which had changed course over an hour. It could only be a guided object of some kind and wasn’t anything sent from Earth. The object appeared near the moon Deimos. And then the event happened. We made first contact and it knocked us out of space and wrecked half the planet.” 
 Carmen took a moment to absorb the story. While her earlier distrust lingered, after what she had seen she didn’t doubt any of it. And if this was what Agent Barrett was willing to share, what was he holding back? 
 “My mother was on the orbital, wasn’t she?” 
 He nodded. “So when a message from Sylvia Vincent appeared, we hoped it was a prank. But with that sphere sitting in the middle of a ruined restaurant here in sunny California, you can bet we’re concerned. So if you have anything else to add, tell me now.” 
 Carmen met his gaze. “I saw my mom. She’s alive. And I think she’s in trouble.” 
   





 Chapter Twelve 
 Agent Barrett showed no visible reaction as Carmen did her best to explain what had happened on board the spaceship. Hearing herself tell the story out loud was crazy. She’d be locked up or accused of lying at the very least. But with Jenna still trapped in the sphere and her mom out there somewhere, possibly injured, possibly dead, she couldn’t hold back. 
 “Tell me about the relationship you had with your mother.” 
 She was immediately suspicious. “Why?” 
 “There’s a lot to unpack here. If this isn’t your mother, then who is it and what do they know about us and about you? But if it is your mother, she’s returned to Earth with alien technology far beyond anything we currently understand.” 
 “Can we worry about getting Jenna out of that sphere first?” 
 “We’ve got a lot of trained and intelligent people working on that. You didn’t see your mom off on launch day. Why not?” 
 She remembered the day clearly. Still felt the burn of guilt of allowing her own bitterness and anger to rule her as it had. “We had been fighting. It wasn’t anything new. Mom wasn’t around during most of my high school years, ever since being selected as a mission alternate. She and my dad split up. His health wasn’t good, but my mom wouldn’t help. He needed care. I had to drop out of college to look after him. I’m going to need to check on him soon.” 
 “There’ll be time for that. So you didn’t accept the invitation to watch her leave.” 
 “My sister tried to get me to go. She was still married then. But she was on her whole ‘forgive everyone their trespasses’ phase. I wasn’t ready for that yet.” 
 “You resented your mom for joining the mission?” 
 “We weren’t speaking then. She had already back-burnered her family. And now she was asking us to join her for a photoshoot and a teary goodbye? I watched the departure online to make sure she was gone.” 
 Barrett was momentarily distracted by a message on his wrist device. He dismissed it. “Our transcripts show you and your mom messaged each other during the mission.” 
 “Jenna got a call twice a week. I got one about every month. Mom never gave up. I answered her most of the time.” 
 “But you never initiated contact.” 
 “I was pissed. Does that answer your question?” 
 “Not entirely. After the Big Wipe, you never stopped pestering NASA, your congressperson, and anyone else you could call or write about what happened to her.” 
 “Do you have parents, Agent Barrett?” 
 “This isn’t about me. But yes, I have both a mom and a dad.” 
 “Then unless you’ve turned out to be everything they hoped for, you have to understand.” 
 He blinked a few times as if processing the comment. “What would you say her state of mind was?” 
 “When are you talking about? During the mission? Before it?” 
 “Both.” 
 “Mom believed in excellence and never falling short. She held herself and us to that standard.” 
 “Did she have a temper?” 
 “Ask NASA. They do their psych evaluations, don’t they?” 
 “I’m asking you.” 
 “She got angry and not just at me. She and Jenna had some knock-down drag-outs, especially when Jen started going to church and preaching. Mom didn’t want to hear any of it.” 
 “Did she ever hit you?” 
 Carmen shook her head and broke eye contact. The doctor had left. Peter was asleep. She was alone with Agent Barrett. Alone with him and the small camera he wore on his suit. 
 “What kind of question is that?” 
 “Can you answer?” 
 “What does this have to do with anything?” 
 “If what’s out there is your mother, then we need to know what it’s thinking and what it’s feeling.” 
 “You keep saying ‘it.’ My mom’s a real person. I spoke with her. She’s alive. But right now I’m tired, hungry, and my sister’s trapped inside that machine.” 
 He looked like he was about to reply but then he got another call and walked to the opposite side of the tent. Carmen shivered. It was too much to wish for that this was all a bad dream. 
 Agent Barrett muttered a curse and hurried down the plastic corridor leading to the restaurant. Carmen followed him. He met with two of the spacemen, who fell in behind them as they hurried through the outdoor eating area, which had been cleared of its furniture and much of the trash and weeds, and ducked through a newly torn-down section of wall.  
 None of the three had noticed her tailing them. 
 The gray sphere stood just inside where she had last seen it. White lights on metal stands illuminated it. 
 “Hey, come back here!” 
 The doctor was hurrying to catch up with her. But even as Agent Barrett and the others paused to look, Carmen slipped into the restaurant. 
 Barrett moved to corral her. “Go back to the tent. You can’t be in here. It’s dangerous.” 
 “Don’t you think I know that? I was inside that thing. Maybe I can figure something out. Let me help.” 
 A third spaceman was waiting for them and looked ready to pounce on her. But he hesitated when Barrett held up his hand. 
 Carmen gazed at the sphere and resisted the urge to run. The surface reflected none of the light. The object was perfect darkness, a thing of awful precision and purpose beyond anything man might build. And it had been sent for her and her sister. 
 The front stood open. 
 Just inside the curved hatchway loomed the spindly robot that had taken her and Jenna. It wasn’t moving. The bubble screen it had for a head appeared to be powered down. It was hunched with its knuckles on the ground. Beyond lay her sister, propped up on the material of the sphere, which was formed into a bed identical to the ones she’d seen aboard the spaceship. 
 The waiting spaceman spoke loud through an amplified mic. “It just opened up. The major’s an hour out and will be landing at Travis in thirty. She’s been advised. We need to get the civilian out of here.” 
 Agent Barrett left Carmen’s side and approached the robot. “Well, she’s not here yet. Did that robot move?” 
 “No. No one was touching it. None of our people were doing anything.” 
 “All right. I’m making the call. I want everyone to fall back. We’re setting a new perimeter at a hundred yards. Close the freeway. I want all these walls torn down so we can watch this thing from a distance. No one does anything without my say. And get her out of here.” 
 One of the spacemen moved towards her. 
 Past the robot, a new light flickered to life, a red cone identical to the one inside what she thought of as the spaceship control room.  
 Agent Barrett tried to grab her as she ducked past him. But his suit hampered his movements. 
 “Come back here!” 
 He stopped short of the robot occupying the doorway. 
 Carmen entered the sphere. The floor sloped upward to a round interior room. She went to her sister’s side. Jenna appeared to be asleep. There was nothing attached to her skin, no spike in her neck, and nothing around her head. But if the events on the spaceship weren’t a dream, then somehow her sister was still connected to her robot body in that faraway place. 
 She tried to recall the details of the final moment before she had disconnected. How had she broken contact and woken up? And what had Peter done that had caused him to suffer a seizure? 
 Agent Barrett remained outside the sphere and was calling to her, his tone urgent. 
 Carmen touched her sister’s hand tentatively as if she might receive a shock. Jenna’s skin was warm. Besides the morphed bench beneath her sister and the robot in the doorway, the red light was the only other feature in the sphere’s otherwise smooth interior. 
 “It’s me. I’m here. Wake up.” 
 Jenna didn’t reply. 
 The red light pulsed. 
 During her last moments on the spaceship, Carmen had spoken with someone or something via an identical red light. What had they called themselves? Designate She Who Waits. They had accused Carmen and her mom of stealing the ship. Carmen had left that out of her interview. 
 Her stomach sank at the thought that now She Who Waits was once again trying to make contact. And what would happen when this She Who Waits discovered that Carmen’s mother was gone and there was no one there who could return what had been taken? 
 Agent Barrett entered the sphere and held his hand out for her. “Carmen, come with me. We need to leave. It’s not safe.” 
 “There’s something I didn’t tell you. We spoke with someone who wasn’t my mother. In the other place. There was a room with a light like that one.” 
 He took her by the elbow. “We’ll talk about it outside. If there’s a way to communicate with whoever is out there, we have people for that. We’ll bring your sister out.” 
 She took a final look at Jenna. Thought about what disconnecting her might mean. If Peter had suffered a physical shock and mental break, something even worse might happen. 
 She shoved his hand aside and moved to the red light. Touched it. Searched desperately for any of the other controls that had hovered in the air inside the spaceship control room. 
 “Hello? I’m here. She Who Waits, are you listening? Can anyone hear me?” 
 Agent Barrett wasn’t gentle as he seized her shoulders. But as he moved her towards the doorway, a solid curved wall materialized. They stumbled back. 
 The red cone of light flickered as if a breeze had struck it. 
 Carmen spoke louder. “This is Sylvia Vincent’s daughter. My mother stole your ship. We need your help and we want to return it. In exchange, give me my mother back and let my sister go. She’s stuck here and won’t wake up. Tell me you can understand. Are you there?” 
 Agent Barrett let her go and moved to where the door used to be, directly in front of the robot. He slapped his hands against the gray surface. “Open it up. What did you do?” 
 She ignored him as she inspected the floating light from every angle. Tried waving her hands about in the air and through it. The red cone continued to hang like a suspended candle dancing in midair. There were no other controls. So what had her mother done to steal a spaceship? Fighting back a growing sense of frustration, she stepped away to consider the light and the space around it. She was missing something. 
 Jenna was counting on her. 
 Agent Barrett was texting on his device. He tried to make a phone call. From the sound of it he wasn’t getting through. 
 Carmen tried for a few more minutes to recreate the mom-creature’s hand movements. Then she went to the robot. Examined it. Inspected every inch for an on switch. 
 “We’re in trouble,” Agent Barrett said. “Whatever you did shut the door. Now stand still and stop doing anything. You’ll only make it worse. There can’t be much air in here and my suit’s almost out.” 
 “I’m breathing fine.” 
 He went back to the wrist device and his typing was frantic. He then slapped at the tiny keyboard and let out a groan. 
 Carmen touched the dormant bot. “When we had our robot bodies we could open doors.” 
 “This door opened by itself or you did it before you staggered out of the sphere. If you tried harder to remember, it might be helpful.” 
 “I don’t remember doing anything. I think it was the robot. If it’s like the ones we were inside on the spaceship, someone has to control it.” 
 “Okay. So who?” 
 “My mom was there. But then I also talked to someone else. She called herself She Who Waits. We spoke briefly. She said my mother stole a spaceship and she wanted it back.” 
 He sagged visibly. “I hope you’re wrong about that. How did you even communicate?” 
 “She spoke English.” 
 “That’s unlikely.” 
 “It’s what happened. She spoke weird like she was placing words together one at a time. She didn’t sound mad, just insistent.” 
 “I don’t think you’re qualified to translate alien emotions.” 
 “I’m not. But I was there and you weren’t. And whoever she is wants us to talk to her. That red light is on and it wasn’t before. Maybe there’s something inside the sphere that isn’t working.” 
 He paused as if thinking. “Or there’s a delay. Talking to Mars isn’t fast. You know that. It all depends on where Mars is. It could take twenty minutes for a radio signal to be received one-way. So wherever this She Who Waits is, they may be hearing what you said earlier right now or maybe not getting it for another several minutes. So don’t say anything else.” 
 “Carmen?” 
 It was Jenna. But when Carmen turned to face her sister, Jenna remained where she had been. 
 “Carmen, I’m here.” 
 The voice came from the red light. 
 “I can hear you. If you can hear me, wait. I’m going to try something so I can get to you.” 
 Carmen leaned close to the light. “Jenna? Are you there?” 
 Her sister didn’t reply. She called for her again before going to her sister’s side and taking her hand. Squeezed it. “I’m here. I won’t leave your side. Tell me you’re okay and try to wake up.” 
 When Jenna remained silent, Carmen kneeled by her side. 
 Agent Barrett appeared next to her, fiddling with his suit. Finally he unzipped the helmet and took a deep breath before letting it dangle behind his head. 
 “Didn’t you hear me?” he gasped. He wiped sweat from his forehead. “I told you to stay away from the light and don’t touch anything. Can you feel it?” 
 “Feel what?” 
 “We’re moving.” 





 Chapter Thirteen 
 She felt the pressure around her feet when she stood. But the interior of the sphere remained as still and silent as before. 
 Agent Barrett fussed with one of his gloves as he tried to remove it. “I told you to stay out of here. Not to do anything. Not to say anything. Or touch anything.” 
 “Are you sure we’re moving?” 
 He tugged his ear and worked his jaw. “I’m sure.” From the dangling helmet he removed a headset and put it on. He tapped at his wrist device. “Still no signal.” He went to the red light. “You say this is what lets you talk to them?” 
 “That’s how it worked when I was on board the other ship. But we just heard Jenna.” 
 “Maybe it’s a party line. Okay, I’m going to talk.” He licked his lips. “This is Agent Raymond Barrett. Is Jenna Vincent there? Is there anyone else listening? I represent the United States government. We want to speak with you and declare our peaceful intentions. We wish to open a dialogue and establish relations. Please acknowledge this message.” 
 “You write that script yourself?” 
 “You want to pretend we’re not in trouble? Go ahead. But we’re sealed inside this thing and have no idea where it’s taking us. There’s limited air. And I don’t see a water tap, fridge, or toilet. So can your attitude. You said the entity you contacted identified themselves as She Who Waits?” 
 “Yes. She said she owned the ship.” 
 He cleared his throat. “Is She Who Waits listening? We didn’t steal your ship. If this sphere belongs to you, we surrender it. Please respond to our message. We’re trapped on board. If we can land and disembark, we wish to see returned to you what was stolen.” 
 Carmen listened with a growing sense of frustration. “How about mentioning something about my sister and my mom?” 
 “One thing at a time. If these people are powerful enough to damage our world, then we’re going to be polite about our requests. Now stop talking. Let’s wait and see if they respond.” 
 It had been her sister speaking to her. Somehow Jenna was making the sphere move, Carmen was certain. She felt a growing pressure in her gut as if she were on a high-rise elevator going up. 
 Her hands felt swollen. “It’s so quiet.” 
 Agent Barrett sat on the floor. “We’re accelerating. This is bad. This is really bad.” 
 Carmen’s ears felt like they needed to pop. She again took her sister’s hand. “Jenna, if you can hear me, let me know. Whatever you’re doing is taking us somewhere. Is that what you really want to do?” 
 “If we keep going faster, we’ll be crushed.” 
 Carmen had seen enough footage of her mom and the other astronauts from the capsule camera during the last Mars mission’s launch footage. She remembered how liftoff had shaken them and pressed them into their seats. But those men and women had pressure suits and cushioned chairs. 
 She fought to catch her breath. She let go of her sister and joined Barrett on the floor. Her neck and back ached. Her mom had described it as an elephant sitting on top of her chest. Sounded about right. But the elephant was getting heavier with each passing second. 
 “Jenna?” 
 She could barely take in air. Her joints hurt and she could no longer move. From somewhere next to her Agent Barrett was moaning. She couldn’t even turn her head to look. 
 Jenna’s voice sounded from the light. “I’ve got you. Carmen, are you still there? Oh, wait—” 
 The voice cut out. Carmen couldn’t speak. Felt herself grow woozy. The hard floor was unyielding as her body was crushed into it. The events of the day vanished from her mind. All she could think about was that her nephews and her father would need someone to look after them after she passed. 
 The floor shifted beneath her. She felt support beneath her neck and spine. She was moving upward as a portion of the ship morphed into a couch like the one Jenna’s body was lying on. Second by second the pressure became more bearable. She still couldn’t rise. But at least she could draw in a lungful of air. 
 She lost track of the minutes as she endured the crush. Found herself nodding off. Was it moments or hours later when she looked over and saw Agent Barrett was likewise reclined on a couch made of the gray ship-stuff? 
 Again she faded out. 
 Somewhere in her stupor she heard Jenna, but the voice was muffled, as if her sister were in a nearby room and had forgotten Jenna’s hearing wasn’t perfect. The red light continued to shine. 
 “Wake up. Carmen, wake up.” 
 Not Jenna. Agent Barrett was calling for her. 
 He remained reclined on his couch but was looking at her. “Your sister was speaking. Said she was going to help you, but didn’t say how. If that’s her, she at least knows we’re in trouble. She’s ignoring me. Talk to her. Say whatever you can to get her to tell us what’s happening. Where are we going?” 
 “Sis? It’s Carmen. Can you hear me?” 
 She focused on listening. She knew that with the pressure in her head it would be more difficult than normal. 
 A couple minutes later, Jenna replied. “I’m here. There’s a delay, isn’t there? Are you okay?” 
 “Turn up your volume a little. I’m okay. Agent Barrett is with me. Tell us where we’re going. Are you in control of this thing? Because I’ve seen you drive…” 
 “Nix the sarcasm,” Barrett hissed. 
 They waited again for a reply. 
 “Oh, Carmen, if you could see what I see. Wait a moment. I’ll show you.” 
 Carmen felt an instant jolt of dread. If Jenna had launched the sphere without fully understanding what it would do, then anything was possible. She found herself gripping the couch’s armrest. 
 The sphere dissolved around them. 
 As the floor, walls, and ceiling vanished, Carmen felt as if she were suddenly falling even as the pressure across her body continued to pin her down. They were hurtling through space. Millions of points of light hung on the black curtain of the sky, curling beneath her and around her. The sight stole her breath away. With no point of reference she couldn’t tell how fast they were going. Was this an actual view from the sphere or was it an illusion? 

Turn us around, she wanted to cry. 
 If Jenna was actually there and in control, she might listen to her plea. 
 But her sister was somehow stuck and hadn’t returned from the spaceship. And their mother was out there somewhere. There was no choice but to see this through. 
 Agent Barrett was laughing. It began as a mad titter at first, but he let loose with a whoop as if he were a boy riding a roller coaster. He composed himself after a moment and fought to rise and look behind them. 
 “It’s Earth. We’ve left Earth. I can’t believe it.” 
 Carmen struggled to crane her neck and immediately regretted it. She felt a fresh wave of dizziness. 
 But there in the distance, suspended in the blackness, was the blue-and-green circle that was her home. It was growing smaller. She settled back in and decided it would be best to close her eyes. 





 Chapter Fourteen 
 The sphere went solid around them. The interior lit up. It was as if the walls themselves had brightened, like black curtains illuminated from behind by sunlight. The red light continued to hover, but nothing else within the sphere had changed. 
 No, Carmen corrected herself, something had changed. 
 The pressure on her body was easing. Her neck felt stiff as she eased herself to a sitting position. Too fast. Her stomach lurched as if it was about to have a final say on the events over the past hours. But she kept the nothing inside her down. 
 Agent Barrett appeared to have passed out. He stirred when she stood. It took a moment to find her balance. She tottered towards the red light. Again she tried to touch it and the space around it. 
 “Jenna, are we close?” 
 It took her sister only moments to answer. “We’re close. Sit down again. This might be as hard as the liftoff.” 
 “Why?” 
 “Because the computer I’m seeing says we need to slow you down.” 
 “We’re closer now, aren’t we?” 
 “Yes.” 
 Carmen returned to sit on the couch. It had the slightest give to it, like an ultra-firm foam mattress. “Jen, you remember that talent show in my freshman year?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “Of course you do. You were there. You also bought me a vinyl single which we covered for our opener. What was the song?” 
 The question got Agent Barrett’s attention. Carmen realized she didn’t know what they would do if Jenna didn’t know the answer. What if her mom and Jenna were both impostors? 
 Jenna barely hesitated. “The band was the Voodoo Glow Skulls. I can’t remember the track. But I can’t forget you bobbing around with your trombone and almost knocking down your bass player. It wasn’t my kind of music. You guys were pretty loud.” 
 “I know. But you managed to smile through the whole show. I love you.” 
 “Lie down. I don’t want you to get hurt. I have to concentrate.” 
 Carmen did as her sister instructed. 
 Agent Barrett settled back on his own couch. “Did you post that concert online?” 
 “Why?” Carmen asked. 
 “Think about it. Your mom had access to the net. If this isn’t your sister, she could have looked that up.” 
 “Not that quickly.” 
 “No? How about if they uploaded our entire internet before the Big Wipe ever happened? Anything that was there, they know.” 
 “I don’t know what to say.” 
 “I’m telling you to be careful. These are powerful beings. This could all be a game to them. When you next reach her, let me do the talking.” 
 Before she could agree, the sphere made a stomach-churning turn that pressed Carmen hard into her chair. The pressure never let up but the spinning finally stopped. It felt much stronger than their departure and the elephant on her chest was replaced by a family of brontosaurs. She fought to keep her teeth from grinding as her body trembled. She began to pass out and couldn’t focus when her sister spoke sometime later. 
 “Step stones,” Jenna was saying. “It’s like stepping-stones over water. Your sphere. Mine. And so many others. I think I got it. I’m bringing them together like the computer is showing me. It’s as simple as connect the dots. We’ll be in the same place. We can then find Mom.” 
 Carmen fought to speak. “I don’t quite follow. I hope you know what you’re doing.” 
 “Jenna? This is Agent Barrett. Can you show us what you see? We’re blind here and it would be good to understand what’s going on.” When nothing happened, he said, “Carmen, ask her. Have her at least explain what’s happening. What does she mean about connecting the dots?” 
 “I’ll try,” Carmen said. “Hey, Jen, I know you said you have to concentrate. But let us see what’s happening. Because right now it’s like being locked in a trunk of a car that’s going really, really fast.” 
 A moment passed. Just as Carmen felt as if the crush couldn’t get worse, it began to ramp up. She lay half-submerged in her couch and she couldn’t lift a finger. 
 The top of the sphere went clear. Again the stars, but now she saw a dark circle ahead, which was growing larger. She could only imagine how quick they might be going. This was no midnight run along the 101 narrows in her ex-boyfriend’s Mustang. The rockets that took the astronauts to orbit and the moon and Mars pushed their payloads more than 20,000 miles per hour. But astronauts received training. 
 Was this similar? Was this more? 
 Exhausted, she felt herself again slip to black. She came in and out of consciousness. The circle above now filled half her view. But if they were hurtling towards it, shouldn’t they be slowing? But calling out to Jenna wasn’t possible. She couldn’t see how Agent Barrett was faring. 
 If Jenna was out there and in control, Carmen had no choice but to trust she wasn’t going to slam them into something. 
 What was the line to one of the songs they covered? Something about how the world already ended yesterday. This was nothing but a replay. 
 She closed her eyes and began to hum. 
 Slowing now. Definitely slowing. 
 The dark sphere above now occupied all of the view with only a small perimeter of space and stars at its edges. The sense of relief at finally allowing all her muscles to untense was offset by the fact that they had almost arrived at whatever rendezvous Jenna was arranging. 
 She forced her weary body to rise. Dizzy. But she sat up. She could see through the floor beneath them along with the rest of the sphere. There below her was another circle drawing closer to them. And arcing beyond it was yet another, much further away, and a third lay beyond. 
 Theirs was part of a chain of spheres. Or what had Jenna called them? Stepping-stones. 
 Agent Barrett placed a cautious foot down on the invisible floor. He was drenched with sweat. “Are you okay?” 
 Carmen nodded. She didn’t think she could stand without collapsing. She pointed up. “It looks close. I think we’re almost there.” 
 “You’re right. But that’s not the direction we’re going. Look down towards our feet. We flipped around. Which means the floor is pushing against us. And that’s the direction we’re really going.” 
 Dark spheres approached from both above and below with them in the middle. But regardless of what was really up or down, there was nothing to do but endure the ride and see what would happen when all the parts came together. 
 He got his footing and studied the spheres closing in on them. “Is this anything like what happened to you before?” 
 “No. It felt like we were inside a bigger ship with many rooms and a long curved hallway. But I was also inside a robot like that one. My mom called them spindlebots. I could see and hear and move just fine.” 
 Through it all, the bot still stood where the exit had been like a dormant guardian. 
 “Ask your sister what’s going to happen next. Will there be enough air? And how about water or food?” 
 “Jen, can you hear us? It feels like we’re slowing down. But we’re worried. We went pretty fast there. We need to know if we’re going to be able to breathe with whatever’s about to happen.” 
 The circles above and below appeared to align and shift. Then they moved as if rotating around them, revealing a dozen circles or more trailing behind in either direction. These too broke formation and began to crowd closer. A sense of sideways motion began that instantly made Carmen feel like she was going to fall over. She gripped the couch. 
 Agent Barrett placed a hand to steady himself. “We’re spinning.” 
 The other spheres were now a cluster. They soundlessly continued to maneuver as if toys guided by an unseen hand. No plumes of exhaust came from any of them. They began to arrange themselves in a massive ring while a lone sphere above kept getting closer. Soon it completely eclipsed the stars. 
 The interior of their sphere went opaque. 
 A heartbeat later, the head of the robot lit up. Jenna’s face appeared as the bot turned towards them. 
 “I did it. You’re here. We’re together.” 
 The Jenna bot lurched forward as if it was about to fall. Agent Barrett sprang up and moved out of the way. The bot took a moment as if regaining its balance. 
 “I’m okay. I’m okay. Hey, Car, is that me lying over there?” 
 Carmen looked at the limp form of her sister on the first couch. Her sister hadn’t moved. She could only hope that the couch had likewise protected her from the effects of acceleration and deceleration. 
 “It’s you. It looks like you’re figuring things out, but before you do anything else, check with us first.” 
 “I’ll try,” the Jenna bot said. “It’s so much to take in.” 
 “The other spheres…what are they?” 
 “They’re ships like the one we were on. Parts of a single ship, actually. And I brought them all together.” 
 “Is Mom on board one of them?” 
 “No. I can’t find her. She was inside like I was, but then when Peter destroyed her body, she went away. I’ve tried to look, but it’s confusing. I can look again. She was able to connect here from wherever she is. Maybe I can locate her and bring her here too.” 
 Agent Barrett eyed the bot warily. “Hold on. Don’t do anything. We’re going to take each step together and get us back safely. But let’s cover the basics. Are we going to be able to breathe?” 
 “I think so. The other sections are all under my control. I’m getting the hang of it. I can ‘see’ every part of the ship. It’s like a bunch of lights and I can ‘touch’ each and take a look inside.” 
 “Go slow. Don’t touch anything else without my say-so. And what do you mean by ‘I think so’?” 
 “She’s doing the best she can,” Carmen said. “Jen, we’re counting on you. But I need to know you can wake yourself up.” 
 The Jenna bot moved towards the couch where her body lay. “I can. Now I see that’s just another step away. But the ship is ready for you. Do you want to see it?” 





 Chapter Fifteen 
 During the first visit to the spaceship, the corridor had curved to the right or left. But now it sloped gradually upward. The walls and trim were now a gray color that reminded her of her sister’s condo complex, except they also had a smooth sheen that threw off enough light for them to see where they were going. 
 Carmen remained wobbly. All she wanted to do was lie down and close her eyes and regain her equilibrium. It felt like a lingering case of car sickness, like a drive along the curvy roads to Lake Tahoe during one of the few family vacations when they had all been together and stuffed inside the minivan. 
 The air tasted flat. She couldn’t put a finger on it. Not stale, not fresh, not quite outside air nor inside. It smelled of nothing. But at least it was breathable. 
 The Jenna bot led them to a nearby doorway that revealed what might pass as a bathroom. A toilet stood dead center along with a sink with a faucet but no handles. The water was flowing. Carmen hurried over and ran her fingers in the water. 
 “Be careful,” Barrett said, but he didn’t try to stop her. He had been quiet since they had stepped out of their sphere and into the ship. He appeared to be taking it all in, occasionally touching a wall or the floor or the robot giving them the grand tour. 
 The water felt cold and Carmen was parched. She drank a palmful. Tasted as plain as the air, but it was wet and soothed her throat. She gulped down more until she felt sated. She’d save the toilet test drive for later. 
 “You said you can find out where Mom is. How did she connect to the robot here?” 
 Jenna’s face on the screen blinked out for a split second. “She accessed a communication node. I can’t figure out where she is exactly. The computer’s not telling me. It’s where we’re heading but it will take a while to get there.” 
 “How long?” 
 “I don’t know. I’m checking, but there’s information I can’t access. It’s like there’s parts of the ship that aren’t here. It’s hard to explain.” 
 Barrett walked around the sink and toilet as if they were objects in a museum. “Can you show us where we are? How fast are we moving?” 
 “It’s fast but it could be faster. We’re also spinning so we have an up and down. The controls appear ready to make things comfortable for us, as if someone had pre-programmed them.” 
 “And you’re controlling everything virtually.” 
 “It’s like a touchscreen right before my eyes. But for every one thing I understand, there’s dozens of others I don’t.” 
 “Then keep being careful. If someone had this place ready for us, then that’s good. But there’s so many questions I have. What about this voice I talked to? Have you communicated with them?” 
 Jenna’s face blinked out again, and this time it took a few seconds for her to reappear. “She was talking to me, but I got confused. I turned her off.” 
 Carmen wiped her wet hands on her jeans. “What do you mean?” 
 “She was trying to speak while I was working to bring us together. I was getting distracted so I broke the connection.” 
 “Don’t turn it back on until we know what to say,” Barrett said. “We need to learn what we can and can’t do with this spaceship. Can we return to Earth?” 
 “Yes. I can take us.” 
 “We’re not going back until we find our mom,” Carmen said. 
 Barrett walked back out into the corridor. “Right now we don’t know enough about anything. I haven’t forgotten about your mother. But there’s no point in trying to find her if we can’t get home ourselves. And if this is going to take time, we’ll need food. Even more important, I need to talk to Earth. Jenna, can you boost my phone signal? Do you have any way of making a radio pop out of the floor?” 
 The Jenna bot moved to the doorway. “I’m not sure. The communication link is what I turned off when I muted the woman on the speaker.” 
 “So turning that back on means opening ourselves up for a conversation. Don’t do that yet. I know you both want to get your mom back. We have trained people who can help. I suggest we do what we can to turn around and head back. You’re both civilians. I don’t want to risk seeing either of you hurt.” 
 Carmen felt wary at the suggestion. Yes, she wanted to go home. She had her dad to look after. Jenna had the boys. But handing off their mom’s rescue? This was the same government that had blocked her every effort in learning the true nature of the disaster. And now that she knew some of what had happened, she understood that nothing had been done. 
 NASA, the ESA, Russia, Japan, Korea, China—were any of them doing anything to get them back to Mars to learn the fate of their astronauts? 
 But then an even darker thought came to mind. “You want this ship, don’t you?” 
 Barrett touched a wall before meeting her gaze. “Yes. If Jenna has control of it, that gives all of us a chance. Imagine what we can learn if we bring this ring back home. We were attacked by someone we haven’t even met and don’t know. They nearly wiped us out in a few hours. They might try to finish us off at any moment. Think about it. Billions of people dead by an invisible enemy using technology beyond comprehension. Having this ship under our control is a gift we don’t dare risk. We have to go back. Not bringing this prize home is immoral.” 
 “What about our mom?” 
 “We thought she died two years ago. Perhaps she managed to survive somehow. If she’s alive, she will be waiting for us when we use this ship to find her and discover what really happened on Mars.” 
 “But we don’t know if she’s okay. What if she’s barely hanging on? What if she’s somewhere that doesn’t have food or water? And what if whoever she took this ship from repos it and doesn’t want to loan it out again?” 
 “Look, Carmen. Jenna. Both of you love your mom. But I’ve trained for situations where a hard call has to be made. If you run into a burning building and find a child alive, you don’t leave them lying there while you search for other people. You rescue the ones you can and then you go back in for anyone else.” 
 “But our mom is alive. She called us.” 
 “We still don’t know if that was even her.” 
 “It was her. Jenna’s still Jenna even though she’s inside a robot. Mom’s out there. Jenna just needs to open up this communication node and call. She might be able to answer.” 
 Barrett was shaking his head. “No. It’s too risky. Jenna, listen, you have to turn us around. It’s hard. You did well in everything you’ve done. Figuring this place out took guts. But now I’m telling you to take us all home. You want to be back with Zach and Landon, don’t you?” 
 But the Jenna bot’s face had gone dark. 
 Carmen touched the bot’s hand. “Hey, are you there?” 
 Jenna returned. But she wore a worried expression. “Car, there’s someone else here.” 
 “What do you mean? Like Mom? Inside the control room with you?” 
 “No, I mean another ship. I can’t look inside it. It just connected to the ring and docked. It’s like the ring just let them. A door is opening. They’re here inside and there’s nothing I can do to stop them.” 





 Chapter Sixteen 
 Barrett took Carmen by the arm and began to lead her down the hallway. “Back to our sphere. Hurry.” 
 Carmen broke free of his grip. “We’re going. Jenna, come on.” 
 Jenna followed, her sleek metallic body easily keeping up as they ran along the curving corridor. The doorway stood open. Barrett and the Jenna bot ran inside. Jenna’s physical body remained where they had left it, but the red light and the other couches had vanished. 
 “You can disconnect this portion of the ship and send us back, can’t you?” Barrett asked. 
 “I think so. But they’re all connected so it means slowing, stopping, and heading the opposite direction. There’s an end sphere which acts as a power source and has an engine. Each section can pull or push each other along by some kind of beam. Where one goes, the others follow like links in a chain if they’re not joined up. They even change their order as needed, but a lot of that is automated. I can’t explain it better yet.” 
 “Then don’t. But can you seal off the section of the ring where the visitor docked their ship? Leave that behind?” 
 “I don’t know. I can try.” 
 “Do it. And we’ll need those flight chairs again.” 
 Carmen remained in the hall. “Wait. We can’t just run. We don’t know who’s here. What if it’s Mom?” 
 “Safe to assume it’s not,” Barrett said. “And more importantly, if this ship was stolen, they might be angry. They might also make the air we’ve been breathing in here into something which might kill us. Enough questions. Get in here.” 
 “Then maybe it’s not Mom. What if it’s this She Who Waits? She didn’t sound angry. She was willing to communicate. We have to at least try to meet with them.” 
 Agent Barrett wore an exasperated look. He approached and held out his hand.  
 Carmen backed away. “Jenna, close the sphere and stay inside.” 
 “I can’t allow that,” Barrett said. 
 “I’m not asking you for permission. Running is a mistake. If the spheres are connected then their ship follows us wherever we go. You both stay here. If something bad happens to me, you’ll know, won’t you? Can you see each part of the ring?” 
 Jenna hesitated. “I can. Sort of.” 
 “Then you’ll be my eyes. Tell me where I need to go. Now get the door.” 
 “Car, are you sure? I’m scared.” 
 “Yeah, me too. But we’ll never find Mom if we run.” 
 Barrett stepped back and the door went instantly solid. Carmen touched the smooth material and wondered how big of a mistake this was. She began to move down the hallway in the direction they had been. 
 “Jenna, hope you’re listening. I guess there’s not really much choice on which way to go if it’s a loop. Keep trying to look. Can you see Mom?” 
 Her sister didn’t answer and remained silent as Carmen continued to walk. Either she was heading towards a reunion or a meeting with the real owner of the ring of spheres. 
 She felt suddenly self-conscious and wondered how big a train wreck her hair was after their journey. An insane thought, she knew. 
 She stopped to lean on the wall and caught her breath. Exhaustion? Surely. But her heart hammered. She felt light-headed. The air? No. Nerves. She was either going to find her mother impossibly alive or come face-to-face with…what? A bug-eyed alien? Another robot? And why wasn’t Agent Barrett with her? 
 According to him, he was trained for this sort of thing, if that was even possible. But she wondered if behind his cool demeanor he was also scared. And what was she? An out-of-work wastewater tech, a musician with hearing loss, and a caretaker of a grumpy father with bad kidneys and a failing liver. 

Play it cool.

 Like that piece of advice would do anything against what she was about to face. Was She Who Waits psychic? Did she spit acid? Did her kind eat people and assimilate them? Was her mom among them, a pod person or a drone with a brain leech connected to her ear and part of a hive mind? 
 Her instincts told her to run back to join Jenna and Barrett. They should be running, not walking, back home. The Agent Barretts of the world could face down the little green men. But knowing humanity’s luck of late, Earth might send someone like Peter Vogel to broker their peace. 
 She almost laughed at the thought of Peter offering to lob prayer missiles at a group of babbling aliens who worshipped anything besides his One True Deity. 
 She hadn’t searched for her mother so long or come this far to let fear stop her. She kept walking and kept a hand on the wall to fight the sense of being off balance. Soon she was able to proceed without the help. 
 The ring felt much larger than the original spaceship she had visited. If the place comprised multiple spheres, then there must have been hundreds of them. It felt as if she was on a long gym track, but she realized the lack of features might deceive her. 
 There hadn’t been any intersections or doorways. The bathroom had vanished and she guessed it lay somewhere behind her. Or, judging by everything she had seen, any room could become a bathroom within the ring. 
 “Am I going the right way?” 
 Her sister still wasn’t responding. Now she felt truly alone. 
 Without windows in view, Carmen had no sense of how much room the ring had on either side of the corridor or if the outer wall was only a thin barrier between her and space. How had her mother done it, trusting a fragile vessel on top of a rocket to protect her from the hundred ways in which space would try to kill her? 
 An open portal stood on the outside wall. She paused. 
 “Jenna, tell me what you see,” she whispered. “Jen? Come on, answer. I’m at a door.” 
 She gave herself a countdown from five before stepping forward and looking inside. 
 Unlike the austere monochromatic gray of the sphere ring, the room beyond was a chamber with thick columns made of what might have been stone in green, orange, and red. The marble-like pattern also ran along the walls in swirls of sparkling blue. The ceiling was bright turquoise and glowed with a soft light. A path of black and crimson led to the far side of the chamber. 
 A single freestanding pillar stood at the end of the path. It didn’t quite rise to the roof. The surface of the pillar might have been clear, but beneath the glasslike surface a cinnamon-colored sand swirled about like a whirlpool. Beyond it lay a rectangle marked in the wall, which Carmen guessed might be another door. 
 A red communication light blinked to life before the pillar, identical to the one inside the sphere. It hung in the air and flickered. 
 “Designate Sylvia Vincent’s daughter. Please approach.” 
 Carmen took a step inside. The air remained breathable and comfortable. “You’re the one I spoke to before. She Who Waits.” 
 “Yes. You hold task function over this spaceship. I request that you relinquish said function so the owners may retrieve it.” 
 “My sister has control. There’s two of us. I’m Carmen Vincent. Jenna is my sister, and Sylvia is my mother. Do you have a name, or do I address you by your title?” 
 “They are the same. Designate She Who Waits.” 
 “Have you spoken with many people from Earth?” 
 “You are the third.” 
 Had someone besides Mom survived the Mars disaster? She’d have to ask about that. “How is it you can understand me and I you?” 
 “A study algorithm. Observation. And my kind’s task is to facilitate language and communication between intelligences.” 
 Carmen felt some measure of relief that this alien thought of her as intelligent. And no brain probes yet. 
 “So is this how I speak to you? Through the red light? Do I get to see you?” 
 The swirling sand inside the pillar grew brighter and threw off flecks of sparkling diamonds. As it churned, Carmen had the impression that something was moving behind the hazy cloud. 
 “This is your body? I’m sorry. I didn’t know I was looking right at you.” 
 “I am present. This is my body behind its protective barrier.” 
 “Like a space suit. Should I bow or cover my mouth? I don’t want to cause any offense. I’m guessing we don’t shake hands. What are you? My apologies, it’s a terrible question.” 
 Carmen realized she was babbling. 
 She Who Waits’ voice remained calm with a note of patience that reminded Carmen of a math tutor she’d had in fifth grade. “I am happy to answer your query. You have my designation. Other species call us many things. We listen. We gather data. We translate. Designate Sylvia Vincent called us Dragomen.” 
 “Why did Mom call you that? What does it mean?” 
 “I can relate the lexicon definition in English.” 
 “No, it’s okay. I’ll look it up later. There’s more important things I need to learn about you. I’ll start with what I want. I want my mom back. I want to give you your ship. And I apologize for any problems this may have caused.” 
 There was no reaction from the pillar. Could it even emote? 
 Then She Who Waits said, “Designate function, daughter of Sylvia Vincent.” 
 Carmen took a moment to process the question. What did it want to know? Telling her about her job at the sanitation district wouldn’t cut it. Did it seek to understand more about her family? Her education? Something more basic, like how many laps she could do around the track or how many pull-ups she could manage? 
 Why on earth Mom had decided it would be smart to tell this extraterrestrial she was the Queen of Mars was beyond her. 
 “I’m a human of Earth. I love my mom and I’m here to save her. I can answer anything else you might want to know. Do you have a family?” 
 She Who Waits’ sand showed a band of yellow before returning to a reddish brown. “I am prepared to describe our species’ method of allogamy. I am genetically unique and have no siblings from my mother’s coupling.” 
 “No father?” 
 “He was constituted when my mother desired to be fertilized and rendered when he finished producing seed.” 
 “Your mother made your father? And then…what, he was killed?” 
 “He served his purpose. We all serve our purpose. His source material sprang from and continues to reside within my mother, if she still lives.” 
 “She’s back home? Where is that?” 
 “We are no longer a planet-bound species. I can relate our path of migration since the disruption at a later time. This concludes our discussion. You state your designate sister holds control of this spaceship. I will go speak with her.” 
 Carmen hopped out of the way as She Who Waits glided forward and out into the hallway. She was moving at a rapid clip and Carmen had to jog to keep up. 
 “Hold on, what about my mother? I said we’d give the ship back.” 
 She Who Waits continued to skim down the hallway faster and faster. The base of her form never touched the ground. She was rapidly outpacing Carmen. 
 “Jenna, be ready,” Carmen called. “You’re about to have a visitor. Keep the door closed.” 
 She Who Waits stopped. Carmen could only assume she was near the door to their sphere. And just like that, it opened. What was Jenna thinking? 
 Carmen followed She Who Waits inside. Barrett stood next to the Jenna bot, his hands folded before him. The alien scooted forward only to abruptly pause. The red cone of light popped up before her. 
 Barrett gave a bow. “I’m Raymond Barrett of Earth. Designate He Who Negotiates. I heard your conversation and we wish to surrender the ship.” 
   





 Chapter Seventeen 
 She Who Waits stood as tall as the Jenna bot. The moving sand momentarily glittered. But the Jenna bot’s face was dark. Where had her sister gone? And how had Barrett managed to eavesdrop on Carmen’s conversation with the alien translator? 
 Barrett kept his face downcast. “We present this ship to you and are happy to return it.” 
 Carmen hurried next to Barrett. “What are you doing?” 
 “Salvaging the situation. She Who Waits? May I call you that? The representatives of Earth whom you first encountered weren’t properly vested with authority to establish contact with you nor to conduct negotiations. I am. While I don’t understand how this vessel was taken from you, we are happy to give it back.” 
 She Who Waits spoke crisply. “You wish to reclassify designate Mission Specialist Sylvia Vincent?” 
 “Yes. She oversaw the Mars orbital, the station circling Mars, the fourth planet of our sun. There were others in charge of the mission. I believe there has been a series of miscommunications. She wasn’t authorized to negotiate. She also took what belongs to you without asking.” 
 “There is nothing wrong with my translation. Designate Sylvia Vincent was clear about her role.” 
 “She exaggerated. Her command was only over the orbiting asset of a science mission, with a mission commander above her. On behalf of the people of Earth, I apologize for the misunderstanding.” Again, he bowed. Was this what he had trained for? Did Quantico or Langley or wherever Homeland Security went to school have a Fib to Aliens 101 course with extra credit in mansplaining? 
 “Designate Sylvia Vincent’s daughter says her sister is in command of this spaceship. She must relinquish control so I may return it.” 
 “Hold on,” Carmen said. “What do you mean return the ship? Doesn’t it belong to you?” 
 Agent Barrett was staring daggers at her. Mouthed at her to shut up. 
 She Who Waits glided closer to the Jenna bot. More diamonds floated beneath the surface of the alien’s shell. “Negative. Designate Sylvia Vincent calls the owners Cordice. I will continue to adhere to her terminology until otherwise corrected. It is they who request the return of their vessel.” 
 “Why didn’t these Cordice come themselves?” 
 “Because I am tasked to translate and facilitate communication in their absence. And the Cordice have issues of functionality. Without this vessel they are hindered in movement beyond their home ship.” 
 Barrett held up a warning hand in Carmen’s direction. “Sylvia Vincent’s daughter Jenna will relinquish control as you request.” 
 “No, she won’t!” Carmen blurted. It came out too loud. But there was no taking it back. “Jenna, if you’re listening, don’t give up anything. Not yet. Not until we have Mom and a way to get her back home. Look, She Who Waits, Agent Barrett doesn’t speak for me or my sister. If you’re representing this other group of aliens, these Cordice, then tell them what we need. Do they have Sylvia Vincent? Do they have my mom?” 
 “Designate Sylvia Vincent is aboard their home ship.” 
 “Then how did she steal this thing?” 
 “To reiterate, the Cordice have issues of functionality. The caretaker recovered bioforms designates Sylvia Vincent and Hamish Townes from their failed vessel. Sylvia Vincent assumed task functions of a remote unit—a robot—which then assumed control of this spaceship and traveled to Earth.” 
 Barrett was no longer bowing. “It was wrong for her to steal it. It was a gross mistake. First, Jenna’s going to return control of this ship to these Cordice. Then we humbly ask for you to bring Sylvia Vincent and Hamish Townes to us and take us home. Jenna, please disconnect yourself.” 
 “No,” Carmen said. “Jen, don’t do that yet.” 
 “That’s enough out of you. We have to give them their ship back. It doesn’t belong to us. It’s the only way we get your mother home.” 
 “She Who Waits hasn’t told us everything. Like why didn’t these Cordice return Mom and Hamish after saving them? Why didn’t they at least send a message they were okay? Is my mom a prisoner? Is that why she had to steal the spaceship?” 
 She Who Waits spoke in a gentle tone. “I sense discord.” 
 “We need answers before anyone does anything.” 
 The alien’s colors went a darker brown for a moment. “When designate Sylvia Vincent made it to the Cordice home ship along with designate Hamish Townes, both bioforms were damaged. The Cordice caretaker preserved their consciousness along with their neural net matrix in their mainframe.” 
 “You mean like how me and Jenna were placed inside the robots? What about their bodies?” 
 “I do not know their bioforms’ condition. Preserved if possible.” 
 “But they’re alive inside this mainframe? Like inside a computer?” 
 “An acceptable analogy. The Cordice are accomplished engineers and designers. It has preserved them and allows them to benefit others who likewise might have suffered death. But their ship requires large amounts of resources and power. Power requires fuel. And this ship is what is needed to gather fuel. It must be returned. That is the wish of the Cordice.” 
 “So her mind is still alive. Is she trapped? Why did she ask for me and Jenna to save her?” 
 “I do not have the answers.” 
 “But the Cordice do. Will they release her if we surrender the ship?” 
 “I do not know. I do not know if it’s possible due to her bioform’s condition.” 
 Agent Barrett had been waiting patiently. “Carmen, ask your sister to disconnect. We have to give the ship back. We’ll figure out how to get Hamish and your mom. But it needs to start with returning control.” 
 “Jen, have you been listening?” Carmen asked. 
 The Jenna bot came to life. “I’ve been looking for her. It’s like a maze of lights some distance away. I saw where Mom went, but the connection is closed or broken.” 
 “You’ve been in there too long. Come back. Unplug. Can you do that?” 
 The bot’s head monitor went dark. On the couch, Jenna began to stir. Carmen went to her side. Her sister looked pasty. Then she turned her head and vomited onto the floor. When she was done she was too weak to sit up. 
 “It’s okay,” Carmen said. “I’ve been wanting to do that since this trip started. You look exhausted.” 
 “So thirsty. Look what I made.” 
 A sink identical to the one in the restroom had appeared. With a blurp the faucet began to trickle water. 
 “I couldn’t figure out how to make cups though.” 
 “You did fine. Let me help you.” 
 Carmen got Jenna up. It took her sister a moment to be able to stand and she leaned heavy as Carmen brought her to take a drink. She coughed a few times as she slurped down several mouthfuls. Once finished, Carmen placed her back on the couch, where she sagged. 
 She Who Waits flashed the diamond pattern. Bands of yellow appeared, and then deep brown. 
 “Okay, we did our part,” Barrett said. “The ship is no longer in our control. Do we talk to the Cordice or do you?” 
 The red light before She Who Waits twinkled. “I will continue to perform my requested function as mediator. I am attempting to contact them.” The alien remained silent for some time. The sands displayed momentary sparkles within the stirring dust. “The Cordice caretaker isn’t answering.” 
 “Is there someone else you can call?” 
 “The caretaker is the only Cordice not preserved in their simulation and should answer transmissions directed to their home ship. I am attempting to connect to the communication nodes to speak with their council leaders within their mainframe but am currently unable. It is time for you to bring the ship to them.” 
 Carmen felt like she had missed something. “Wait, we relinquished control. Don’t they just recall it?” 
 “The ship requires a remote pilot to initiate a programmed course. Designate Sylvia Vincent blocked any such attempts when she took the vessel. You and your sister also hold the encryption key based on your bioform signature. This must be relinquished to them. But without their remote presence this isn’t possible.” 
 “Then you take us there.” 
 “I cannot. This is a dispute between your people and the Cordice. I negotiated and relayed their needs to you. I can assist with implementing your decision and advise in understanding the interface of the ship.” 
 “I’m not plugging into this thing again,” Jenna said. 
 Carmen put a hand on her sister. “No one is asking you to.” 
 Barrett moved to where his couch used to be. “I’ll do it. How does this work?” He sat as if expecting the couch to reappear and tumbled onto the floor. 
 She Who Waits flashed a swirl of yellow. “Designate Jennacarmen daughter of Sylvia Vincent is the only person here authorized by the ship’s reconfigured encryption.” 
 “That’s what Mom called us,” Carmen said. “So the ship will only listen to us. We either wait for them to answer or go deliver it.” 
 “Stated accurately. They are not responding but I will continue my attempts. My recommendation is to return the ship and establish direct communication, bypassing whatever technical issues the Cordice are experiencing. They resume command of this vessel. You become reunited with your mother.” 
 Barrett had gotten back up. “Give the ship to me. Let me have the controls. How do they do that?” 
 “It will require designates Sylvia Vincent’s daughters to familiarize themselves with the encryption software.” 
 “You can help them do that.” 
 “It is not my function.” 
 Jenna gripped Carmen’s arm. “How long will this take? I’ve lost track of time. I need to get back to Zach and Landon. It’s been hours since we left.” 
 Carmen suspected it was more than just a few hours. Their journey had been a blur. But the lack of food and real sleep weighed on her. It felt as if she had been running on empty for at least a couple of days. 
 “Jenna’s right. We can’t waste more time figuring this out when it should be straightforward for Jenna and me to bring this thing to the Cordice. And isn’t Peter’s mom picking the boys up from school? They’ll be fine. She’ll worry, probably call the cops, but it’ll be okay.” 
 Jenna appeared anything but consoled. “Yeah, you’re right.” 
 Barrett’s jaw was clenched tight. “Fine. Let’s do this. Carmen, you need to plug in. But our crash chairs have vanished.” 
 Carmen moved to the spot where her couch used to be. Even as she got close the couch appeared, rising from the floor to meet her. She sat and ran her hands along the smooth contours. Her mom and Jenna had both figured out how to make the ship work. But judging from their experience, it didn’t come without a price. And whatever had happened to Peter still remained a mystery. 
 Barrett kneeled next to her. “All you need to do is connect. Then take a minute and figure out how to hand over authority of the ship to me. Let me take it from there. You and your sister have done enough. I’ll get us to the Cordice. We’ll retrieve your mom and make it home. Understood?” 
 She was already lying back and getting comfortable. He kept talking. But she closed her eyes. And even as she began to wonder what she needed to do to connect to the ship, she felt herself slip away. 





 Chapter Eighteen 
 Carmen had never been much of a video game player. 
 Before the Big Wipe, her then-boyfriend had gotten her to play on his VR set, where the displayed graphics on his favorite shoot-’em-up dominated her field of vision and the surround sound was loud enough to hurt even her ears. 
 An array of light expanded before her. There was an instant tactile element as she considered each section of the growing display before her. She could touch them. She could move them. Each was part of the controls that could help navigate their spaceship towards Mom and Mars or send them off into the void. The lights hung as ornaments on a Christmas tree, drawing closer when she focused her attention on one, and receding when she looked at another. 

If Jenna can figure this out…

 She felt an immediate burn of guilt at the thought. Her younger sister was always the better student, even though she had given up her budding career as a hospital admin when she got married and had her kids. But Jenna was, as their father put it, more heart than smart. 
 Telling Jenna that to her face hadn’t been the best move on their dad’s part. 
 Orienting herself was easy enough. With a thought she “saw” their original sphere, now just one room among a hundred, most of which were now connected and had reshaped themselves into a ring. The few trailing spheres including one which she “saw” held a reactor propelled them along on their current course. 
 She found the bot Jenna had used. Touched it. Instantly her point of view was from within the bot. She once again had hands and feet, and could see and hear. 
 She Who Waits remained where she had been standing, while Jenna had reclined on her couch. Seeing her own body lying there made her feel disoriented. Barrett remained at her side. 
 She made a throat-clearing sound. “Agent Barrett, you’d better get yourself settled in.” 
 Bringing up his couch was as easy as Carmen wanting it to happen. 
 He approached the bot. “You’re in. Good. Now try to find out what’s involved in removing this encryption.” 
 She directed her attention to the virtual controls. Became distracted. 
 A myriad of choices blossomed before her. The ship could be morphed into a variety of configurations, and each component sphere could be disconnected and sent away, as long as it remained in range of the electromagnetic tether linking each section. There was also a power source. She determined the vessel had enough juice to reach their current destination. Even as she pondered the nature of the fuel, she dipped down into another level of data on the reactor and its operation. 
 Jenna was calling her name. “Where are you?” 
 “I’m here. I’m trying to understand all this.” 
 “You can’t. It’s too much. You’ve been gone for what felt like an hour.” 
 An hour? Carmen thought she had only been browsing the controls for a moment. 
 “Agent Barrett has been asking for you to let him take over. I think he’s right.” 
 Again, the request. The thought of handing over the ship to Barrett was comforting. Let someone else take charge. She wasn’t an astronaut. But then again neither was he. And their mom had sent the ship to them for help after her own people had abandoned her. 
 “She Who Waits, how long will it take to get to the Cordice home ship?” 
 A new light appeared within Carmen’s new field of vision. “Ten hours. Faster, if no bioforms were on board to protect from further acceleration and deceleration.” 
 “And how long have we been in flight?” 
 “Twenty-one hours and seventeen minutes.” 
 She was taken aback by how long it had been. Could only wonder at how worried her nephews would be, or what trouble her father might have gotten himself into. But she guessed the trip back might take even longer. She examined the ship controls that would allow her to set a new course but resisted the temptation to try to understand it in case it would cause her to once again lose track of time. To go faster or to suddenly decelerate in order to change course would mean further discomfort for Jenna, Barrett, and herself, even if she wasn’t inside her body. 
 “She Who Waits, it looks like we’re already heading in the right direction. Tell me what else I need to do.” 
 “Continue on the current course,” She Who Waits said. “You all should recline and allow the ship to make the passage easier on your bodies. When we make the rendezvous, we will dock with the home ship and contact the Cordice caretaker.” 
 Barrett finally settled into his couch. He was scowling. And Jenna wore creases on her face. But there was little to do but endure the ride. 
 They’d need to eat. 
 Time to search the ship and see what it could do for them. She imagined food, an apple, a bag of groceries, bread, roasted veggies, anything but cooked meat in case the thought might offend the Cordice, who could be watching. She also didn’t want to give them any ideas. But her mental tour of vegetarian offerings yielded no results from the ship. 
 “What about food?” she asked. 
 She Who Waits displayed her yellow colors for the briefest moment. “The Cordice ship isn’t equipped in its current loadout to provide physical sustenance. This would require additional resources not available in its stores. But my shuttle can print acceptable foodstuffs. I will have it delivered here.” 
 “Do you need to know anything about us?” 
 “I know everything.” 
 Carmen didn’t want to challenge the assertion and found herself curious at what might show up. While her hunger pangs had vanished with her logging into the ship, she understood getting sick from not eating would be counterproductive. 
 A small blimp-shaped drone with a shoebox-sized container arrived in minutes. It hovered at ankle level and set its offering down near the flowing sink. Barrett stood up off his couch. The box opened when touched. Inside were three stacks of what might be bars of brown soap. 
 She Who Waits bobbed closer. “You can be sustained by those. I can outline their contents and nutritional value if requested.” 
 Barrett picked one up and sniffed. “Smells like salty oatmeal.” 
 Carmen watched as he nibbled on one. 
 He appeared to have trouble swallowing and got a drink of water. “Pasty, like peanut butter. It tastes like dry cereal without any sugar. Edible.” 
 Carmen used her bot to fetch a food bar for Jenna. Jenna took a bite and made a face but managed to get some of it down. When Carmen offered her more, her sister shook her head. 
 “We’re going to make it back,” Carmen said. “I promise. You’ll be with Zach and Landon again.” 
 Jenna nodded before settling on the couch and closing her eyes. 
 Carmen considered her oath and repeated it silently. Faced She Who Waits. “Thank you for this.” 
 Barrett finished his bar. “You’ll need to eat too, Carmen.” 
 “Later. There’s so many questions, things we’ll need to know before facing the Cordice. I’d like to see where we’re going and learn more.” 
 “I agree. Where exactly is this Cordice home ship?” 
 As Carmen considered the question, a visual appeared in midair. A narrow ship with a pair of prominent rings around its midsection hovered in space near a massive lumpy object. Carmen decided the lump was one of Mars’s moons. 
 Barrett walked next to the projection. “It’s Deimos. So if that’s the Cordice ship, then your mom and Lieutenant Townes made it outside their orbit from Discovery. Either someone picked them up or they used the Constellation Three.” 
 “You said they saw something. Maybe they went to make contact.” 
 “I can’t imagine they’d attempt that kind of maneuver. It’s too risky. Unless the Constellation somehow survived the Big Wipe and they figured they had nothing to lose by making the trip.” 
 “Something to ask my mom when we find her.” 
 To She Who Waits, Barrett asked, “So what can we expect from the Cordice? We can communicate with you, but what about them?” 
 “I will assist. The Cordice are builders. Their ship designs are a sought-after commodity. This harvester is the only one of its kind in this system. So until another of the marooned survivors manages to build one, the Cordice have the advantage in harvesting hydrogen and other resources within this system.” 
 The comment begged a dozen follow-up questions, but Carmen held back. 
 “So we’ll be able to talk to them through you,” Barrett said. “Did our two astronauts use you to speak with the Cordice?” 
 “I assisted remotely. But this was after they were recovered.” 
 “Are the Cordice capable of direct communication?” 
 “After a fashion. Your speech and hearing ranges aren’t compatible. I am pleased to bridge that gap.” 
 Barrett bowed his head. “Thank you. I would like to anticipate any possible friction. Sylvia Vincent stole something valuable of theirs.” 
 “The Cordice will not require restitution, if that’s your concern, designate Raymond Barrett. Surely they realize that your species has nothing with which to pay.” 
 “Uh, yes, I suppose not. So our people will be returned and we can go home.” 
 “I do not know designates Sylvia Vincent and Hamish Townes’s physical conditions. Their bioforms may have been damaged. And the Cordice will have to volunteer the harvester to bring you back to your world. A possible point of friction in the negotiation will be their sense of urgency to leave this system. They require the harvester to begin resource-gathering operations. They may see a delay as objectionable.” 
 Carmen took advantage of Barrett’s pause to ask her own question. “Please explain the sense of urgency. You’re talking about them wanting to leave our solar system?” 
 “Yes, Carmen Vincent. During the enemy’s attack on the coalition fleet, your kind on Mars and Earth suffered. It is the best estimation of those who remain alive that our enemy will strike again soon and won’t be so careless as to leave anyone living behind.” 





 Chapter Nineteen 
 “Who is this enemy?” Carmen asked. 
 She Who Waits answered in a matter-of-fact tone. “They are the destroyers of worlds. They bring death to all, and hunt down any who survive. They found the coalition here and attacked and devastated most of the fleet. The Cordice and several others survived and have been trying to rebuild so they can leave before the enemy returns.” 
 “This enemy is what blasted Earth two years ago?” 
 “Yes, although it is conjecture whether Earth was targeted or suffered collateral damage from the weapon the enemy used against the fleet. Those who have been marooned in your system must now decide how best to use their remaining resources. The Cordice have made it clear they will leave once they have harvested enough fuel. Their ship and this harvester are the least damaged. The other survivors have joined their ships together and are attempting to negotiate with the Cordice.” 
 “So when this enemy returns, what does that mean for Earth?” 
 “Unknown. Some speculate the enemy doesn’t even notice non-spacefaring civilizations and only targets those which have mastered interstellar travel. There are nuances to this theory. But according to the records of my kind’s observations, hundreds of intelligent races have been eliminated and their home systems shattered.” 
 Agent Barrett’s face grew hard. “What was your coalition doing here?” 
 “A meeting among survivors. Message buoys can only convey so much information. The coalition wished to trade news, research, and decide on a future course. Some like the Cordice want to leave the galaxy and the enemy behind. Others have decided it’s best to either hide or keep moving from system to system. A few are willing to fight.” 
 “And you brought the enemy here to our doorstep.” 
 “This wasn’t intentional. The enemy is not omnipresent. They search for large stellar obstructions and antimatter drive signatures. Slower reactor drives and navigation which avoids what some speculate are their travel arteries are methods to avoid detection.” 
 “I guess someone screwed up big time,” Barrett said. “So how long before this enemy returns to finish what they started?” 
 “Unknown, Raymond Barrett.” 
 “That cuts it. We need this ship. Carmen, we have to figure out how to give me control. What can you find out about this encryption? Can you add me as an authorized user?” 
 “We agreed to find my mom,” Carmen said. 
 “We don’t know if she can be moved or if these Cordice people will hand her over. They may not even be willing to bring us home. And we have no way to talk to Earth right now. Everything is counting on us taking this spaceship back. We need to learn what we can from it so we can defend ourselves.” 
 “Success in such a conflict would be impossible,” She Who Waits said. 
 “The attack happened two years ago. Every day we spend preparing means our chances improve. This ship is our only chance.” 
 “The Cordice who designed this vessel lost fifteen systems, including planets and orbital assets. They had four stars from which they harvested light energy. They are one of seventeen on record who have mastered artificial black holes. None of these preparations saved them.” 
 Barrett looked deflated, but then he rallied. “But they’re not us. Carmen, do as you’re told.” 
 “This is stupid,” Carmen said. “What difference will a few hours make? If we steal the ship, they’ll come looking for it.” 
 “This statement is correct,” She Who Waits said. “The Cordice will want their harvester back. The other survivors may attempt to retrieve it as well.” 
 “None of them came for it when Sylvia Vincent flew it to Earth. From what I’ve heard, the Cordice and these marooned survivors weren’t willing to try to communicate with us about what had happened. You brought this trouble to our doorstep. I’m taking this ship back to Earth. Once we study it, we’ll return it.” 
 “That wasn’t the deal,” Carmen said. 
 “The deal was made in bad faith. You want your mom and your sister to have a home they can return to? We don’t have a choice.” 
 “We have a choice. I can’t give you the ship. Not when we’re this close.” 
 He drew the pistol from his thigh holster and pointed it at the bot. His hands trembled and he licked his lips. 
 Crazy. He was crazy. But she didn’t know what to do. She Who Waits didn’t react. Jenna stirred from her couch, her eyes wide. 
 “Don’t do this,” Carmen said. 
 Barrett fixed his gaze down the sights. “Don’t make me ask again.” 
 Carmen disconnected. She drew in a sharp breath as she returned to her own body. The bot went dark. 
 “How do I take control?” Barrett asked. He turned to face her and repeated the question but she had heard him. 
 “Use my couch. I disconnected. But I don’t know how you’ll get the ship to listen to you. Try to lie back and focus on the ship. Just put the gun away.” 
 “Not a chance.” 
 He went to take her place on the couch. “Move. In fact I want all of you out of this room. This is too important to risk. I don’t want to hurt any of you.” 
 Carmen backed away, her eyes on the pistol. She Who Waits flashed the diamond sparkles before gliding towards the open doorway. 
 Barrett had lowered the gun but it was still pointing in her direction. “I’ll figure this out. Once the ship system lets me in, I’ll take care of us. I’ll get us back home. Once we do that, don’t worry. We won’t abandon your mom.” 
 “I want to believe you.” 
 “No more time to argue. Get out.” 
 She backed through the doorway and almost bumped into She Who Waits. The alien radiated heat. But Jenna hadn’t followed. 
 Barrett looked to Jenna. “You, too. Move.” 
 Jenna was once again lying back and she had her eyes closed. The bot’s head lit up and Jenna’s face appeared. The Jenna bot began to stride towards Barrett. He spun and fired. The bot’s head went dark as the bullet smashed a hole through it. 
 Carmen screamed. 
 But the bot kept moving. It swatted Agent Barrett’s gun hand. He howled with pain and scrambled off the couch, scurrying to avoid the robot as it pursued him. The Jenna bot snatched up the gun. Crushed it. 
 Barrett had his injured hand pressed against his chest as he retreated to the far wall. Jenna dropped the destroyed weapon, its pieces scattering on the floor. 
 “I’m sorry,” Jenna said. 
 “You broke my hand!” 
 Carmen moved to her sister’s couch. “Pulling your gun was stupid. Jenna, are you okay?” 
 “I’m fine. I’ve been listening. I’ll take us to Mom.” 
 “You did good. But we’re going to have to do something about him.” 
   
   
 With little prompting, Jenna created an identical room next door to theirs equipped with a crash couch and water fountain. Barrett didn’t even have to enter the hallway. A new door opened in the wall and the Jenna bot escorted him out. 
 Barrett was breathing hard and his face was covered in sweat as he nursed his hand. “You can’t keep me prisoner.” 
 Carmen laid a couple of the food bars on the sink after stuffing one into her mouth. Dry, as advertised, but not the worst thing she had eaten. “We don’t want this either. I’ll check in later. But you’d better lie down. From what I saw, slowing this thing isn’t going to be fun for the passengers.” 
 They left him standing there. Jenna closed the wall behind them. 
 Carmen approached She Who Waits. “I don’t know what to say. I can’t speak for all of us, but we’re not like this. At least not all the time.” 
 Her response lacked any reproach. “All races have their capacity for violence. You’ve experienced mental stress beyond your capacity. I recommend rest and food.” 
 “I guess we all do need a nap. For what it’s worth, I apologize.” 
 “Designate Raymond Barrett will require medical attention.” 
 “Is there anything this ship can do? Or can you help?” 
 “I don’t have the facilities or resources. This ship is lacking certain key elements to manufacture appropriate pharmacological products suitable to your species. But I can analyze his injury and bring wraps and bandages.” 
 Carmen didn’t have to wait long. Another drone, or maybe the same one, puttered into their sphere and dropped off another box. Inside were several lengths of a stretchy plastic-like cloth. It would have to do. 
 “Jenna, open the wall. I’m going to take care of his hand. He isn’t, you know, lurking on the other side waiting to jump me, is he?” 
 Despite the display on the Jenna bot’s head having been destroyed, her sister spoke clearly. “He’s sitting on his couch.” 
 The wall vanished and Carmen entered. Barrett’s couch had morphed into a reasonable facsimile of a recliner chair. All he needed was a remote in one hand and a beer in the other. He stared at her with narrow eyes. His jaw was tight. 
 “I’m going to fix you up,” she said. 
 She Who Waits joined her at his couch. Barrett offered his arm but was unable to stretch out the fingers. The hand was red and beginning to swell. Carmen had the wrappings but didn’t know where to begin. He winced even before she touched him. 
 “I don’t know exactly what to do here.” 
 He spoke through gritted teeth. “Wrap it around the hand. Tight but not too tight.” 
 She nodded and went to work. But as she bound the hand he cried out. She flinched, brushing his thumb, which resulted in another yelp. 
 Even as she worked up the courage to try again, She Who Waits’ surface pulsed and rippled. Two thin tentacles pushed through the sandy murk and translucent shell. 
 “Get…get away from me!” Agent Barrett screamed. 
 The tentacles withdrew but wriggled before them. The swirling mass beneath the alien’s shell appeared to hold more moving shapes. Carmen wondered how many more tentacles lurked inside. 
 “I am trying to assist,” She Who Waits said. 
 Carmen reached over and touched one of the tentacles. She felt a slight tingle and the hairs on her arms rose. A tentacle quivered and tapped her finger. 
 “It would be best if I did this alone,” Carmen said. 
 She Who Waits retracted her limb. The glassy sheen of her suit calmed and the sandy swirls resumed their churn. She backed off. 
 When Carmen tried again with Barrett’s hand, he sneered. “How about you wash up.” 
 “If She Who Waits meant to hurt us, she’d have done it earlier.” 
 “We have your kind in our agency, you know. People who actually think the Big Wipe was some horrible mistake. Just remember that if they knew there was the possibility that this could have happened, these refugees could have warned us. Or they could have held their meeting in another solar system instead of dragging their trouble into ours.” 
 “I’m sure it was a mistake. We make them all the time, don’t we?” 
 “A mistake. Right. Well, this was it. This was our chance for our world. You’ve blown it. We don’t know these aliens. You can’t assume they think like we do. She Who Waits wouldn’t take this ship back from us, but that doesn’t mean the others you’re in a hurry to go meet won’t grab it and kill us just because they can.” 
 He winced as she cinched the dressing around the hand. She had no idea if it would help, and worried as the entire hand was growing dark. 
 “I’ll check it later,” Carmen said curtly. 
 He cradled the hand and reclined onto his couch. Jenna closed the wall as they departed. 
 She Who Waits lingered near the doorway to the corridor. Had Agent Barrett’s reaction surprised her? Or offended her? 
 Carmen set the remaining bandages back in the box. “You say you’ve been watching us. Any surprises for you now that you’ve met us face-to-face?” 
 “All my interactions have been informative.” 
 She laughed. “That’s very…diplomatic. Is there anything else you can tell me before we meet with the Cordice caretaker? I realize we haven’t put our best foot forward. We’ve stolen their property, we’ve shown you we can be violent, but can you help us tell them that we come in peace?” 
 “I will assist in communicating your thoughts to them.” 
 Jenna’s voice broadcast loud from the bot. “Hey, Car? The ship is recommending we start our deceleration if we wish it to cause the least amount of discomfort. It says we need to get on our couches now. We shouldn’t wait any longer.” 
 Carmen had a hundred questions for She Who Waits and a hundred more after that. How had they been watching Earth? Why hadn’t they made contact? And even more to the point, had the translator spoken with her mother? But the questions would have to wait. 
 She needed to rest and collect her own thoughts. Because whoever these Cordice were, she couldn’t assume they’d be anywhere near as polite or accommodating as She Who Waits. 





 Chapter Twenty 
 The ship’s turn and deceleration made Carmen’s stomach churn as she was once again pressed into her couch. Her bones ached. She fought the urge to pass out. Wanted to keep an eye on Jenna even as her sister’s body lay still and silent. She was still plugged into the ship and no doubt busy. 
 As the pressure continued to build she clutched the couch and knew how much worse it would be if she didn’t have it to cushion her body against the forces at work. It went on and on. Was this normal? Was Jenna doing it right? She couldn’t breathe enough to ask. 
 Sometime during the maneuver She Who Waits had departed and the door to the corridor had closed. The bot that Barrett had hit with the bullet continued to stand nearby, its lights out, its shattered face looking like a broken window. 
 What if Agent Barrett had used his weapon on one of them? What if his bullet had put a hole in the ship? Even more disquieting for its implications, what if he had killed She Who Waits? Whatever enemy was out there would have company, as Earth would have declared war with a single pull of the trigger. 
 Time for anger later. 
 If she survived her sister’s attempt at turning her into jelly during deceleration, Carmen still had to think of what to say to the Cordice. Again, she was overthinking it. But she wasn’t sure “play it cool” would suffice. And her mom’s path of excelling at all costs had contributed to Carmen’s current dilemma. 
 She dozed. When she woke up the sensation of pressure had vanished. 
 “Jen, are we done?” 
 Her sister moaned from the couch next to hers. 
 Carmen rose and went to her sister’s side. “Are you okay?” 
 Jenna’s eyes fluttered. “It’s so much…overwhelming. I just…” 
 “Take a breather. Relax. Do you need anything?” 
 “Sleep. I have to sleep.” 
 Jenna was out. Carmen sat with her for a moment. Could only imagine being plugged into the ship for so long. Had they completed their trip? She considered trying to tie into the ship herself. Instead she went to check on Agent Barrett. 
 The wall opened without prompting. She’d have to ask if Jenna had meant to leave it unlocked. But Barrett remained where she had left him on his couch. He was awake. He watched as she examined him. His hand had ballooned. 
 “I think we’re here,” Carmen said. “Are you going to cause trouble?” 
 He gave her a hard stare. He winced as she re-wrapped the hand. At least it hadn’t darkened. She’d have to ask She Who Waits if there was anything else that could be done to make him more comfortable. 
 “Try to relax. We’re getting my mom and going home.” 
 Barrett began to get up but had trouble steadying himself. “Let me do this with you.” 
 “No. You’re going to wait here. Don’t make this harder than it needs to be.” 
 She didn’t wait to see if her faux parent voice she sometimes used with her nephews would work. The wall went solid behind her as she exited his room and entered the curved corridor to begin the walk towards She Who Waits’ ship. She touched each wall as she went. New doorways opened along either side. 
 Carmen realized Jenna must have changed a setting, allowing her full access to the ship without having to connect. It explained her being able to access Barrett’s room. If she weren’t so groggy the notion of having a place like this under her control might have made her giddy. 
 So much could be learned with the harvester. 
 Barrett’s notion to bring the ship home wasn’t crazy. Earth needed technology like this. But stealing it would only bring new problems. Who were these Cordice and the other marooned alien refugees? If their enemy had struck two years ago, was there a chance they wouldn’t come back? Barrett’s mistake was in thinking rescuing her mom wasn’t important compared to keeping the harvester. 
 But Carmen knew her mother. Sylvia Vincent had been rescued by the Cordice just after the enemy’s attack. She would have learned as much as possible. That knowledge alone would be worth the risk of handing the Cordice their ship back. 
 She Who Waits stood in the columned chamber just inside her vessel. No couch or seat was in sight. Had she been standing during their maneuver and deceleration? 
 Carmen wiped sweat from her palms. “I think I’m ready. Can you call the Cordice?” 
 “I’ve been attempting to make contact during our transit. Designate Cordice caretaker still isn’t answering.” 
 “What could that mean? Do they sleep or hibernate or is there some protocol we need to address?” 
 “The caretaker has periods of inactivity, but he wouldn’t fail to answer if able. Your question of protocol is well received and I take this into account with other species. But the Cordice require no formalities. Perhaps the caretaker has experienced an equipment malfunction, as their communication node remains open.” 
 “They requested your help. So this caretaker must be expecting you. How close are we to their home ship?” 
 She Who Waits’ sand flashed yellow. “We’ve matched orbits around Mars. But if they aren’t able to receive the harvester, we will need to remain in place until they reply. I will continue my efforts.” 
 “If I understand correctly, my mom connected to the harvester while on board the Cordice ship by using a bot. Yet she talked to us when we were still on Earth while over there. Is there any way I can try to contact her?” 
 “If designate caretaker or the Cordice haven’t closed that connection on their end, yes. You will need to connect using the harvester’s interface. The Cordice will undoubtedly see your attempts to communicate with designate Sylvia Vincent. Is that wise?” 
 “You’re asking me? Is this a polite way of saying you don’t suggest it?” 
 “My function isn’t to intervene.” 
 “That’s not an answer. But if the caretaker isn’t responding, then what choice is there? If the Cordice are listening, I’m going to say hello. I’m also going to see if my mom’s okay.” 
 Diamonds played across the surface of She Who Waits’ skin. “I understand. I will continue to try formal communication with designate caretaker.” 
 Carmen was left with the feeling that She Who Waits wasn’t telling her something. But the thought of talking to her mom again was too tempting. Had she survived after Peter’s attack? Might she have input on how best to mend relations with the Cordice? 
 She hurried to the hallway and began to run. She stumbled and fell. The floor’s curve with no horizon and the slightest bounce from the ship’s interior threw her off. She got back up and settled for a fast walk, occasionally using a hand to steady herself. Back inside their sphere, Jenna was still asleep. 
 Carmen settled into her couch. Thought of the ship. Felt the fire tingle on her fingertips and the lights play across her eyes. Marveled that she could so clearly hear the soft gurgle of the water flowing in the sink. 
 Seeing the virtual controls pop up again in front of her was a rush. 
 Had Jenna felt this excited? Carmen forced herself to calm down. Focused on the ship, its location, and then looked for anything else nearby. 
 The harvester looked like a giant spinning top in its virtual form. All the component spheres had joined together, forming a massive central orb, with sections above and below that corresponded to the power plants and the electromagnetic drives. 
 At the moment they were passing Mars’s lumpy smaller moon, Deimos, along an elliptical path. The big rock looked like a half-dissolved cough drop, or a grain of sand under a microscope. 
 Carmen studied an object attached to the harvester that she could only examine externally. 
 It was She Who Waits’ ship. The vessel looked like a large “X” with a rectangular center. Something glowed at the tip of each “X.” The display marked the craft with its own green node. 
 Another mark on her display pinged for her attention. The object rode ahead of them on the same orbit and appeared to be miniscule until Carmen zoomed in. 
 The Cordice home ship. 
 The main trunk had multiple nodes. The twin rings circling the center were linked with support braces. For a spaceship, it was ugly, but Carmen knew that a sleek design and blinking lights weren’t what mattered. If other races sought out the Cordice for their spaceship needs, then perhaps they knew what they were doing. A large disc rested at the nose of the ship. 
 In her display, each component had a label. She realized she could access information on any part of the alien craft with a thought. But she remained wary of how long any distraction might take. Her curiosity could wait. 
 Time to make contact. 
 “Hello, Cordice,” she breathed. “Is anyone home?” 





 Chapter Twenty-One 
 Speaking to the Cordice home ship opened a bright green spotlight on her virtual control that was impossible to miss. The harvester went to work to facilitate her wish to communicate via a pulsing laser on the lower section. 
 The home ship’s communication node received the message almost instantly. 
 A new control visual appeared on top of the other ship. A communication portal. With a virtual touch, she’d be connected. She only hesitated for a moment and reached out to the Cordice home ship. 
 Her planned words of greetings vanished from her mind. 
 A nightmare filled her vision. 
 The fractured skeleton of a city stood in rubble among high mountains. Flames danced everywhere. A flying ship with a sheared-off wing careened past and detonated. Bodies lay strewn along a broad avenue, and the matchsticks of what might have been trees lined either side of the street. The sky was orange. The clouds around the nearest peak were swept away as a shockwave scattered them and took down the last remnants of the fallen city. 
 A huddled group of survivors hid in the stairway of what appeared to be a subway entrance. A tsunami of particulate and superheated air washed over them. 
 The vision went dark, only to pull back to the view of a green and honey-colored world with numerous smoking red wounds. Rocks streaked towards the planet and peppered the surface. A thousand infernos belched smoke. Geysers of steam rose from an ocean below the largest landmass. 
 Satellites and starships circled past, some burning in the atmosphere. Larger structures around a pair of moons hung shattered. 
 The terrible drama continued to play out and Carmen couldn’t stop looking. She wanted to turn away and retreat from the evil dream. Finally the vision faded, leaving her feeling empty. What world had suffered such a fate? Even as she confirmed she was linked to a Cordice communication node, she wondered if this was what Peter Vogel had seen. 
 Hell. 
 How else to make sense of it? 
 During their last moments following their initial abduction, he had somehow tripped upon the connection to the Cordice home ship and had witnessed this scene. It was one thing to believe in a fiery afterlife and another thing to face it. So which secret or not-so-secret sins afflicted Peter’s soul? 
 The vision had broken him. 
 But she detected no further options on the communication node. She took a step back and saw the portal remained open. As she again made contact, she again began to watch the apocalypse unfold. 
 She retreated from the vision, feeling disoriented, and disconnected to catch her breath. She felt certain the destruction she had witnessed was real. Was that the work of the enemy? Had that been the Cordice homeworld? And why did their communication node show it to her every time she connected? 
 At the sink she splashed cold water on her face. Ate another food bar. Her attempt at direct contact had hit a dead end. Perhaps She Who Waits had finally spoken with the caretaker. 
 “She Who Waits? Are you there? I wish to speak with you.” 
 Carmen hoped the harvester would transmit the request. If it didn’t she’d trek back to She Who Waits’ ship. But the alien glided into the room minutes later. 
 “I tried to connect. I thought I made contact but all I could see was a vision of a world being destroyed.” 
 “The record is fixed to their communication entry point. They require all who wish to visit their network to see it. It serves as a memorial and a call to joint effort against the enemy.” 
 “It was their planet, wasn’t it?” 
 “They lost their terrestrial civilization two thousand years ago.” 
 “They’ve been without a home since then?” 
 “The enemy has been waging its war longer than that. But yes, the Cordice were among the first trying to unify any survivors into a coalition. To the matter at hand, designate caretaker still isn’t responding to me.” 
 “What could have happened since you last spoke?” 
 “As I mentioned, they have been facing issues of functionality. Their ship is still in operation, but I fear they’ve suffered a breakdown. Perhaps it is of a technical nature. Or perhaps the caretaker has become impaired.” 
 How long could they wait? If the Cordice had been living on their ship and making plans for thousands of years, these beings existed on a timeframe unlike anything she had ever considered. 
 “I could bring the harvester in and dock with their ship, can’t I?” 
 She Who Waits flashed dots of white. “Confirmed.” 
 “That means handing them the ship without knowing if they’ll release Hamish and my mom. But you’re able to talk with them. And you have a ship and are committed to helping.” 
 “I am tasked to translate.” 
 “Which you can’t do since the Cordice aren’t answering. So can you take me to their home ship on board yours?” 
 “Yes, I can provide this service.” 
 Carmen considered asking if this would cost her something but guessed the notion of paying for a ride was silly. But it meant leaving Jenna. 
 Her sister was awake and had managed to sit up. “I’m going with you.” 
 “We don’t know what we’re facing,” Carmen said. “Someone has to keep control of the harvester until I find Mom.” 
 “Is there any indication the Cordice have done anything to come take it back? It’s not going anywhere.” She paused. “What about Barrett?” 
 Carmen thought about it. “Our best bet is to take him with us. He might be useful. And while I’m sure we can keep him locked in here, if we get hung up it seems cruel to have him stuck inside a room he can’t get out of.” Carmen faced She Who Waits. “Your ship has water and facilities?” 
 “My ship can care for your physical needs.” 
 “How long will it take to travel to the Cordice home ship?” 
 “Several minutes. We can depart when you’re ready.” 
   
   
 Carmen helped Agent Barrett stand. He had fashioned a sling from his undershirt for his swollen hand. As they walked into the corridor he managed on his own after a moment of leaning heavy on her shoulder. 
 She filled him in on what they were about to do. “You’re not going to try to shoot anyone, are you? Do I need to search you for a backup weapon?” 
 “That was a mistake. And I don’t carry a backup piece.” 
 “You could have killed us, or her.” She nodded towards She Who Waits as the alien glided along ahead of them. “I understand if you’re freaked out. I am too. So is my sister. Promise me you won’t try anything crazy like that again.” 
 “I acted rashly. Hopefully we both understand what’s at stake. It’s hard for me to trust that this is going to end well. But right now it looks like we have no choice.” 
 “She Who Waits has nothing to gain by helping us. She’s here because it’s her job and the Cordice asked her. For all we know they could have sent a missile or found a way to steal their ship back and kill us. I don’t pretend to have answers for what’s about to happen. I just hope you’ll—” She almost said “play it cool” but stopped midsentence. “I hope you’ll help me get my mom back.” 
 He nodded. He appeared chastised. She didn’t imagine he had a spare weapon beneath his bulky suit, but anything was possible. For now she would have to trust him. 





 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 Once in the hold of the translator’s shuttle, they strapped into fixed chairs which self-assembled from the floor. But unlike the crash couches on board the harvester, Carmen’s felt rough and grainy like she was lying on sandpaper. It also wasn’t as well cushioned. 
 If She Who Waits’ shuttle pulled as many g’s as the sphere had during their journey to Mars, Carmen doubted they’d survive. 
 Jenna and Barrett settled in without comment. She Who Waits remained at the front of the compartment. The columns moved and merged with the wall. Besides the ever-present hovering red light, which Carmen guessed was part of the communication and translation system, the Dragoman X-ship had no control panel and no portholes. 
 They were moving. Gently at first, but soon the ship pressed them into their uncomfortable chairs. The g’s never amounted to anything worse than a roller coaster, and only for a few seconds. 
 Barrett let out a jittery laugh. “This whole trip makes us astronauts. And we’ve now got more flight miles under our belts than ninety-nine-point-nine-nine percent of anyone on Earth.” 
 Jenna kept her head pressed back and her eyes forward. “I wish there were windows.” 
 Carmen focused on breathing. It wasn’t just the flight. Her stomach was in knots. This might have been a dream to people like Barrett. NASA had boasted of having a million volunteers for its next Mars mission, which would have included room for an artist. But now she was going to have to negotiate not only for her family but her entire world, and as much as she wished she could hand off the responsibility, Barrett had proven himself unable to act like anything other than a shortsighted government tool. 
 She Who Waits flashed a dense pattern of glimmering diamonds like carbonation in a clear glass of soda. 
 Carmen propped herself on her elbows. “Is there anything else you can tell us about what we’re about to do? Since the Cordice requested your help, can we also rely on you to be sure our needs will be understood?” 
 “I will facilitate communication.” 
 The curt answer was hardly comforting. 
 “We’re going to be okay,” Jenna said. “We’re together on this.” 
 Carmen wished she could be so optimistic. She lay back and closed her eyes. 
 The ship rotated and began to slow. Carmen felt a moment of dizziness. A vibration rolled through the vessel. Something outside the hull shuddered. A series of clicks followed and then all was still. 
 She Who Waits moved silently past and stopped at a hatchway. “The atmosphere on board the Cordice ship is intact and compatible. There is a higher oxygen level, but not enough to cause anything but the slightest elevation to your metabolism. Long-term effects are negligible.” 
 Carmen struggled to climb from her chair and wanted to be first at the door in front of Barrett. He looked like he was about to say something but didn’t. Jenna queued up behind them. 
 “I can have protective suits fashioned but they won’t be necessary. It would also take some time.” 
 “If you say it’s safe for us, then let’s not wait any longer.” 
 A fresh set of nerves had Carmen clasp her hands then cross her arms. She settled for gripping the hem of her sweatshirt as she eyed the doorway. Why hadn’t she asked She Who Waits about what the Cordice would look like? Any manner of monstrosity might be waiting behind the hatchway. Were they bundles of tentacles behind a pillar of sand and glass like the Dragomen? A sting-tailed bug with hundreds of teeth? Or a human with bad prosthetics on their ears and eyebrows? 
 She chuckled. 
 Barrett gave her a worried look. “I can do the talking. You got us this far.” 
 “Don’t even start.” 
 “This is delicate. I’ve taken a class on negotiating.” 
 “Remind me sometime to ask if you actually passed any of your training.” 
 The hatchway shushed open. The warm air hit like a musty blanket. A rank smell permeated it. It reminded Carmen of overripe fruit decomposing on the ground in the summer heat. 
 But no one was there to meet them. 
 The hall beyond the hatchway was dark metal. Unlike the harvester, seams ran down the walls and floor. The ceiling had ducts and conduits running along it. It felt less like a spaceship and more like a submarine. Were these the same people who had built the harvester? 
 She Who Waits wasn’t moving. 
 “Do we go inside or wait here?” 
 “Designate caretaker hasn’t responded. I have no further instructions.” 
 “Could they have missed our arrival?” 
 “Their computer is awake and facilitated my shuttle’s docking. We did not force access to their ship.” 
 Jenna craned her neck. “I wonder if they’re okay.” 
 “Could this be some kind of test?” Barrett asked. “They’re probably listening right now. Maybe they’re checking if we’re really going to give their ship back. Hello? We come in peace!” 
 “Don’t yell in my ear,” Carmen said. She touched She Who Waits. “Can you go and let them know we’re here?” 
 “No. I’ve informed them. Their ship will have alerted them to our presence.” 
 “You didn’t have a problem coming on board the harvester.” 
 “That was before I finished my assignment of relaying the Cordice message to you. I boarded to tell you in person what I could not over the radio.” 
 “So what are we supposed to do?” 
 Barrett sat back down on his chair. “That’s simple. We wait. Take a load off.” 
 Carmen hated that he was right. They waited. But after what felt like an hour, Carmen was up again and pacing about the shuttle’s cabin. Something was wrong. She and her sister had come a long way to bring back a spaceship they hadn’t taken. And her mom was close. She could feel it. 
 She stepped into the hallway of the Cordice vessel. Her head almost touched the ceiling. Something about being on board this new ship gave her instant vertigo. The floor felt like it was about to spin out from under her feet. She grabbed a smooth wall and waited for the sensation to subside. 
 “Get back in here!” Barrett said. 
 She ignored him and called out as if walking into a neighbor’s home uninvited. “I’m Carmen Vincent. I’ve come to return your harvester. Can anyone hear me?” 
 He entered the corridor as if to grab her but immediately fell to a knee. He used his good hand to steady himself. “Whoa.” 
 “We can’t wait any longer. We’re expected. Let’s go find them.” 
 Jenna had less problem with her balance as she joined them. “I don’t want to be left behind.” 
 She Who Waits didn’t follow. The diamond pattern filled her from top to bottom. “I’ve taken the liberty of interfacing with their network. But there’s confusion. The Cordice are there but now too many are trying to communicate at once.” 
 Carmen waited for more, but She Who Waits had nothing else to share. 
 Both directions of the corridor appeared the same: straight, with a closed hatch at either end of the hallway. 
 “We’re going to look around and see if we can talk to anyone. Be right back. You’ll wait for us, right?” 
 She Who Waits didn’t respond. If the diamonds meant she was busy, then she was very busy. The pattern was more intense than ever. 
 Carmen went towards the closest hatch. Whatever movement the home ship was undergoing afforded them more bounce and less simulated gravity. Walking gave the sensation of being inside a sealed bus on a windy road and trying to walk the aisle, all while coping with a low ceiling. 
 The portal before her slid open in the blink of an eye as she approached, revealing more corridor. They walked forward and the door snapped closed behind them. 
 “Watch your fingers in this place,” Carmen said. 
 Barrett looked back with concern. “No kidding.” 
 A small hatchway in the floor didn’t automatically open when she got close. Upon investigation she discovered a recessed circular button. She tapped it with her foot. The hatch opened instantly. If anyone had been standing on it they would have plummeted into the downward chute. There was no ladder, but the chute held a score of small handholds. 
 “Climb down or keep going?” Jenna asked. 
 Carmen wasn’t sure where along the ship they had docked but guessed it was next the center section. If anyone was living aboard the ship, it was on the dual spinning rings where there would be the best gravity, she reasoned. So down was where they needed to go. She sat and swung her legs into the chute. 
 “I can’t climb that with one hand,” Barrett said. 
 Jenna leaned in next to him. “You sure about this, Car?” 
 “We’re going to have to search this place. I’m hoping this could take us to the ring.” 
 The handholds afforded her enough of a purchase. But as she began to descend she felt herself grow heavier. The simulated gravity was increasing. The strain on her fingers in the tiny handholds made the climb uncomfortable. But even as she considered stopping, Jenna began heading her way. The bottom of the chute wasn’t far. Carmen tapped a button with her foot and the bottom hatch snapped open, revealing a hallway. 
 She dangled and dropped the last foot and landed in a crouch. Climbing up would require a hop and a pull-up. While she wasn’t in terrible shape, her exercise routine over the past couple of years had been lacking. It would be easy with a boost, or perhaps they could find something to use as a step stool. 
 Why would the Cordice make the hatch access so awkward? 
 Jenna landed next to her. 
 They were in a ring. Much like the harvester, the upward curve was a gentle slope running either direction. Visible hatchways stood to either side. A panel on a wall sat open. Inside were bundles of wire. Some appeared to have melted. 
 Strange. 
 Carmen picked a direction and went to the first door. It opened by automatic sensor. The room beyond had dozens of consoles and cabinets. Metal dishes were stacked on every inch of the counters and a few were scattered on the floor. Many of the cabinets had open sliding doors and stood empty. 
 With Jenna on her heels they went from room to room. The fermented smell clung to the air throughout the ship. They found more storage rooms in various states of disarray, some holding much larger cube containers that had no clear mechanism for opening. One half-open portal led to a room that featured large opaque tanks of foamy liquid. 
 Jenna stopped her. “What if the door slides shut and we can’t open it?” 
 Carmen hesitated. “You’re right. The hallway doors open automatically and I don’t see any buttons. Let’s keep going.” 
 Next door they found banks of boxes made of gray metal. They were covered in brown fuzz that ran down to the floor and grew in conjoined circles. The musty odor was stronger. The boxes radiated heat and a slight hum emanated from them. Machines? They had no visible controls. 
 The fuzzy growth extended into the hallway and led to the next pair of doors, which were across the hall from each other. 
 They were careful not to step in any. Carmen went through the door to her right. 
 Beyond lay the largest chamber they had seen. It ran to the left and curved almost out of sight. Cylinders stacked five high had been placed on racks. More of the machines were inserted between each stack. The fuzz grew everywhere in thick mats that covered everything. The color of the moss varied between orange and dark mustard. 
 “Is that rust?” Jenna asked. 
 “I don’t think so.” 
 She found herself wanting a face mask or space suit. What were they breathing? She Who Waits had said the air was safe, but had she considered whatever mold spores were no doubt in the air? 
 One of the cylinders nearby had its cover off. It was overflowing with the moldy growths. But there was something solid with straight lines beneath the cover. Carmen navigated the pools of fungus. Her sister said something in a worried tone but Carmen didn’t turn in time to read her lips. 
 “I said be careful,” Jenna said. 
 “I just want to take a better look.” 
 She pushed the cover away and let it clatter behind the rack. What looked like a metal skeleton of a bot like the ones on board the harvester lay within the cylinder. It had an oval head and four legs and reminded her of a dog. Sections of dark metal jutted from a pool of mold. 
 “The smell,” Jenna said. “It’s like being inside a brewery. So what is that thing?” 
 “I don’t know. Maybe this is how they store their tech. It’s just so…messy. She Who Waits might have contacted the caretaker by now. We should get back.” 
 Something in the corner near the door shifted. A form was hunched against the wall next to one of the machine boxes. It shivered. 
 She edged closer for a better look. Realized she was holding her breath. 
 Like the bot in the cylinder it had four legs and sat on its haunches with its head bowed and pressed against the box. It began to gently thump its head. 
 “Hello? I’m Carmen. This is Jenna. We’re here to return—” 
 The bot reared its head back and slammed it against the box, leaving a dimple in the center. 
 Carmen cried out. But the thing had grown still. It looked bulkier than the metal frame lying in the cylinder. But then Carmen realized its torso was covered in the same brown moss that was growing everywhere, only slicked down. 
 The bot chirped. The single note was piercing and made her flinch. The sound wasn’t far off from what a swooping hummingbird might make if it was hooked up to an amplifier. 
 Her heart raced. “Can you hear me?” 
 It began to tremble again. It let out another chirp and grew still. 
 “Are you the caretaker?” 
 The head turned almost completely around. A line of red illuminated on its face. Carmen felt the thing staring. 

Chirp!

 Carmen held up her hands. Kept her head partially bowed. Thought “I’m a friend” over and over as if the thing might hear her thoughts. Meanwhile Jenna was pleading with her. Something about getting out of there. But all their efforts had culminated in this moment. 
 Carmen couldn’t run away just because she was scared. “I’m from Earth. I’m a human like Sylvia Vincent and Hamish Townes. We have your harvester and wish to return it.” 
 The next chirp was loud enough to hurt her ears. The staccato burst rang in her head. The thing quavered as it rose on its legs. A bed of moss growing against the wall detached and it was dragging one of its forward limbs, the metal appearing to be bent. 
 “She Who Waits is with us. You sent her—” 
 It lunged. As it came at her it swiped with its forelimb but the lame arm didn’t cooperate. It missed Carmen by inches as she scrambled back. She collided with Jenna, who grabbed her and pulled her into the hallway. 
 The thing trotted to the portal, a wobbly awkward gait on three limbs. Carmen and Jenna ran. Carmen fought to keep her feet under her as she pressed her sister ahead of her. Moving fast only exaggerated the dizziness in her head as they rushed past doorway after doorway and along the upward-curving floor. 

CHIRP!

 It was coming after them. It careened into a wall just behind them as it stumbled, but the legs kicked wildly and it got up, only to throw itself across the corridor with a crash. But then it leaped again and almost bowled them over before plowing into a doorway and into a room. Its feet scratched and clacked as it once again rose to follow. 
 The chute in the ceiling stood open just ahead of them. Carmen boosted Jenna up. 
 Jenna paused just above her. “Hurry! Hurry! Hurry!” 
 The bot was out of the room and bounding forward. It barely kept itself upright as it gained momentum. The head had righted itself. The gleaming eye slit flashed as it locked on Carmen. 

CHIRP!

 She jumped. She caught a pair of handholds and propellered her feet, lifting her legs in time as the thing shot past beneath her and again slammed a wall. 
 Slipping… 
 Above her Jenna had wedged herself against the sides of the chute. She grabbed Carmen’s hand and pulled her up. Fingers slick with sweat, Carmen found the tiny handholds and they began to climb. 
  CHIRP!

 It stood beneath them. The head spun a few times back and forth and then it leaped upward, its one good forearm claw snagging a handhold. Its feet kept kicking until it got itself into the chute. 
 “Hurry, Jen! Hurry! Barrett, are you there?” 
 Agent Barrett appeared above them. His eyes went wide as he motioned for them to keep climbing. Like they needed the encouragement. The thing began ascending the chute, its three working limbs moving fast and deft like a disfigured spider at home in its web. Each arm had prongs that perfectly fit the handholds. 
 Her sister made it to the top of the chute, sat and turned, and grabbed Carmen by the arm. Carmen clambered over her and out into the corridor. Barrett helped pull her to her feet. 
 Jenna shrieked. 
 The thing had clamped on to her ankle. The gray metal prong had dug into her flesh and was dragging her back down into the chute. 
 Carmen gripped both of Jenna’s wrists and began to pull. “Barrett, help me!” 
 Jenna was being hauled downward. Blood coated her foot. She continued to scream. Carmen didn’t let go and continued to heave, trying to brace herself even as her sneakers were losing their purchase on the floor. 
 The bot’s pull intensified. It threatened to yank Jenna away from them. Barrett had straddled Jenna and had his one good hand on her belt. But inch by inch they were losing the battle. 
 Barrett let go and stomped on the hatch button. 
 Carmen cried, “No!” 
 The door snapped shut, cleaving Jenna’s leg off just below the knee. 





 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 Jenna screamed. Blood pulsed from the stump of her leg. 
 Barrett moved to help pull Carmen and Jenna away from the closed hatch now smeared with red. “We need to make a tourniquet.” 
 Carmen had to fight Jenna to get her to let go. The belt on Carmen’s jeans was thin but made from real leather. She pulled it off and began to fasten it above Jenna’s knee. It immediately became slippery from the blood. 
 “Tight,” Barrett said. “Tight as you can.” 
 She cinched it up. “Why did you close the hatch? We had her. We were going to save her.” 
 “That thing down there was going to kill her and us. I saved us.” 
 Tears streamed from Jenna’s eyes. She was weakly flailing at Carmen. Mewling. “Wanna go home…wanna go home…” Her face had gone pale. But the blood had mostly stopped. 
 Barrett kneeled and managed to get one of Jenna’s arms around his shoulder. “I can’t get her on my own. Help me pick her up. We take her to the shuttle and back to the harvester.” 
 Carmen wiped her eyes with her wrist. “She needs a hospital.” 
 “And I don’t see one here. Maybe something on the ship will help her.” 
 “Wait. Just wait.” She fought to think straight as she ran down the corridor towards the shuttle. Tried not to think about Barrett hitting the button. There was no time to even make the harvester, and once there, she knew her sister wouldn’t make it. The spaceship didn’t even have a first aid kit, let alone a trauma center and a team of surgeons. 

CHIRP!

 The Cordice robot was still lurking in the chute. A thump shook the hatch. 
 Carmen stopped to look over her shoulder. The chute remained closed. Did the bot not know how to hit the button? There wasn’t time to wait to see if that might happen. She continued towards the shuttle. She Who Waits was standing in the doorway. 
 “Please come,” Carmen called. “We need your help. My sister…she’s hurt.” 
 But the alien just stood there. 
 She ran up to her. “Can you hear me?” 
 The cloudy pattern beneath She Who Waits’ skin was still flooded with diamonds. Was this her busy signal?  
 “Wake up!” Carmen laid her hands upon the smooth shell and began to smack it with her open palm. 
 The flashing pattern stopped. The floating red light pulsed. “There has been a disturbance.” 
 “It’s my sister. A crazy robot attacked us. A door shut on Jen’s leg and she needs a doctor!” 
 She Who Waits spoke in a maddeningly calm tone. “I have communicated with the Cordice. They are not of a consensus whether to even speak with you.” 
 “Do they know we’re here? We’re on their ship! It’s their robot!” When She Who Waits hesitated to reply, Carmen slammed her with both palms and caused the Dragoman to hover back a few inches. “If we don’t do something, Jenna’s going to die. Is there anything on board your shuttle that can help?” 
 “I have no medical facilities.” 
 “Then what about back on the harvester?” 
 “With skill, the designate pilot could formulate an operating room. But medical supplies will be troublesome to replicate. I could assist with my printer. But this will require input as to the makeup of appropriate medication.” 
 The option at least offered a sliver of hope. “Okay. Okay. Then we’re going. Take us back to the harvester.” 
 “Wait. There is another option.” She Who Waits paused as a yellow band rose through her mists. “The Cordice ship has a facility on its second ring which appears to suit our needs.” 
 It made sense. Hadn’t her mother and Hamish Townes both been brought on board after their rescue? If they had been hurt, then the Cordice had rendered them aid. 
 “Take us there.” 
 “I have not been invited on board and I am not permitted to interfere with negotiations.” 
 Carmen was trembling. “There’s nothing to negotiate. We did everything they asked us to do. It’s their fault this happened. My sister will die if you don’t lead us there.” 
 She Who Waits only hesitated for a moment before gliding into the hallway. A pair of drones appeared from the shuttle. The two floating bots darted ahead and moved to either side of Jenna. She wasn’t conscious. Barrett stepped back as the bots lifted her into the air as if with invisible hands. They began to move her down the hallway. Carmen hurried to follow. 

CHIRP!

 The Cordice bot was still there beneath the hatch. It once again began to bang on the metal. 
 “What does that thing want?” Barrett asked. 
 She Who Waits paused. “It is a security request. Friend or foe?” 
 “You said you’re a translator. Tell it we’re friends.” 
 The red light floating before She Who Waits pulsed once, emitting its own soft chirp. The banging only grew more intense. 
 “I have tried. I mentioned the Cordice are having issues of functionality. That unit is the designate caretaker, or what is left of him. The Cordice who are awake within their simulation have lost control. By my uninvited presence here, I’m also in breach of their trust. Their security scans will register me as an intruder. In a word, we are all trespassing.” 
 Carmen jogged to catch up with the bots as they made it to another chute leading down. “Let’s worry about it later. Are they taking her the right way?” 
 “Yes. But the concern over the caretaker shouldn’t be dismissed. There’s no reason it can’t open any of the hatchways leading to the medical facility.” 
 The hallway behind them remained empty. But the thought that at any moment the malfunctioning caretaker might come after them made her impatient as the drones inverted Jenna and guided her down the chute. 
 Carmen followed as fast as she could. “Hang in there, Jen. Just hold on. You’re going to make it. You’re going to be okay.” 
 She dropped onto the floor. This new space was identical to the first ring, with a low ceiling and an upward curved corridor. The drones had maneuvered Jenna down the chute and once again had her floating horizontally. Her sister was bleeding again. Blood leaked to the floor. The drones began racing off with their cargo between them. 
 The condition of the second ring didn’t seem much better than the first. Sections of floor and wall had been opened. Conduits and pipes were visible. A portion of the hallway sat in darkness and some of the hatchways stood open. 
 More of the moss grew in patches, some of it dangling from the ceiling like growths on an old tree. 
 She Who Waits had descended into the hallway and followed. Her skin was once again sparkling. Was that her interfacing with the Cordice network? If the translator could talk with the owners of the ship, then why couldn’t Carmen be allowed to speak with them? 
 Barrett groaned as he crashed down onto the floor behind them. He rose awkwardly and moved to catch up, but he paused to close every open door as they went. 
 The bots were bringing Jenna into a long room occupied with what looked like furniture covered in white plastic sheeting. The moss grew in large thin patches on the ceiling. Carmen went to the closest piece of equipment. The wrappings dissolved away when touched. She discovered a large cylinder not unlike the ones in the room where they had first encountered the caretaker. It reminded her of a coffin fixed with ports and outlets. The room had dozens of them. 
 “What do we do now?” 
 “With the caretaker not functioning, the Cordice designate chief biologist is unable to assist directly. Plus there are opposing opinions among them whether assistance should be given.” 
 “You mentioned that. Let me talk to them.” 
 “That isn’t possible. But their chief biologist is explaining how to provide designate Jenna Vincent assistance.” 
 “Do they have anything close to a doctor?” 
 Carmen didn’t receive an answer as She Who Waits’ attendant red light now pulsed in regular rhythms. If the alien translator was talking to someone, the communication remained silent. 
 The bots went into motion, maneuvering Jenna towards another of the covered cylinders. 
 Carmen hurried over and touched the sheet, which obliged by dripping away into a residue of evaporating foam. The cylinder lid popped up. The inside appeared to be little more than a metal tube. She tried to decipher a set of valves on one end but resisted the urge to touch any of them. The cylinder reminded her of a tanker trailer that might hold gasoline. The moss everywhere worried her. She ran her finger along the surface of the cylinder. At least it was clean and free from the growths. 
 Barrett stood nearby and watched, a grave expression on his face. 
 The drones lifted Jenna and placed her slowly into the tank. 
 “Be careful.” 
 But the little floating bots did their job and set Jenna down gently. They then moved out of the way and the lid began to close. 
 Carmen stopped the lid. “Wait. That’s it? You seal her up in a metal tube?” 
 She Who Waits moved next to her. “I was allowed access to the medical bay interface by the designate biologist. The Cordice device will sustain her life while a machine is assembled which can perform surgery on her bioform. Please step aside.” 
 The lid snapped in place. There came the sound of flowing liquid. Carmen placed a hand on the cylinder and it felt ice cold. 
 A further section of the bay grew brighter. A new cylinder pushed away from the wall, borne along by a thin articulated lift that appeared to be another robot. It pushed its load to the opposite wall and began to take the cylinder apart. It moved quickly. Components were removed and rearranged. Inside Jenna’s cylinder the pouring liquid sound stopped as the nearby disassembly and construction continued. 
 Barrett moved to examine Jenna’s cylinder and then took a closer look at a patch of yellow moss on the nearest wall. “Is that stuff harmful to humans?” 
 The colors began to shift beneath She Who Waits’ shell. “I will make an inquiry.” 
 “Then inquire about fixing my hand. Will I have to climb into a tank like that? Don’t they have something they can give me for the pain?” 
 Carmen wished he would shut up and not distract She Who Waits but was too tired to say anything. She remained at Jenna’s side. Hand pressed on the cylinder, she fought back tears. With the increasing racket of the bot at work, she didn’t notice the medical bay door slide open until it was too late. 
 The caretaker stood on its rear two legs. It wobbled like a toddler, its one lame arm dangling. It remained in place for a moment before dropping to its single functioning foreleg and cutting loose with a piercing CHIRP!






 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 The matted russet mold hung in clumps off the caretaker’s robotic frame. The sight conjured the image of a wolf wearing a stolen skin. It vaulted forward and slammed into Agent Barrett, knocking him to the floor and straddling him. Its head pivoted back as its brilliant eye considered both She Who Waits and Carmen. 

CHIRP!

 Carmen ducked behind Jenna’s cylinder. “We’re friends! We’re not here to hurt anyone!” 
 The red cone of light in front of She Who Waits flashed and emitted a high-pitched peep. The caretaker reacted by jumping and colliding with the translator, bowling her over. Then it was on top of her and punching her shell over and over with savage force. 

CHIRP! CHIRP! CHIRP!

 Carmen grabbed a detached wall panel and ran forward, smashing it against the caretaker. The bot stumbled off She Who Waits and spun. She wound up for the next blow and swung again, knocking the bot across the head. The head righted itself and the caretaker sprang at her. It struck like a speeding car. Pain exploded through her skull and chest as the bot landed on her and knocked her to the floor. 
 She swatted at it with a fist and only succeeded in hurting her hand. She clawed at the face but it was hard metal and she couldn’t find a purchase. The caretaker hovered over her and once again trembled. She screamed as she tore at the moss that dangled down around its head like a shroud. 
 Its front claw had clamped down on her shoulder. She couldn’t budge it. Its face had Jenna’s blood spattered across it. She kicked, shoved, and tried to knee it. After a moment of struggle, she could only scream. 
 The caretaker remained in place on top of her. But it wasn’t moving, wasn’t making a sound. 
 “Get it off!” 
 Barrett struggled to get up. He kicked the thing. It almost fell but corrected itself by pressing harder down on her shoulder. 
 “Do something!” Carmen cried. 
 He ran the length of the bay and came back empty-handed. “There’re no tools in this place.” 
 She tried again to push with her legs. But the pain shooting down her shoulder was too much. The bot didn’t budge. Barrett shoved at the caretaker and fought with the claw squeezing her but couldn’t get it to release. Pulling on the arm only succeeded in causing the bot to grip tighter. 
 She Who Waits tilted upright as if pulled by unseen hands. She hovered closer. Her shell looked cracked. Tentacles erupted from the sands within. Barrett stumbled over himself trying to back away. The tentacles gripped the claw pinning Carmen and began to probe the caretaker’s head. A few of the appendages found openings and wormed under the metal casing. With a shudder the caretaker relaxed, the grip on Carmen’s shoulder easing. She Who Waits pushed the bot over. 
 Carmen got up on her feet and kicked it. “Is it dead?” 
 “It has been deactivated,” She Who Waits said. “A consensus was reached by the Cordice. I was given permission to act against it as it was ascertained that designate caretaker was no longer in control.” 
 “What do you mean? This thing was running around trying to kill us on autopilot?” 
 “The host robotic unit you see is no longer the caretaker. He fell ill and perished. The growths we see around their ship are indicative of a disorder the Cordice couldn’t fight.” 
 She massaged her shoulder. “This mossy stuff is a disease?” 
 “Not exactly. Their bioforms are made up of eukaryotic cell colonies. But due to a breakdown in their environmental systems over the past decades, the colonies began to adapt. An epigenetic shift in their basic cell makeup allowed for a hardier generation better adapted to the change. The subsequent colony shed its energy-hungry intelligence in favor of efficiency.” 
 Barrett tapped the caretaker with his foot. “This moss all over it is the Cordice?” 
 “No, but rather their children. They have all uploaded into their simulation. What you see growing is part of what they used to be.” 
 Carmen needed to sit. But first she inspected Jenna’s cylinder. The caretaker hadn’t struck it. Next she walked warily around the broken caretaker. 
 “Get rid of it.” 
 She Who Waits was retracting her tentacles. “It is deactivated. The bot cannot move.” 
 “I don’t care. I don’t want to hear about another accident or some new moss breed starting it up again. It tried to hurt us and almost killed Jenna. They have to have a room where we can lock it up. And I don’t want to wait for you to have to ask the Cordice if you can fight back against this thing when it recovers.” 
 “I have a solution.” 
 The two drones picked up the limp robot body and took it to another cylinder. Once they placed it inside they sealed it. Seeing how strong the caretaker had been made the cylinder feel flimsy. But it would do for the moment, at least until…what? 
 Now that she could catch her breath, she realized that they were stuck on board the Cordice home ship. They had come this far and she wasn’t prepared to leave without her mother. And now Jenna was critically injured and inside a metal tube receiving god knows what kind of treatment. 
 It was all a nightmare growing stranger. 
 Carmen found herself chewing her thumb and realized she should probably wash her hands. Her shoulder ached but she tested it and it was working. 
 She Who Waits summoned the red light and appeared to once again be engaged in silent communication. 
 Carmen touched the cracks on the alien’s shell. “Are you hurt?” 
 She Who Waits didn’t answer. The diamonds returned. 
 Looming behind her, Barrett was pacing. “This is crazy. That thing almost killed us because of some algae? And we had to ask permission to stop it?” 
 “That’s not exactly what she said.” 
 “I heard everything. She Who Waits is restricted by protocol. Whatever or wherever these Cordice are now, they’re not inside their real bodies because they’re sick. So who’s in charge of their ship? Why did they even want their harvester back if they can’t control their own home?” 
 “Don’t yell at me. I don’t know.” 
 He raised his good hand. “I’m sorry. But now you see that we need to get out of this place before we wake something else up that doesn’t want us to be here.” 
 Tuning him out was as easy as looking away. A newly panicked Barrett was the last thing she needed. 
 She Who Waits appeared to be functioning. But did she feel pain? The fractured surface of her suit might be superficial or life-threatening. Whatever negotiations were happening also involved her now. The caretaker had attacked all of them. 
 Carmen considered the red light. Was it part of She Who Waits or a function of her suit? One had appeared in the first sphere, so it had to connect to the communication network her mom had originally used. She needed to speak with the ones who owned the ship they had boarded and was tired of waiting, protocol be damned. 
 “Is anyone there? This is Carmen Vincent. I’d like to talk to the Cordice. We’ve come to bring back what was taken. But it looks like you have problems of your own. What can I do to help?” 
 Barrett walked around her and glared. “What are you doing?” 
 She ignored him. “I know you’re fixing my sister. You saved my mom Sylvia and Hamish Townes. So tell us what we can do for you.” 
 He swatted at the light and stepped through it. “Stop it,” he hissed. “Don’t offer things you can’t deliver on. You don’t know anything about the Cordice. They had to debate whether to let us be killed. So don’t go assuming you understand anything.” 
 The red light vanished. The ship fell quiet. Whatever work the assembly bot was doing on the machine that was supposed to help Jenna appeared to have finished. Automated arms detached themselves and sank into the floor, leaving a frame of metal that looked like a four-poster bed. Smaller bots the size of hermit crabs scurried about the vertical and horizontal braces. 
 Vapor began to rise from the surface of Jenna’s cylinder. Carmen’s finger momentarily stuck to its surface when she touched it. It felt like ice. 
 The sand beneath She Who Waits’ shell did something Carmen hadn’t seen before. It slowed and went dark. 
 Carmen touched her. “Are you okay?” 
 The red light winked to life. “The negotiations are finished.” 
 “And what? What’s their decision?” 
 “They haven’t decided. They need to deliberate some more. It is their way. Be patient, Carmen Vincent. For now we wait.” 
 Agent Barrett found a moss-free spot on the floor where he sat with his head down and eyes closed. 
 Carmen wanted to do the same. But she remained too keyed up. At any moment the Cordice may want to talk. But as the minutes stretched, she realized it might be a long wait. She walked the length of the bay. 
 Whatever medical bed the skittering bots were building was taking shape. At the moment it looked like a high-tech dunk tank from an old-timey carnival. But like the boxy machines they had seen in the first ring, it lacked any visible displays or controls. 
 She stayed out of the way and didn’t touch anything. She inspected the other cylinders, including the one that held the caretaker. 
 Were her mom and Hamish in any of them? 
 “I’m going to look around.” 
 She Who Waits remained dark and the communication light was gone. Barrett didn’t stir. 
 Carmen walked the curving hall, opening door after door and peering inside. The rooms beyond were in relatively good order, stacked with racks of box machines of varying size. Where were the living spaces, the rec rooms, the kitchen, or the bridge? 
 Perhaps they didn’t need any of it if the controls were virtual like the harvester’s. 
 If the caretaker had truly been in control, then the ship had been operated by a broken, mad pilot. And somehow her mom had stolen the harvester from under its nose. 
 One of the flying drones caught up with her. It zoomed before her and paused in midair. 
 “What’s going on?” 
 It remained motionless for a heartbeat before swerving around her and racing back in the direction of the medical bay. She had lost track of how far she had walked but guessed it would be faster to follow than to keep going around the ring. She knew a summons when she saw one. 
 She Who Waits had lit up again, her brown sands bright. 
 Jenna’s cylinder stood open and her sister was gone. She was now inside the bed contraption. Her clothes lay in shreds on the floor as if they had been cut from her body. Even smaller bots the size of cockroaches swarmed over her. 
 Carmen had to fight a wave of revulsion as she saw them crawling across her sister’s skin. 
 Jenna’s knee had a wrapping around it that looked like wound white thread or spiderweb. No blood seeped through. Mercifully, Jenna was asleep or unconscious. A clear barrier prevented Carmen from touching her sister. 
 Barrett stood at the foot of the bed. “It’s amazing. If this works, can you imagine what understanding something like this one machine could do for us?” 
 “Did Jenna wake up at all?” 
 “No. She’s been asleep, even when they moved her.” 
 Was she in pain? Did these robotic insects know what they were doing? What was to prevent any one of them from malfunctioning? She held her breath as she hugged herself. 
 “Any word from the Cordice?” she managed to ask. 
 “This might be a good time for you to stay with your sister. Let me talk to them.” 
 Carmen followed him down to the other end of the bay where She Who Waits stood. The red light remained in place. But when a voice spoke from the light, it was the last thing Carmen could have expected. 
 It was Jenna. 
 “Carmen, can you hear me?” 
 “Jen, I don’t understand. How are you talking to me?” 
 “It’s like being plugged into the ship.” 
 “So where are you?” 
 “It’s hard to explain. I saw what you mentioned. The destruction of the Cordice world and their whole civilization. There’s so many of them here. Some are angry about what happened with their harvester. But She Who Waits explained what we did. They’re not mad at us, at least not all of them. But there’s more. It’s Mom. Car, Mom is here and I’m looking right at her.” 





 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 Carmen tried to gauge the tone of her sister’s voice. “Are you all right? Are you in pain?” 
 “I’m fine. If I try to think about my body, it’s just a tingly numbness. Don’t worry. But Car, Mom is right here. It’s really her.” 
 “Let me talk to her. Can you do that?” 
 Carmen waited for a reply. The medical bay had something going on beyond Jenna’s bed. Two bots were assembling a pair of new frames fed with wires. Before her eyes, the deft mechanical fingers shaped the frames into beds that were already beginning to look identical to the one where Jenna lay and the cockroaches continued to crawl. 
 After some delay Jenna’s voice spoke again through the red light. “The Cordice don’t want her to talk. She’s not allowed to have access to any external nodes or the communication channels.” 
 “How do you know it’s really Mom?” 
 “It looks like her and talks like her. We spoke, we hugged. It’s her, Car.” 
 “Where’s her body?” 
 Another pause. “She doesn’t know. But Lieutenant Townes is here too. They’re alive.” 
 Barrett leaned in as if the red light was a microphone. “Is Lieutenant Townes able to speak?” 
 “No. I think the Cordice have them both on restrictions. I don’t see him right now.” 
 “Then I want to meet whoever’s in charge. They have a leader or spokesperson? Is it their biologist?” 
 Throughout the exchange, She Who Waits remained perfectly still. The patterns had vanished and the sands of her suit once again concealed the tentacles. 
 “I don’t think it’s the biologist,” Jenna said. “They have a council. I haven’t figured out whether there’s a single Cordice who speaks for them. At the moment they’re back to discussing us and two of them do most of the talking. But returning the harvester was the right thing to do. In fact, I’m going to try bringing it to the home ship.” 
 Barrett’s voice got low. “You’re still in control of the harvester?” 
 “Yes. Once I was placed into the recovery bed I could connect to both the harvester and their simulation. If I concentrate I can be in both places.” 
 Carmen had her own questions. Foremost among them was, why hadn’t the Cordice taken back the harvester either remotely or with one of the bots? 
 She placed a hand on Barrett’s shoulder. “Remember, this is a party line. Jen, can you return to your body?” 
 Jenna took a minute to reply. “I’m sorry, I’m busy. This isn’t as easy as I thought. I…” 
 Carmen leaned closer to the red light. “You still there?” 
 “Your sister has broken off from our discussion,” She Who Waits said. 
 Barrett appeared ready to jump out of his skin. “Are the Cordice listening? Have they heard everything we’ve said since coming aboard?” 
 “Unknown. It’s possible while designate Jenna Vincent was speaking that others were able to overhear. But none are connected with my interface within the simulation at the moment, as they continue to deliberate.” 
 The bots had the frames of the two new beds finished and got busy on the interiors. 
 “So you’re allowed inside their simulation?” Carmen asked the translator. 
 “Yes, when requested. I interface when needed when my task cannot be accomplished remotely, like when designates Sylvia Vincent and Hamish Townes first arrived. They’ve adapted their software since, allowing some exchange despite language and physical barriers. I’m regularly requested for anything in depth.” 
 “You work just for them?” 
 “My assignment includes service for the other survivors. Designate location Framework is where most have relocated in order to pool resources. My duties includes translation, signal intelligence, and data gathering from my own observations of this solar system. Most of this can be done virtually.” 
 “Which makes you the key to this whole place,” Barrett said. “Tell me about this Framework. How many others are there?” 
 “I am not at liberty to discuss specific metrics.” 
 “Give me a ballpark so I know what we’re dealing with.” 
 She Who Waits flashed a band of yellow. Had the euphemism “ballpark” taken her a moment to process? “There are twelve distinct species within the coalition, but a few have recovered others following the attack. As an example the Cordice have rescued many over their journey who now live entirely uploaded lives within their simulation.” 
 “And how many is that? Or is that also a secret?” 
 “The Cordice aren’t reticent about their history or their current plight. They have been foremost among the coalition in advocating a departure from this galaxy to evade the enemy. After the recovery and the establishment of the Framework, they gave a deadline of their own departure. They hold their own history as evidence that any species who wishes to survive must join them. They offer all those who can’t travel in their own vessel the opportunity to upload their consciousness and live among them. There are twenty billion Cordice.” 
 The number stunned Carmen. Over two times the earth’s population packed into a computer? What type of life was that? She imagined an overcrowded prison, or the worst slums with people everywhere. Or, in the case of the Cordice, quadruped robots covered in fungus. Had her mom been living in this electric purgatory for the past two years? 
 Carmen had to get her out. “So what are we waiting for? Are they still deliberating?” 
 “Yes. Knowing the Cordice it will be a thorough discussion. But their biologist has informed me that your interface bench is complete. And designate Raymond Barrett will be able to have his hand repaired. They invite you to enter the benches so you can access the communication nodes and their simulation.” 
 The construction robots docked into the walls. The scurrying hermit crabs and a few stray cockroach bots began to vanish as if suddenly eager to find their own hidey-holes. Carmen went to see Jenna. The tiny bots inside her bed were gone. Her leg was packed with the silvery thread and looked clean. She was breathing softly. 
 “So just like that, we plug in? And what if we want to disconnect again?” 
 She Who Waits didn’t respond. 
 Carmen inspected the two new beds. Could she once again deal with having her consciousness plopped into someplace new? She hadn’t enjoyed her experience when they had first been taken by her mom. It was beyond confusing finding herself in the skin of a robot. And if what she had seen of the Cordice apocalypse was any indication, experiencing their world with all her senses, including restored hearing, might be too much. It had knocked Jenna for a loop and shattered Peter. And Mom hadn’t been entirely herself. Was that from the physical trauma she had suffered during the attack or was there an issue with her connection? Either way, jumping brain first into Cordiceworld would carry a risk. 
 Jenna was still connected and in control of a spaceship. Once that was surrendered, the Cordice didn’t have any obligation to let any of them return home. While it didn’t sound like her mom was a prisoner, she also wasn’t free if she wasn’t permitted to communicate without their having to enter the Cordice simulation. 
 “I won’t do it. Not until my mom and I can talk.” 
 Barrett had followed her and wore a grave expression. “We’re finally on the same page. Who’s to say what they could do with our minds when we’re plugged in. Your sister needs to stay in control of that ship until we get our people back. Because once we’re inside their computer world they don’t have to do squat.” 
 “That’s part of it. But look at their ship. It’s run-down. If their own caretaker broke, then what about the processors which run their simulation?” 
 “You’re good with computers, aren’t you? Maybe if you took over for your sister we’ll have a better chance of using it to get home.” 
 “I haven’t changed my mind on giving the harvester back. I just don’t want to connect until I’m sure we can also unplug anytime we want. But your hand…it’s getting darker.” 
 Barrett still had his arm in the sling. The fingertips were purple. “If I had some aspirin I’d be peachy.” 
 Vibrations rose from the floor. The walls of the medical bay shuddered. A faint rumble began but stopped in moments. 
 “She did it,” Carmen said. “Jen, you docked the harvester, didn’t you? Is there an airlock…” 
 She didn’t want to finish the question. If Barrett was correct and the Cordice were eavesdropping, did she want to ask if they had a way to retreat that wouldn’t require them to use She Who Waits’ shuttle? The beds were fixed and there was no way they’d easily get Jenna’s out of the room, let alone down a chute. 
 Carmen leaned next to her sister. “Wake up if you can.” 
 Jenna opened her eyes. Blinked sleepily. “Mom wants to see us both.” 
 “Stay with me. We’ll wait to talk to her here, not in there.” 
 “It’s her, Car. It’s really her. She says…she says it’s important.” 
 “And you did your part. But don’t go back in. Promise. Get rest in case we need to go.” 
 Carmen returned to She Who Waits. “Their harvester is back. When can I speak with my mom? I want to do it here. Is that possible?” 
 A second red light appeared. This was new. Both lights pulsed. She Who Waits flashed the occasional bright diamond within her swirls. The pulses increased and decreased in frequency. 
 “What does that mean?” Barrett asked. 
 “Not sure. The second light just popped up. It’s like there’s a conversation going on and we’re not part of it. Hello, can you hear me? What’s going on?” 
 “The Cordice are upset,” She Who Waits said. “They were almost at a conclusion in their deliberation when a communication came from a Melded ship approaching from the Framework. The incoming visitor is demanding the harvester for themselves. And now the Cordice are accusing you of contacting them in order to surrender it.” 
   





 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 Carmen was stunned. “We didn’t do anything. None of us talked to anyone else besides the Cordice. We don’t even know how. You’ve been here the whole time. Tell them.” 
 “I have,” She Who Waits said. “And some among the Cordice have suggested that I had a part in relaying messages to the Melded. My coming aboard the ship uninvited is being used as proof of my duplicity.” 
 She stated all this with the calmness of someone reading a shopping list. 
 “You’ve just been trying to help us. We brought them the harvester. Put them through.” 
 “They won’t allow a second conversation as I am in the process of relaying a discussion between the Cordice and the incoming Melded ship.” 
 “Who are these people that are coming?” 
 “Designate Melded. They are one of several voices among the survivors on the Framework who make the case that the enemy needs to be confronted. Like the Cordice, they too have rescued many during their travels. Their ships, along with most of the marooned, have suffered substantial damage. When the Cordice departed the Framework, the others had been unable to follow. That is no longer the case.” 
 “So they’re coming to just take the harvester?” 
 “Yes. They claim they assisted in its repair after the attack.” 
 “And if the Cordice refuse?” 
 The diamond pattern inside the pillar became a flurry. “I do not know. But their ships carry armaments.” Both her red lights resumed blinking. “The Melded are no longer responding. They will be here in minutes.” 
 “What can we do? Jenna hasn’t released the harvester. Couldn’t she keep them from boarding?” 
 “She’ll do nothing of the sort,” Barrett said. “We’re not getting involved in a fight we don’t understand.” 
 “Will they hurt us? Will they hurt the Cordice?” 
 “I don’t believe so,” She Who Waits said. “Although some of the newer and younger among the Melded can be irritable.” 
 Carmen only had a moment to ponder what that meant before the ship once again began to vibrate. This time the sound of scraping metal lasted for several seconds. A violent bang caused the floor to lurch and made her grab hold of Barrett to steady herself. 
 She Who Waits began to move out into the hallway. “I have been requested.” 
 “We’ll come with you,” Carmen said. 
 “If you follow, it’s your decision. My work with the Melded requires my presence. I can’t say how they will react to any impression of interference.” 
 Barrett joined them as they left the medical bay. Carmen watched to make sure the door would close after they left. Leaving Jenna behind felt wrong. But as long as her mom was inside the simulation, their fate was now linked with the Cordice. 
   
   
 The thing charging towards them down the corridor of the home ship’s spine was a creature that had escaped from a fevered dream. A bloated worm the size of a bull, it rolled across the floor in a rapid undulating motion, with multiple body segments wrapped in a space suit made of material that looked like tan woven fabric. A massive helmet with a reflective visor and copper valves covered its head. The valves spat steam or thick white vapor. In two of its six arms it held what Carmen guessed were weapons: a pair of short black boxes, each with a barrel and handle. 
 It raised one of the weapons at her. 
 Several smaller beings followed, but none were like the worm. They walked on either two legs or four. All but one were covered by helmeted suits, with the last in line stripped bare to the waist, revealing a lean body thick with fur and a pair of mechanical arms. They were all armed. 
 The worm reared up before them and croaked as more vapor shot out of its face mask. Its neck pressed against the ceiling as it jutted its head forward, almost touching She Who Waits. 
 Carmen had positioned herself behind the translator. Barrett had taken several steps back and looked ready to bolt. The hallway had a hatch they could close if they had to retreat, but if the Melded could board without a problem, Carmen doubted any of the doors on the ship would slow them down, and at that moment she knew turning her back on the worm was a bad idea. 
 She Who Waits had a single red light. She let out a series of husky screeches. The worm interrupted her, answering back with a massive blop! followed by several evenly-spaced deep-throated grunts. The exchange continued, with She Who Waits starting what Carmen could only guess were intelligible sentences, followed by the worm, who didn’t appear capable of letting her finish. 
 Carmen stepped to the wall to get a better look at the other Melded. They were waiting behind the worm, still poised as if at any moment they would continue their stampede. Glowing displays were visible on their face shields. 
 The hairy Melded without a helmet had one brown eye and one that shone brilliant green. His fur was gray and matted. He consulted a device on one of his metal arms and tapped it a few times as if recording some tidbit of information. He then narrowed his eyes as he looked up at them. 
 Carmen waved. 
 The Melded didn’t react. 
 Tough crowd. 
 The worm’s interjections grew more and more strident until finally it brushed past She Who Waits, physically moving her as its girth couldn’t quite squeeze past. The hairy Melded bounded forward and took Carmen by the arm. He pulled her aside as the worm surged past her and down the corridor. Its misty exhalations smelled of wet grass. 
 Green Eye’s throat swelled and he let out a squawk. 
 The rest of the boarding party followed their leader. She Who Waits fell in with them. Carmen’s new escort shepherded her and Barrett along, gesturing and nudging as if it wanted them to keep up. 
 “I’m Agent Barrett. Human. From Earth. We want to establish relations with your kind. I speak for mine. We understand we were all attacked. We would like to exchange information. Is that your leader?” 
 He received a shove. 
 Carmen smirked. “Exchange information? Did we just get into a car crash?” 
 “You’re not helping.” 
 “We’ll need She Who Waits to translate.” 
 “Well, why isn’t she doing that now?” 
  They arrived at the chute. The worm had already descended. A second Melded dropped down without bothering with the handholds. The rest paused as She Who Waits approached the chute. 
 “Hold on,” Carmen said. “We need to be able to talk to them too. Where are they taking us?” 
 “I have been requested by designate Melded Primary Executive to bring them to the audience chamber.” 
 “Because it’s your job, right?” 
 She Who Waits hovered above the chute. “I don’t understand your query.” 
 “You said you translate. Well, we need you too. You helped us get this far. Let me talk to them.” 
 “Designate Primary Executive is not agreeable to talking. And I must hurry.” 
 Carmen could only watch as She Who Waits sank down towards the ring. One of the Melded gave Barrett a hard push. He almost fell into the chute. Carmen moved towards a four-armed alien who stood a head taller than she. Without hesitation he pointed the barrel of his weapon at her. 
 Instinctively she raised her hands, not knowing if even this gesture might be viewed as a threat. 
 The furry Melded with the green eye urped at the other alien. They exchanged sounds before Four Arms disengaged and went down the chute. The confrontation appeared to be over. The other Melded didn’t seem as if they were going anywhere. 
 Green Eye crouched and motioned to the chute with his hands. 
 Carmen was about to start climbing, but then she waited for Barrett. “Will you want help going down?” 
 “You’re going to get us killed,” he hissed. 
 He managed a clumsy one-armed descent and she went after him. 
 As frustrating as waiting for the Cordice negotiations had been, at least there was the start of a dialogue. But the Melded were a whole new ball game. 





 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 The audience chamber was in the opposite direction of the medical bay and not far from the chute leading back to the spine of the ship. It was a plain white room with a single box machine that projected a hologram image Carmen recognized immediately: the Cordice homeworld, a moment before the disaster began. 
 The Melded Primary Executive dominated the center of the room, its head craned forward, its weapons slung. She Who Waits stood next to it as the hologram began to play. 
 The scene of destruction of the Cordice world unfolded. A thunder of crashes and booms filled the chamber like it was a theater designed to shatter eardrums. 
 The Primary Executive bellowed. The hologram paused. The worm shouted again as She Who Waits’ red light pulsed. The image of rocks burning through the mountainous planet’s atmosphere vanished. The worm chuffed steam. This too appeared to receive a translation. 
 Where the hologram had once been, a four-legged creature appeared. It was identical to the caretaker in form, but it was covered in a neat layer of green-and-yellow moss. A wiggling pair of thick twiglike antennae stood erect on its head. It had no face or obvious eyes or ears. A soft chirping came from a speaker. A heartbeat later She Who Waits’ red light let out a series of short groans. The Primary Executive responded, the calmest reply yet, with a wet popping sound. 
 The exchange continued, with both Four Arms and Green Eye standing politely by and Barrett leaning at the doorway and wiping sweat from his pale face. 
 Carmen approached She Who Waits slowly, not wanting to cause alarm. “You can translate for us too, can’t you? We need to know what’s going on.” 
 She Who Waits gave no indication she heard as the Cordice chirps and the Melded grumbles continued back and forth. 
 Carmen spoke louder, as if addressing the room. “I’m Carmen Vincent. I represent Earth. I’m requesting to be part of this discussion.” 
 “Carmen!” Barrett hissed. He waved her back to him. 
 As what she could guess was a negotiation over the harvester continued, she realized her chances of bringing any of them home again might be slipping from her hands. She put two fingers to her lips and whistled. The shrill blast interrupted the Cordice and caused the red light to blink. 
 The Primary Executive let out a rattle and turned her direction. 
 Carmen felt her knees weaken as she faced the monstrous worm. “She Who Waits can repeat my introduction. You’re talking about the harvester, aren’t you? It belongs to the Cordice. You Melded are here to take it. But what you’re forgetting is that as of right now, we control it.” 
 She glanced at She Who Waits. A second red light appeared. But for the moment none of the aliens were saying anything. 
 “I’ll keep it simple. I want my mom freed along with Hamish Townes. Then I want to hear from whoever gets to keep the harvester that we’ll be brought home. If you have any further desire to talk to us, we’d like that too, but for right now, that’s my demand, with all respect to everyone here.” 
  The worm let out a sharp exhalation. It began breathing hard as if it was suddenly winded. Its face loomed as it leaned close. With a nudge it could bowl her over. If it attacked, it would crush her. The soft pops from its throat sounded like suppressed belches. 
 The red light winked. “You pilot the harvester.” 
 The Primary Executive had responded. But Carmen wasn’t sure if it was a question. 
 Carmen hated that her voice was shaking. “The harvester belongs to the Cordice. But we returned it. My conditions are reasonable—” 
 The Executive bellowed. The explosion of sound made her stagger back. She raised a hand as if to ward off a blow. From the light came the translation. 
 Laughter. 
 The worm was laughing at her. 
 “I find you amusing. I would hear what you and your kind have to offer. If your outpost on the fourth world is any indication, you have no meaningful technology and your resources are little more than a pittance. May the stars shine mercifully upon you after we leave.” 
 It barked something and the red light blinked off. It then blurted out what might have been a command. The Cordice chirped a reply but the last translation light also vanished. Carmen had no way to know what had just been said. The Primary Executive slid out of the audience chamber. The guards prevented Carmen from following. 
 She Who Waits glided closer. The red light had returned and preceded her. “This negotiation is at an end.” 
 “Yeah, I caught that,” Carmen said with a tremor in her voice. She knew that the Melded leader hadn’t put it that politely. 
 But then the translator added in a whisper before departing, “And the guards were also ordered to keep you humans here.” 
   
   





 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 Four Arms and Green Eye wouldn’t let her leave. 
 Carmen watched as they guarded the door. Four Arms was staring at her. He was tall and lights were visible beneath his helmet. The illuminated parts of his face looked skeletal and his eyes were pits. Meanwhile Green Eye was busy with a virtual display that had popped up before him from an unseen device on one of his metal arms. 
 “How long are we going to be held here?” 
 Four Arms flinched as if she had spat at him. Green Eye ignored her. 
 Barrett took her by the elbow and led her to the box machine that had projected the hologram and sat her down. “Just stop. You keep taking risks which could have bigger consequences than you can imagine. Stop talking to them. Stop doing anything.” 
 “But we have to do something.” 
 “No, we don’t. And waiting is doing something. You’re going to sit here and wait. We both are. We don’t know anything about the Cordice, the Melded, or this translator. You think we hold any cards because your mom stole a spaceship? And using it as leverage so you can make your ‘reasonable’ request is insane.” 
 “You heard him—this Melded leader. He doesn’t care about us. Everyone wants what they want and these Melded are either going to ignore us or kill us.” 
 He took a breath and plopped down next to her. “I caught that.” 
 “So waiting for either one of those things to happen doesn’t sound good to me. Your hand looks terrible. Are you feeling okay?” 
 “Just punching through the pain.” 
 She inspected the hand, wrapped it tight again, and put her palm to his forehead. 
 “Maybe you should lie down.” 
 He didn’t argue as he curled up on top of the box. It was warm and just big enough to accommodate him. Once he was settled she again headed for the door. 
 Four Arms fumbled with his weapon and pointed it at her midsection. 
 She froze. “We need water and blankets. He’s sick.” 
 He waved her off. Clicked with his throat. Clicked again. 
 She made a drinking motion. “Water. Call She Who Waits and it’ll make sense. All I’m asking for is water and a blanket.” 
 Four Arms stomped his foot on the floor, then stomped both feet. It was as if he were tap-dancing. Click! Click! Clickety-click!

 Green Eye made a soft sound and pulled Four Arms back. Four Arms threw Green Eye’s metal hands off. The irritated guard let out one more firm click before lowering his weapon. They exchanged a few more sounds before Four Arms retreated to the opposite end of the room, pacing and watching her warily. 
 Carmen held her ground as Green Eye stepped closer. He stooped his head as if offering a polite bow before expanding his display. His metal fingers typed at phantom keys. The image turned and faced her. 
 It looked like a shimmering drop of water. But then a series of moving pictures flashed past so quickly she couldn’t make it out. 
 “I don’t understand.” 
 He showed it to her again and this time the lights and images were a barely visible shade of blue. 
 “I’m not following you. What are you trying to say?” 
 Fiddling some more with his device, Green Eye projected a fresh hologram. A three-frame pictograph hung in the air. The first showed drops and waves. The next, the drops and waves in a cup, and the last a humanoid stick figure with the cup tilting to its mouth. Green Eye reversed the order so it read bottom to top, then right to left, and then stacked them so the images slid past sequentially. 
 “Yes, I get it,” Carmen said. “That’s what I want. Water for him. For both of us if you can.” 
 Green Eye left and a moment later returned with a soft plastic-like bag containing liquid. He held it out to her. When she didn’t take it, his throat swelled and he uttered a popping sound. 
 She accepted it with both hands and bowed, trying to match his earlier gesture and hoping it would be properly understood. “Thank you. Thank you for this.” 
 The bag had a nozzle. She squeezed it and a splash of water shot out onto the floor. She put more into the palm of her hand and sniffed it. It smelled clean. 
 He made a few more pops. 
 She tasted it. “I’m making sure it’s safe for us.” 
 Clean, cool water. If there was anything else in it, she couldn’t detect it. She took a drink before giving the bag to Barrett, who swallowed it down until the bag was empty. 
 Green Eye watched while finger-combing his tousled mane. His floating interface continued to hover next to him. She pointed at it and he brought it around. He waved away the water triptych. Tapped a few times on the keys. The stick figure appeared again and this time it held something in its hand. In the second panel it put the object in its mouth. The third panel showed the figure with whatever it had eaten in its belly. 
 Carmen studied the three pictures in case she was missing anything beyond the obvious. “Hungry? Yes, I guess I am, but maybe we better wait on that.” 
 Green Eye was in the process of creating another scene when Four Arms clickety-click-clicked. Green Eye closed the display and retreated to his place by the door. 
 “I guess we know who’s in charge,” Carmen murmured. 
 Barrett didn’t respond, having reclined again. 
 If only she could spend time with Green Eye’s interface. But without She Who Waits to translate there would be no easy way to make a request without causing another showdown with Four Arms. She watched the guards. The two Melded seemed to be able to communicate without any obvious translator. She felt certain they were different species. The only thing unifying them was their black space suits, their weapons, and the augmentations on their skin, or in Green Eye’s case, two artificial arms along with his shining eye. 
 More things to learn. But if the Melded were about to take the harvester, she had no time to waste. She paced as Barrett fought to get comfortable. 
 A hologram appeared on top of the box. 
 Barrett yelped and rolled out of the way as a bright image grew. A white sphere of light hovered. When the sphere spoke, it was with Jenna’s voice. Her words came loud enough for Carmen to hear her perfectly. And Carmen detected the edge of panic in her voice. 
 “Car, can you hear me? Are you there?” 
 “I’m here, Jenna. What’s wrong?” 
 “The Melded found Mom. They’re threatening to hurt her. I don’t know what to do!” 
 Carmen shielded her eyes as she squinted at the sphere. “What do you mean threatening her? Where are you?” 
 “Plugged in. I’m still in the med bay and connected to the harvester. I haven’t given that up yet. But the Cordice talked to me. They invited me into their simulation again a moment ago and told me about what was happening. I now have access to some of their systems. But there’s too much…I can’t make sense of most of it.” 
 “Focus. Tell me about Mom. I thought she was there inside their simulation.” 
 “She is, but her body isn’t. It’s here in the home ship on this ring. Mom’s here, Car, but you’ve got to hurry.” 
 “I’m kind of stuck right now.” 
 “I know. You’re in the audience chamber, aren’t you? I can see you and Barrett and the two Melded. If you can make it out into the hallway, I think I can access the doors.” 
 “You think…?” 
 “I can do it.” 
 How, Carmen wanted to ask. And why were the Cordice suddenly helping them? And if she got out of the audience chamber, what was she supposed to do to stop the Melded without a weapon? But she couldn’t just wait for her mom to be taken. 
 Barrett shook his head. “Don’t. Don’t even think about doing anything, neither of you. This has gone too far. You don’t know what trouble you’ll start if you make them angry. We made our case on what we want. Now let them figure it out.” 
 The man who wanted her to steal the harvester and fly it to Earth was now asking her to sit back and let the Melded abduct her mom? 
 Not a chance. 
 The two Melded guards were still alert and watching. The hologram sphere lit up the whole room. While they appeared wary, their weapons remained at their sides. If they had understood any of what Jenna had said and knew what they were planning, they’d be pointing their guns at her. 
 “Jen, how bright can you make that hologram? When I say so, turn it all the way up.” 
 “I’ll try.” 
 Carmen marched towards them and pointed back at the light. “You guys know how to turn that thing off?” 
 Green Eye moved towards the hologram. But Four Arms gestured wildly at her and stomped a foot. Jabbed the weapon barrel in her direction. Clicked emphatically. Green Eye called out and began gesturing. Distracted, Four Arms lowered his gun, squinting in the light despite his helmet. 
 Carmen paused and covered her face. “Jen, now!” 
 The hologram flashed like a star. The explosion of light caused Four Arms to flinch. Even shielded, Carmen’s eyes took a moment to adjust as the hologram began to strobe. Four Arms was fiddling with his helmet and appeared to be having trouble. 
 This was it. Her chance. 
 She shoved Four Arms aside. Bolted for the door. But Four Arms was too fast. A hand caught her by the back of her hoodie. She was pulled off her feet and slammed to the floor. She dislodged it but another grabbed her ankle. She kicked it. The guard wasn’t letting go. Through it all he spouted an endless series of clicks. 
 The doorway was just in reach. She dragged herself and Four Arms across the floor. He was surprisingly light, about as heavy as her nephew Zach. 
 “Let go of me!” 
 She kicked again with her heel, this time aiming for Four Arms’ helmet. The helmet shifted and Four Arms released her hoodie while keeping a grip on her ankle. But she managed to pull her body into the hall. 
 “The door, Jen, get the door!” 
 Four Arms let go just in time as the door hissed shut. 
 “Which way is Mom?” 
 But Jen didn’t answer. If she could only talk through the hologram projector, then Carmen had two directions she could go. According to her sister the Melded had found her mom’s body in a room she hadn’t yet seen. She estimated she had explored half the ring in the direction of the medical bay. 
 So she jogged the opposite direction, wondering what exactly she was supposed to do once she found them. 





 Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 She could hear the Melded Primary Executive shouting up ahead. It was just out of sight up the slope of the hallway. Once he paused in his tirade, She Who Waits replied in her soft voice, only to be interrupted as the worm howled. 
 They were coming her way. Carmen ducked into the nearest door and took cover behind a vertical wall of the box machines. The air felt stuffy. The door took forever to close behind her. One of the Melded soldiers appeared just as the door shut. He pounded at the door but it wasn’t opening. 
 A verbal exchange followed. 
 Carmen rose and cocked her head to better hear, but it was more of the same, with the Primary Executive carrying on with a series of outbursts and not letting She Who Waits answer. They remained outside the door for a moment before the worm’s voice moved off down the hall. 
 Had Jenna locked it behind her? Carmen approached the door but before she could touch it, it slid open. 
 The worm, She Who Waits, and two of the Melded soldiers were heading towards the audience chamber. One of the Melded guided a cylinder as it hovered next to him. 
 She felt it in the pit of her stomach. Her mom was inside the cylinder. But if the Cordice had some semblance of control of the ship with the caretaker gone, why hadn’t they stopped the Melded before? 
 She got her answer moments later. 
 The door to the audience chamber wasn’t letting them in. The soldier in the lead took a moment to fiddle with a device on his wrist. After a minute the door opened. Which meant they could access any of the rooms on board the Cordice home ship despite Jenna’s interference. Carmen knew they would have found her if they had wanted to take the time. 
 The two Melded along with the Primary Executive slipped into the room. The worm began yelling again. The Melded leader was starting to remind her of a certain PE teacher in junior high who had three modes of communication: mumbling, loud, and hysterical whenever a student wasn’t doing what they were supposed to, which was always. 
 But the cylinder was unguarded, at least for the moment. 
 Carmen rushed towards the cylinder. It was mounted on what looked like a floating pallet jack with no visible handle or controls. She put a hand on the metal. Tried to see through the small window at one end. She made out a face obscured by condensation. Whoever was inside had shoulder-length dark hair like her mom’s. 
 The door to the audience chamber still hadn’t closed. Perhaps whatever hack the Melded soldier had performed was keeping it open. 
 “I’m here, Jen,” Carmen whispered. “I’m with Mom. What can you do about the door?” 
 One of the Melded soldiers stepped into the hall. He was shorter than the others and round of body, asymmetrical with three tentacles and pads for hands. The bare tentacles weren’t covered by his suit. His skin held an iridescent sheen. He pointed his weapon at her and barked with a metallic voice. 
 Carmen froze. “I’m here. I’m surrendering myself.” 
 He barked again. 
 She was cautious not to stare or move and kept her hands at her side. The Melded grabbed her and pulled her into the audience chamber. The worm had Four Arms pressed down onto the floor. Green Eye was ducking nearby, his nose seeping dark blood. She Who Waits stood next to the worm and Carmen spotted Barrett cowering behind the hologram console. 
 The white light was gone. 
 She glared at the worm. “I’m here, so calm down. There’s no need to hurt anyone. That’s my mother you have out there. What are you doing with her?” 
 The Melded soldier escorting her brought her next to Barrett.  
 The Primary Executive dropped Four Arms and slid towards her with She Who Waits following. Carmen held her ground as it leaned over her like a crashing wave. 
 “Do not be troublesome again,” the worm said. “My soldiers were incompetent. But you shouldn’t have escaped.” It barked an order to Metal Voice. The translation light flickered. “Take Sylvia Vincent to our ship.” It glanced at She Who Waits and grumbled again. The red translation light vanished. 
 No eavesdroppers, Carmen figured. 
 It didn’t make sense. Carmen racked her brain trying to understand what the Melded would want from her mother. They were after the harvester and it was here. Did the Primary Executive think her mom was still in control of it? And how had they found out any of their information? 
 The worm got Four Arms on his feet and shoved him towards the door. It waved for Green Eye to follow, then added more orders as his underlings hopped to. 
 Carmen spoke softly to She Who Waits. “Can we talk without them understanding?” 
 “I am obliged to translate all attempts at communication.” 
 “You were willing to board the Cordice home ship with us against protocol. And if you’re helping them take the harvester, it means you’re acting against the Cordice. So whose side are you on?” 
 “I’m neutral in the affairs of the Framework.” 
 “But you’ll help anyone who asks. Is that correct?” 
 “I assist within the parameters of my stated function. We listen, we translate—” 
 “You told me already. I get it. But that doesn’t mean you’re obligated to volunteer everything anyone says, right?” 
 She Who Waits showed a band of yellow. Carmen licked her lips as she willed the alien to hurry in whatever mental task she was performing. Green Eye and Four Arms were in the hall and moving the cylinder even as the worm was growling orders to Metal Voice. Metal Voice took his position at the door with his sole focus locked on Carmen. His three tentacles wriggled like vines in a breeze. 
 The Primary Executive coughed as it squeezed out of the chamber. 
 She Who Waits began to move. “I am summoned.” 
 Carmen got in her way. “I need you now. So how does this work? Can you talk to the Cordice for me?” 
 It was impossible to tell if She Who Waits was facing her or if she even had a front, back, or side. But the hovering red light rotated towards Carmen. “I will translate but you must unlock a channel through their communication node. I have been cut off by the Primary Executive.” 
 “Jenna, are you listening? Can you connect me to the Cordice?” 
 The white sphere appeared on the hologram console, brilliant but not blinding. 
 “Hello, the Cordice. Is anyone there?” 
 The voice that answered sounded distracted and tinny. “Yes. Are you there, daughter of Sylvia? We again have access to the in-ship communications. Yet we continue to have difficulties. Multiple systems are disabled. Power levels are good. Simulation is stable. But the home ship is compromised and the caretaker is offline.” 
 “We know. I want to help but there isn’t time for a rundown. My sister has access to your home ship?” 
 “Yes. I am the engineer. I allowed it. I understand there was an attempt to return what Sylvia Vincent stole. The harvester must be brought back.” 
 “Maybe you missed it, but it’s here. Our request was simple. We get my mom…we get Sylvia Vincent and Hamish Townes back and you return us home. But the Melded are taking her with them.” 
 The engineer’s voice was somber. “Yes. They demanded the harvester once we departed from the Framework. We intended to leave peacefully. We never believed they would follow and attempt hostile action.” 
 “They’re here to steal it?” 
 “We aren’t willing to fight.” 
 Carmen waved her arms in frustration. “They can do that? Just take it and you’ll let them? What about this Framework and the other races there?” 
 “The council on the Framework has no enforcement authority. And not all member species are opposed to the seizure. Most haven’t completed meaningful repairs of their vessels and a few have proven unwilling to do so. We offered any who wish to upload and join us. But a vocal faction agrees with the Melded on their course of action and have declared a willingness to fight against the enemy. A minority among us within the simulation share this wish. They claim that all resources within the Framework should be turned over to their cause, including our harvester.” 
 “How does my mother fit in here?” 
 “They believe Sylvia Vincent retains control.” 
 She took a moment to process this. Why hadn’t the Cordice just told them about her and Jenna? If they were resigned to giving up the harvester, it would get the Melded off their spaceship. 
 Barrett had emerged from his place behind the console but hadn’t said a word. His face was damp and paler than before. He looked like he had just run a marathon and was ready to collapse. 
 A second red light popped up next to She Who Waits. The worm’s voice blared. 
 “Designate Primary Executive is requesting my assistance,” She Who Waits said. 
 Carmen scowled. “That wasn’t a request. It can wait.” 
 “The Primary Executive needs me to speak with designate Sylvia Vincent.” 
 “If he can talk to her, so can I. I’m asking you to let me talk to her first. Is she in there? Put me through.” 
 The Cordice engineer interjected. “After what your mother Sylvia did during the caretaker malfunction, we’ve restrained her so she can no longer access any systems.” 
 “What does that mean? She’s in prison?” 
 “Hardly. She has liberty within the simulation except for any external communications. She took advantage of us when she sent the harvester to Earth to bring you here.” 
 There was a story there, but Carmen suspected she had little time to hear it. Somehow Mom had duped the Cordice into letting her connect to a bot and had reset the encryption when commandeering the harvester. How long before the Primary Executive found out that her mom didn’t hold the keys anymore? 
 “Can you let her talk to me?” Carmen asked. 
 It took less than a second. The voice she next heard, crisp and clear over the Cordice communication system, was her mother’s. 
 “Hello, Carmen. You and Jenna made it this far. I’ve missed you so much and I love you. We’re so close. You’ve done well. And in a short while, we’ll all be together again.” 





 Chapter Thirty 
 Her mom’s voice. 
 Carmen knew it, and it didn’t sound confused like when they had encountered the mom-bot on board the first sphere. Yet her mother had made hundreds of transmissions during her journey to Mars. Newscasts, voicemail, video mail, and all the interviews during the lead-up to the mission. Barrett had made the point that it could be anyone using their mom’s image, voice, and speech pattern. 
 Carmen couldn’t shake the fresh suspicion that either the Melded or the Cordice might be willing to deceive her by ruse. They needed her and Jenna’s access to the harvester. Holding on to her mom would be their leverage. 
 One of She Who Waits’ red translation lights twinkled. The worm blurted a fresh command. She Who Waits replied in a short string of sounds that were as bubbly as the Primary Executive’s words, yet somehow polite. 
 Carmen didn’t get a translation. 
 But She Who Waits didn’t move and appeared content to wait and defy what might have been another summons, whether out of duty as a translator to Carmen and the Cordice or because of Carmen’s appeal to her. Her choice begged a new question. Did she or the rest of her kind, the Dragomen, have any preference in the outcome of who controlled the Cordice tech? 
 “Mom, are you okay?” 
 “Yes, honey. I’ve gotten used to being inside the simulation. It’s a dozen worlds and a hundred habitats perfectly recreated. There’s lifetimes of things to see and do. I’ve met people who lost their home planets and have learned so many of their stories. But Carmen, there’s an urgency to what happens next.” 
 “Wait. How do I know it’s really you?” 
 “What else can I tell you? Ask me something, then. Something only you know.” 
 Carmen thought of a dozen things from her own childhood, about Dad or their homes during their many moves before settling in Garden Village, California, or about Jenna and the grandkids. But if Barrett was right that the aliens might have the internet downloaded, then what secrets remained? 
 She leaned closer to the white light above the console. “Tell me something I don’t know. Why space?” 
 “I don’t understand, honey.” 
 “You were at the top of the age bracket for Mars candidates. You had two daughters and didn’t live anywhere close to Houston. You knew you weren’t going to get a first or even a second alternate spot. But still you signed up. Jen and I were both still in school. Dad wasn’t well. It was going to take you away for months at a time and if you were accepted you’d be gone for years. How could you?” 
 It was a question reporters had posed to her mom before using more polite language. Her mom’s answers were always pat, always guarded and pained as if the choice had been a near thing. But Sylvia Vincent had never asked her daughters, and Carmen had never put the question to her so bluntly. 
 Sylvia Vincent’s announcement to her family had been made over a Saturday spaghetti dinner.  
 “I’m going to Mars.” 
 That was it, end of discussion. The likelihood she would set foot on board the launch vehicle was slim. But she would enter the training program and participate in every facet of prep leading up to the mission just like the primary crew. 
 Her mom let out a sharp breath. “How could I not, Carmen? It’s what I raised you to believe. You could be anything, you and your sister. Nothing can stop any of us. I cared for you and you were never without.” 
 “We needed our mom.” 
 “And I didn’t stop being your mother by signing on to the mission. We talked every day when you were around. And I came home every chance I got. I’m sorry about your father. But I couldn’t put my life on hold for him and you shouldn’t have either.” 
 Had her mother just said that? “Caring for dad when he was going through chemo wasn’t me putting life ‘on hold.’” 
 “You know what I mean. He made his own choices. I wasn’t going to set aside mine. He left me. And you should have finished college. But Carmen, you know that my work was too important.” 
 “More important than us?” 
 “That’s a false dichotomy. You and Jenna are the most precious things in my life. But my career is meaningful. I believed in our mission as a country and as a planet. I still do, especially now. Look at everything you two have done to get here. I’m so proud of you.” 
 “Jenna lost her leg. We were nearly crushed when coming here. And we don’t know how we’re going to get home.” 
 “There’s a lot to discuss. But the Cordice helped Jenna and you’re both going to be okay. We just have this situation we need to solve. Now does that pass your test or do you have some Myers-Briggs nonsense in mind to see if I am who I say I am?” 
 The impatient remark, big words when she got testy, doubling down on how free her conscience was for what had happened between her and Dad… 
 Typical Mom. 
 “The Melded took your body. Why did they do that?” 
 “The Cordice related their debate with the Primary Executive. It appears the Melded leader believes I can be persuaded into giving up control of the harvester.” 
 Carmen tried to imagine her mom’s face somewhere beyond the white light. “So we give it to them.” 
 “It’s not that simple. When the Melded leave here they’ll turn their back on the other survivors on the Framework. It’s what the Cordice were going to do. But the Melded have their own plans, and aren’t afraid to use force.” 
 “She Who Waits explained some of it. It’s not our business. We have no way of understanding what’s involved between a group of aliens. If they’ll let you go, I’m going to tell Jenna to release the harvester into their control. The Melded will have no reason to keep you prisoner. And then one of them might be willing to bring us back home.” 
 Her mom laughed. “They made it our business when they led the enemy to our solar system. I haven’t been idle since the Cordice took me in. I’ve studied their history and as much about the Framework races as I could. Even if the Melded or anyone else was willing to simply ‘bring us back home,’ I wouldn’t go. I can make you and Jenna safe. And my work here is only just beginning.” 
 “What does that mean?” 
 “It means our world has a choice to make. And in case it’s too late for that, at least my family will be preserved from what’s about to happen.” 
 “This enemy is coming back?” 
 “Yes. And there won’t be time for Earth to do much about it. But here we have a chance, working with the Framework. With the harvester under our control, we have a say.” 
 Carmen clenched her jaw. “You mean leverage. You stole the Cordice ship. It doesn’t belong to you. Let the Cordice deal with it before you get the Melded and anyone else mad at us and our entire planet.” 
 “I know it’s a lot to process. You’re tired. After my first low orbit launch I slept for twelve hours. What I need is for you and Jenna to return ship authorization to me—” 
 The white light winked out. 
 Carmen waved her hand over the hologram console. “Mom, are you there?” 
 When it flashed back to life, Jenna spoke. “Car, it’s me. I was listening. But the Cordice just cut the channel. I can’t raise them.” 
 She Who Waits only had one of her red lights displayed. “According to the communication signature, it wasn’t the designate engineer but one of the other Cordice council leaders, designate not yet known, who severed your communication. I…please wait…I have new requests for service.” 
 The guard at the door hurried over. Said something in his metal voice and punctuated the order with his weapon. He was pointing it at She Who Waits. 
 “I am summoned,” she said, “and I cannot delay any longer.” 
 Carmen wanted to intervene but the Melded soldier didn’t look like he’d hesitate to fire. 
 Barrett stepped forward. He had been listening the whole time and hadn’t said a word. But now he addressed the soldier. “Hold on. Let me help you Melded. Take me to the Primary Executive and I can give him what he wants. He’s misread the situation.” 
 Carmen glared at him. “What are you doing?” 
 “Fixing this. You’re out of your depth.” 
 She Who Waits spoke with the guard. 
 Metal Voice replied to Barrett, the translation loud and clear: “What are you talking about, human? Repeat what you said.” 
 Carmen touched She Who Waits. “Don’t translate for him.” 
 Barrett shoved her and she stumbled to the floor. “Listen to me. If your boss wants the harvester, he doesn’t need Sylvia Vincent. Who he needs is his daughter Jenna and I can take you to her.” 
 As Carmen began to rise, Metal Voice wrapped a scintillating tentacle around her wrist. A jolt shot through her arm that made every part of her body tense up. She collapsed and the world faded to black. 





 Chapter Thirty-One 
 The pins and needles ran from head to toe, but the worst of it was an intense itch inside her nose and mouth. Carmen couldn’t move to rub her face of the irritant. She also couldn’t spit and felt as if she might choke if she swallowed. She had a mouthful of saliva that dribbled from her lips. 
 Voices around her, but none of them human. They all became a blur of sound. At least she could see well enough. 
 Barrett and She Who Waits were no longer in the audience chamber. Green Eye and Four Arms were back. Green Eye made a soft throat sound as he inspected her. He rolled her onto her back and kept her head propped up. Pressed something to her skin which beeped after a moment. He began fussing with a device while consulting a floating display. 
 What are you doing, she wanted to ask. Wanted to shove him away. Wanted to scream. But her throat and mouth remained paralyzed. What had Metal Voice done to her? 
 And where had Barrett gone? 
 At least she knew the answer to that one. He was handing them all over to the Melded Primary Executive, who would now know that it wasn’t Sylvia Vincent who controlled the Cordice harvester but her daughter Jenna. 
 She felt a sharp prick on her neck. 
 “Ow!” 
 Green Eye was putting away something the size of a thumb drive. He made an entry on the virtual screen, where a ghost outline of a humanoid hovered with body parts both colored and labeled. 
 The sensation on her skin was replaced by a steady itch. The tension in her throat eased and she managed to cough and spit. She surprised herself when she was able to scratch her nose and she took a moment to massage her mouth to rid it of the awful numbness.  
 “What did you do to me?” 
 Green Eye whipped up a pictograph and played it in a few different iterations, but the images told the story. A stick figure got a shock from a round figure, fell down, and was now sitting back up. Did Metal Voice hit her with a weapon or was it contact with his skin that had taken her out? 
 Whatever had happened, Green Eye had just reversed it. 
 She struggled to rise, but her legs wouldn’t cooperate. She leaned on the hologram console and managed to sit on it. Green Eye leaned in with a new gadget in hand but she slapped him away. He croaked amiably and put the device into his bag. Crusted blood gummed up the fur beneath his nose and mouth. 
 “Your boss…he’s not a nice one, is he?” 
 Four Arms clicked and Green Eye obediently collected his gear. Additional clicks followed, with more than a few of them directed at her. 
 She couldn’t manage a smile. “Don’t worry, I’m not going anywhere.” 
 The guards took their post at the door. Carmen didn’t think any bluff was going to get her out. She scooched to the end of the console and stared at where the light would appear. 
 “Jenna? Can you hear me?” 
 But her sister didn’t reply. Carmen noticed a loose panel the size of an electrical outlet on the floor. Beneath it she found melted wires. The console was no longer warm. 
 The audience chamber was cut off. She had no way of talking to Jenna unless she could escape. But her every movement felt unsteady. The Melded had her mom’s body while her mind remained locked up in the Cordice simulation. And Barrett was about to hand Jenna over to the Primary Executive. 
 She sat forward with her elbows on her knees and hung her head. 

Not going to cry…

 She took a deep breath before considering her guards. “I need to talk to you.” 
 They ignored her. 
 “Will one of you come over here?” 
 Four Arms clicked when Green Eye headed her direction. There was an exchange she couldn’t follow, and it was fast. She had seen several Melded and none of them appeared to belong to the same species. They also weren’t taking the time to write out pictographs like Green Eye had done for her. Green Eye crouched before her. 
 The “Do you want water?” slideshow began again. 
 “No, I’m not hungry or thirsty. I just want to know how I can talk to you without She Who Waits.” She pointed to his wrist device. “How can I get one of those?” 
 Green Eye responded with a bewildering stream of images and symbols. It was overwhelming and the flashing forced her to close her eyes. 
 “Stop, wait. Let’s start with letting me try to say something…anything. Can you understand me? Yes or no?” 
 He made a few starts of a new set of symbols but wiped them. Took a moment to tug at his chin hairs. Then an image of him as a rough drawing appeared and he croaked a two-syllable sound. 
 “O-vo.” 
 He repeated the noise a few times and then wiped the picture, replacing it with the stick figure. He thrust his chin at her. 
 “Is that supposed to be me?” 
 He waited. 
 She put a hand to her chest. Her heart was going like a jackrabbit. “I’m Carmen. Car-men. Human. From Earth.” 
 When it didn’t look like he followed, she made a circle in the air followed by a few imaginary dots. “Sun, planet, planet, Earth.” She pointed emphatically at the third dot. “That’s my home. I’m human. My name is Carmen.” 
 His mouth was hanging slightly open. Had she lucked out and gotten the one slow alien of the bunch? But she knew this process could take hours, weeks, or a lifetime. The thought that so many of them even used sound instead of psychic waves or smell or who knows what to communicate was amazing. But what sounds were the right ones? 
 She Who Waits was the key to this. 
 But Carmen was amazed when Green Eye’s bright eye twinkled. His wrist device played her voice. 
 “I’m Carmen Car-men human from Earth sun planet planet Earth that’s my home I’m human my name is Carmen.” 
 She let out a sigh. He had played back everything she had said and turned it into a blur of words. She touched herself. “Carmen.” She then placed a tentative hand on his chest and waited. He flinched. She felt him tremble. Was he as scared as she? Carmen doubted it. After all, he was the one carrying a gun. 
 “O-vo. O-vo. Ovo.” 
 “Ovo.” She touched her chest. “Carmen.” 
 Now that introductions were out of the way, she wanted to ask, “How about letting me go and helping me rescue my mom?” 
  But she didn’t want to put too much stock in Ovo’s politeness. He was one of the Melded. They were about to screw the Cordice and everyone else who belonged to the Framework by taking the harvester away. It was the key to fighting the enemy. She didn’t know enough to understand what losing it might mean for Jenna and her family back home. 
 A new pictograph appeared with a rough mock-up of his face, hers, and then a multi-armed slug or worm along with a four-armed humanoid and a few of the other soldiers she had seen. He made noises for each that she couldn’t replicate, but she got the point. They were all individuals with names even if she couldn’t pronounce them. 
 She pointed at the worm, then at Ovo’s nose and the dried blood. “Your boss. Asshole.” She then touched his arm device plugged into the carbon-black surface of his artificial limb. 
 “So how do I get one of those so we can talk better?” 
 He again jutted his chin and made more sounds. Four Arms called. 
 “Diplomacy session over?” she asked. 
 He took her hand and brought her to the door. Four Arms led the way into the hall. The worm was coming with She Who Waits following behind. Barrett and Metal Voice weren’t with them and the floating cylinder with her mother was no longer in the hallway. 
 She Who Waits had a fresh spiderweb of cracks on her clear shell along with a tiny hockey puck glued to her suit’s surface with a blue light in it. “Designate Primary Executive has directed me to instruct you to follow. We are going to the medical bay. Once there, I am commanded to relate that your sister will relinquish the ship into his care or you will suffer the consequences.” 





 Chapter Thirty-Two 
 Carmen kept trying to look at She Who Waits as they headed towards the medical bay. Whatever abuse she had suffered seemed superficial, but what would happen if her suit was destroyed? And what was the blinking puck attached to her? 
 She felt a chill at the thought of what it might be. 
 The Primary Executive wanted the harvester bad enough that it was willing to hurt others, be they neutral or allies or a being like She Who Waits, who was by all indications sworn to provide service to all who requested it. 
 Green Eye led her along as she struggled to keep up. Apparently they weren’t going fast enough. The Primary Executive grunted and Four Arms took over, hauling her by the arm and not caring that her legs weren’t keeping up as she tripped over her feet. Whatever poison was in her system wasn’t totally gone. 
 “What did they do to you?” Carmen asked She Who Waits. 
 She Who Waits’ tone remained as calm and pleasant as ever. “Designate Primary Executive reminded me of my duty and that my delays in service weren’t to be tolerated.” 
 “So he hit you? And what’s fixed to your suit?” 
 “A bomb.” 
 As matter of fact as if she had just told Carmen that lunch was ready. 
 Four Arms clicked at her. He was practically dragging her along now. The slug led the way and appeared to know where it was going. It stopped at the med bay door. It wasn’t opening. Perhaps Jenna still had control. But her heart sank as the door hissed open, no hacking required. 
 Had the Cordice resumed control of their home ship or had it only returned to its standard automated functions? 
 Jenna lay in the medical bed where they had left her. The Primary Executive slid over and opened it. The worm puffed twin gusts of stinking steam as it looked Jenna over before cutting loose with a sharp belch. 
 She Who Waits glided towards them. “Designate Primary Executive demands control of the harvester.” 
 Jenna blinked sleepily. Her eyes went wide when she saw the monster crouching above her. 
 The demand was repeated and She Who Waits translated, adding, “This is not a request. There will be consequences if you fail to cooperate.” 
 When Jenna hesitated to answer, the worm made the smallest gesture. Four Arms pressed down on Carmen’s neck, forcing her to kneel. She felt the barrel of the weapon press cold against the back of her neck. 
 Jenna gripped the sides of the bed and began to sit up. “Don’t hurt her!” 
 The worm blurped. She Who Waits translated. “Relinquish the encryption to me. My link is waiting on the harvester’s communication node. I demand access.” 
 “I will, I will. Just give me a minute. Carmen?” 
 The worm grumbled a command. Four Arms fired, the weapon uttering a sharp cough. Something impacted on the floor before her with a sharp smak! A round dent appeared in the metal tile, dusted with traces of a white powder. 
 Carmen trembled but waved a hand at Jenna. “I’m okay.” 
 “Release access now. The next shot won’t miss.” 
 Jenna let out a flustered cry as she settled in the bed. “I’m doing it. Don’t hurt her.” 
 She Who Waits made wet sounds as she relayed the message to the worm. The Primary Executive continued to loom over Jenna as the weapon’s barrel tapped Carmen’s head. 
 Carmen didn’t want to move a muscle. Tried to control her panicked breathing. “She Who Waits…can I speak to my sister without you translating?” 
 The telltale second red light appeared next to She Who Waits. The Primary Executive chuffed and glanced their way. With two red lights there was no hiding the fact that Carmen was talking to the translator. 
 “It is my duty to render translation when requested.” 
 Carmen felt a rising frustration that was equal to anything she’d felt when arguing with her mother. “Then do what you have to do. Jen, listen. Don’t do what the worm told you. I want you to link back in with the harvester. And then I need you to find the Melded ship and do whatever you can to get Mom out of there.” 





 Chapter Thirty-Three 
 That was it. 
 The worm had heard Carmen tell her sister to attack the Melded ship, and she’d be gunned down. Jenna too. Their mom would be a prisoner in body to the Melded and in soul with the Cordice. 
 But maybe some good would come out of demonstrating to the Cordice that not every human was a thief. Maybe they’d show Earth a kindness in return and at least warn them about the enemy before lighting off to whatever galaxies lay beyond the Milky Way. 
 Assuming they could get their own ship in order. 
 She exhaled sharply and wanted nothing more than to hold her sister’s hands in their final moments. 
 She Who Waits was edging away from the Primary Executive. The worm was shouting again and badgering her. Both lights had vanished. Had the Melded leader not received the translation of what Carmen had asked Jenna? 
 The other Melded got out of the way as the Primary Executive clobbered the translator, smashing She Who Waits with a sharp crack that sent her careening into a stack of machines. The worm massaged its knuckles as it closed in on her, then punched her again. She Who Waits bobbed as bands of bright purple appeared in the sands beneath the clear surface of her shell. A high-pitched mewling erupted from her. The Primary Executive reared up and tapped one of its augmentations. The bomb blinked more rapidly. 
 A red light wavered into existence between them. The worm growled. A second light blinked to life. 
 She Who Waits spoke crisply. “Designate Primary Executive wishes to know what you said.” 
 “Did that monster hurt you?” Carmen asked. 
 “My injuries are minor. The Primary’s query should be answered.” 
 “It’s got the guns. It’s got the power. Tell it we’re giving it everything it deserves.” 
 “Does designate Carmen Vincent wish for me to include the sarcastic tone modifier?” 
 “Let’s let the worm figure that out.” 
 She Who Waits began to communicate with the Primary Executive. It was a short conversation. The worm exhaled more gas before busying itself with a new floating interface. Four Arms relaxed, the barrel no longer pointing at her.  
 After a minute the worm closed its displays. “Why haven’t we received access yet?” 
 “My sister’s not a pilot or astronaut. Give her time!” 
 “And why is the harvester moving? It’s detaching from the Cordice ship. Tell her to stop.” The worm hurried to Jenna’s bed. “Stop! Our sensors show the ship reconfiguring itself. One of the harvester spheres is separating and approaching our frigate. Do not bring it closer. Do you understand?” 
 A small tremor ran through the medical bay. 
 “This is the last time I repeat myself. Cede access now.” 
 The room shuddered as a second wave of vibrations rolled through the ship. Several displays on the Primary Executive’s devices lit up. The worm scanned them and began furiously tapping and swiping at multiple screens. The Melded leader began shouting again but it was nothing that She Who Waits translated. 
 The meaning was clear. 
 Jenna was moving the harvester. A distant shriek of tearing metal was followed by a sharp crash and more shaking. A series of pings and chirps echoed through the halls. The pale lights above shifted to orange. 
 She Who Waits translated the warning message. “Designate Cordice home ship computer’s automated warning states a hull breach.” 
 As if punctuating her declaration, the ship heaved. Was Jenna trying to destroy the Cordice ship? 
 The worm tore Jenna from her bed. It shook her and shouted before casting her to the floor. It then pointed its weapon at her. 
 “Recall the harvester.” 
 Jenna raised her hand. “Wait, I’m disconnected—” 
 The worm’s weapon popped. Jenna yelped and collapsed. Carmen got up to run to her but was clubbed down by Four Arms. He and Green Eye began shouting, first at the worm and then at each other as Green Eye moved to shield Carmen. 
 The Primary Executive ignored all of it as it slid past Jenna’s body and began to plug a wire from its helmet into the hospital bed. 
 No one stopped Carmen as she crawled for Jenna. “Jen? Jen? Oh god, no, please.” 
 Her sister wasn’t moving. Blood pooled beneath her. She was still naked except for the weblike dressing on her leg stump. Carmen pulled Jenna onto her lap and wiped hair from her face. Pink spittle foamed from her mouth. The few bits of first aid knowledge in her head were a blur. Shouldn’t move her. Call 911. Signal for help. But all Carmen could do was stare as Jenna gasped. 
 Her sister was dying. 
 Green Eye crouched next to her. Burped a word. Repeated it. Began to assemble an animated infographic. But Jenna ignored him. If they were going to be executed, then she wasn’t moving from her sister’s side. 
 She Who Waits translated. “Designate Melded Ovo of the Onoman tribe wishes to provide medical aid and requests for you to move.” 
 “We need to put her in a bed. The bots can heal her.” 
 “Designate Primary Executive forbids it. Ovo’s tone is sincere, Carmen Vincent. Please allow him to help.” 
 Carmen was numb as she rose to allow Ovo to come to Jenna’s side. He took her head and laid her out on her back. Carmen had to lean on She Who Waits to not sink to her knees. She felt helpless as the Melded soldier began to touch her sister with one of his devices. A multitude of screens appeared and he took a moment to consult them. 
 “Please do something.” 
 The wound was below her sternum. He produced a small tube and pressed it to her skin. A dark oil seeped out and spread across her belly and chest and raced into her wound. Jenna convulsed. 
 “What is he doing?” 
 Green Eye spoke without looking up. “These are microdroplet machines which will close the wound. They will repair the damage as best as possible for now until we can access one of our automated doctors on our frigate or the medical bed here.” 
 The red light next to She Who Waits flickered as Four Arms snipped a comment that didn’t get translated. 
 “Tell him to be careful,” Carmen said. “Tell him to ask his boss to let her onto the bed. The harvester is his.” 
 “He won’t,” Green Eye replied. “The medical bed has an information and communication node and she could once again access the harvester, at least until the Cordice home ship’s link is disabled or the encryption key is changed. Be patient; your sister will live.” 
 The worm belched. A steady plume of gas rose from its helmet. But it wasn’t talking to anyone, and to Carmen it sounded like a string of expletives. Whether the Primary Executive was able to connect to the harvester wasn’t certain, but it wasn’t liking what it found. Green Eye continued to busy himself with her sister. Four Arms was checking his wrist. The skull-like features of his face looked perpetually angry. But for the moment he wasn’t paying her any attention. 
 Carmen let go of She Who Waits and moved to the bank of machines. The two newly assembled medical beds lay at the far end of the room. She rolled her feet as she walked, cursing the soft squeak one of her sneakers made with every step. Four Arms remained distracted. Green Eye glanced up at her, but whether he understood what she was doing, she couldn’t tell, and he returned his attention to Jenna. She made it to the first of the beds and climbed inside. 
 A jolt ran through her. It felt like an electric pulse surging down her spine and nothing as seamless as when she had taken her position on the couch inside the harvester. The home ship was older tech, she reminded herself. Still miraculous, by Earth standards. But the harvester was the piece of cutting-edge design that everyone wanted. 
 She relaxed her mind. Cursed Agent Barrett as she looked for the virtual connection. If he hadn’t revealed that Jenna was the one in control, her sister wouldn’t be dying. But he had left out one key piece of information. 
 Sylvia Vincent had given the key to the harvester to both of her daughters. 
 The linkup to the Cordice network hung in the virtual space like a neon sign. The harvester node lay just beyond it, prominent next to what she knew was the gateway to the Cordice simulation. An unlabeled new connection was trying to attach to the harvester without success. With a thought Carmen reached past the failing linkup. She guessed this was the Primary Executive trying to crack the encryption. If the Melded could breach the doors on the Cordice ship, no doubt he’d breach the harvester’s virtual lock if given enough time. 
 Carmen grabbed hold of the node. She didn’t have to do anything else. The encryption key didn’t require anything as mundane as a password. It was her, her mind, her being, something about her that Mom had set into place, which unlocked the harvester and handed the controls over. 
 She was in. 
 Now all she had to do was rescue her mom, save her sister, and get the Melded to surrender their claim to the harvester before she was discovered and executed. 





 Chapter Thirty-Four 
 Having one’s mind shoved into the virtual cockpit of a spaceship was like having a thousand television screens flickering on at once. 
 Jenna had called it overwhelming. The sensation was like drinking from a firehose. Scores of systems on a ship that could separate into a hundred independent vessels. Data feeds. Sensor inputs. Vaults of records that could take a lifetime to understand and process, from a ship which had been active for hundreds of years. Every selection on the virtual controls took a precious second to comprehend, as a daemon assisted with a rough translation that informed her of what each might do. 
 When she had logged into the ship the first time she had experienced a time disconnect. But now every moment counted. Even the smallest distraction might cost her minutes in real time, and at any second the Primary Executive would realize she had swiped the ship away before he could hack it. 
 The harvester continued to shadow the Cordice home ship. But a pair of spheres had detached. One followed so close it was almost touching the rear section of the home ship’s spine. The second one was larger and had done the heavy lifting. Or, in this case, the crashing. It remained lodged between the home ship and the Melded vessel. 
 How much damage had Jenna done? 
 Carmen wanted a better view. The trailing sphere obliged. 
 The Melded ship was a giant lumpy cigar box fixed with too many spokes and arrays, making it look like something made up of spare parts in a machine head’s garage. Her nephews had built neater spaceships with their knockoff Lego sets. Its front appeared to have suffered damage, as a small cloud of debris drifted from it. It still was connected to the Cordice home ship by a membrane attached to its front. The harvester’s gray sphere lay wedged against its bow. Frozen clouds of crystals floated off, no doubt vented air from the crash. The Cordice vessel had suffered as well, as the surface of a section of its spine was bent in and cracked. 
 She could withdraw the spheres and send the harvester off somewhere where she could find a way to shut off its data nodes to keep the Melded out. But it wouldn’t be enough to only deprive them of the ship. Her mom remained aboard their vessel. And Jenna… 
 She didn’t want to think about her sister. So much blood. Carmen focused on the ship and what she might do. 
 The crashed sphere was too big. How to utilize something the size of a freight train engine to perform a rescue? 
 The harvester instantly wanted her to understand how to better use the ship, but the detour for a crash course in gathering hydrogen for the reactor would take too long. She fought to stay focused and found what she needed inside the sphere. 
 What had Mom called it? 
 A spindlebot. 
 She didn’t hesitate. With a thought she was in the waiting machine. 
 The prickling heat across her “skin” made her want to gasp. But she didn’t have lungs or a mouth to cry out with, or skin for that matter, only sensors and displays and a speaker. This time she didn’t lose her balance as she asserted control. She focused on what the bot could feel and see and hear. 
 The interior of the sphere was perfect silence. No lights, but the spindlebot could see everything. The floor was solid beneath her and there was a slight pull downward as the ship moved and turned along with the Cordice vessel now that they were attached. 
 The home ship rotated vertically on its axis as its rings turned. But even without the benefit of the simulated gravity, her bot’s feet clung to the floor with magnetic attachments that caused each step to clack as if she were wearing tap shoes. 
 Her skin continued to itch. A phantom sensation, she knew, but couldn’t resist the need to touch her arms and shoulders as if to scratch a dry patch of skin. 
 She walked to the opposite side of the sphere. The hallway took a moment to depressurize. With a thought she opened an external hatch. The last remnants of atmosphere puffed out of the airlock. 
 The white hull of the Cordice home ship stood almost within reach. 
 She disconnected the magnetic seal on the spindlebot’s feet and lunged forward, her hands and feet touching the neighboring craft’s hull and fixing to it. Then she crawled. The bot’s programming helped her move as if this were an action she had done dozens of times before. She crept on all fours and kept her head low, sidling along like a metal spider as she navigated the bent and broken section of ship and headed towards the Melded spacecraft. 
 Her interface suggested three paths to access the Melded ship. One was the direct route, crawling to a point on the membrane where she felt confident she could tear through it and enter the Melded vessel’s forward airlock. She could also cross over the spine to another of the home ship’s airlocks, but that would take time. The third option was the fastest. 
 She could jump to the hull of the Melded ship and access an auxiliary hatch. 
 Mars’s smaller moon, Deimos, occupied the horizon beyond the intertwined wreck like a greenish-white river stone. Above her, below her, and to her sides was nothing but space. If she missed she’d fly off. 
 Correction: the bot would fly off. The thought barely comforted her; the immersion was too perfect. But the ship brain that had provided the calculation wasn’t showing her how to destroy part of itself. The jump, according to the heads-up display, was as certain of a waypoint destination as a map app telling her to drive a block, make two right turns, and park at her destination. 
 She jumped. 

Clack-clack-clack-clack.

 A perfect four-point landing. 
 The surface felt slick and her hands barely clung to it even with the magnetic assist. Snatching at a brace, she found a fingerhold, pulled herself in, and leaped from spar to rung to array, using the ship’s cluttered exterior like a jungle gym. 
 The exterior hatch wouldn’t open. 
 She tapped the panel, pushed at what appeared to be a touchpad, and considered several recessed knobs and flush handles, wondering which would open the airlock. 
 Apparently the harvester system didn’t have a translation unit for Melded ship architecture. The spindlebot might be strong enough to tear the hatch open, but then what? 
 This was supposed to be a rescue mission. And how many more Melded might be on board? While the Primary Executive hadn’t hesitated to shoot Jenna, an escalation like killing the crew of an entire ship by exposing them to the vacuum of space would have repercussions. She decided to navigate to the membrane connecting the two vessels so she could enter via the main airlock. It would take time, and perhaps this one wouldn’t allow her access either, but it was the best alternative. 
 Before she could move, the hatch popped open, venting a burst of gas before slowly yawning wide before her. She paused to peer inside. She hadn’t done anything to cause it to open. But if this was some automatic function on the Melded ship granting her access, she didn’t want to squander the opportunity. The auxiliary airlock wasn’t large and she’d need to scrunch down to get the spindlebot in. She didn’t hesitate. Once she was through the hatch the door closed again. 
 Several screens blinked graphs and lights as air swirled around her. 
 The interior door opened. A rounded hallway lay beyond lit by amber overhead lights, spacious compared to the Cordice home ship. Mismatched panels covered the walls and floor. Her feet found purchase on the gratings. She had one direction she could go. Someone had let her in and she needed to find out who and why. If they wanted to capture the spindlebot then she was going to go down fighting. 
 The Melded ship had pressure and atmosphere. Was it compatible? Her display didn’t show and there wasn’t time to find out. Get Mom and then go for Jenna and her own body inside the medical bay. Hope that the spindlebot might stand up to the Melded weapons. 
 She still had no idea what to do if she ran into Agent Barrett. 
 A hatch at the end of the corridor opened as she approached, revealing a wide room laid out with a dozen flight couches not unlike the ones on board She Who Waits’ shuttle. A pair of larger ones were of sufficient size to accommodate a fat worm. 
 All the portals exiting the space were closed save one, which opened into another room. 
 Her mother stood inside. She looked up at her. 
 “Hello, Carmen, you brave girl. You came for me.” 





 Chapter Thirty-Five 
 Sylvia Vincent stepped into the doorway. She wore a gauze-thin, sheetlike gown that appeared to be made of the spider silk the cockroaches had used on Jenna’s leg. 
 Carmen took a moment to search her sensors to confirm there was air inside the Melded vessel. Stifled a curse as new screens kept popping up into her field of vision. She dismissed them. 
 “Mom, can you breathe?” 
 “Of course.” 
 Her mom tried to reach out to her but she was tethered to something restricting her movement. Lines like electric cords ran to her back, arms, and legs as if she were a marionette at the end of her strings. 
 “I’d hug you,” Sylvia said, “but it appears we’re both not quite ourselves.” 
 She retreated into her room, the filaments and tubes connected to her going slack and trailing on the floor. 
 Carmen hurried to the doorway in case it might close and locked her hand inside the portal. Her mom went to a low bench and sat. Her empty cylinder stood nearby along with a pair of machines where the cords were attached. One of the machines hummed while the second hissed and pumped dark fluid towards her through a translucent tube. 
 A brilliant violet light radiated down from the ceiling. It deepened the shadows on her mom’s face and reflected on a patch of metal fixed to the back of her skull where the hair had been shaven off. 
 A bloated bug the size of a house cat sat on top of a console and was operating a virtual display. It stared at Carmen with one of its eyestalks as its many small arms continued to tap at the phantom keys. 
 “What is it doing to you?” 
 Her mom gave her a tranquil smile. “It’s okay, honey. I’m okay. The Melded doctor is helping me.” 
 “Helping you—wait, what? I’m here to get you out of here. What doctor?” 
 “Why, this little fellow. We only have the rough Melded translator computer going, so I don’t have a name from him yet. I’m not sure he has one. So ‘Doctor’ will have to do.” 
 “I’m taking you out of here.” 
 Sylvia took up one of the slack cords onto her lap as if tidying up. “I’m afraid that’s not possible.” 
 Carmen could reach the bug in an instant, crush it, tear the cords from the machine. But what were they doing to her? 
 She tried to summon the loudest voice she could. “Hey, Doctor! Let her go or I tear your ship apart!” 
 The bug kept staring with its one eye as the other eye remained glued to the screen. 
 “You think I’m joking?” 
 Carmen stepped into the room and brought her free hand down on one of the machines. It smashed the frame and caused several lights to start blinking wildly. This got the bug’s full attention and it raised a dozen tiny arms and a quartet of wings as if trying to make itself look bigger. 
 “Honey, stop!” Sylvia shouted. “Can’t you see they’re fixing me? If you break that it will cost us hours. You already damaged their ship and the diagnostics are taking longer than expected. Just calm down. Why are you even here with the spindlebot? I almost didn’t let you in until the ship computer identified you.” 
 “What do you mean you let me in? They have you prisoner.” 
 “We haven’t talked enough for you to know everything. The Primary Executive might be a bully, but it can be reasoned with, when you take the time to understand where it’s coming from. So knock it off with this foolishness. There’s too much at stake for you to be acting the child.” 
 Crazy. Her mom had gone crazy. “The Primary Executive shot Jenna.” 
 This got her mom’s attention. “What do you mean?” 
 “The worm was raging when we wouldn’t surrender the harvester without giving you up first. She’s barely hanging on. These people aren’t your friends!” 
 “I didn’t say they were. Just a moment. I’ll speak with the Primary Executive.” 
 “Wait. Don’t tell that creep I’m here. I’m still on board the Cordice ship inside their medical bay.” 
 “Carmen, honey, I’m sure the Primary Executive’s already figured that out when you showed up on board their ship. Now let me talk to the Primary. And hand over the harvester. It will solve all of this. Trust me.” 
 Carmen felt a jolt of anxiety run down her spine and almost disconnected from the spindlebot. She wanted to run and hide until the nightmare ended. She’d wake up in bed with her sister fine, her nephews wanting her as a babysitter, and her dad needing his dishes washed while her mom was away on some mission but coming back, always coming back. 
 With a thought she focused on her body. Disconnecting would be as easy as a thought. The med bay and its machines hummed around her. The blustering voice of the Primary Executive boomed. Warm air circulated from the medical bed beneath her. 
 She could release, unlock, and end it all by handing the ship over. 
 “I can’t give it to them. Not until they let you go.” 
 “As you can see, I’m not a prisoner. When the Cordice rescued Lieutenant Townes and me, I was suffering hypoxia and my heart had stopped. They got us stabilized before uploading us to the simulation. But my body was never fixed.” She flexed a hand. Touched the back of her head. “But the Melded are getting me back on my own feet. We can do the same for Hamish. They’ll fix Jenna. The Primary Executive is only doing what it has to because the Cordice are a divided people and they hold the key to any of us surviving.” 
 “But the harvester doesn’t belong to the Melded.” 
 “It will now. I took it so I could bring you and Jenna here. We use the harvester and fix the rest of the ships of the Framework. Then we do what none of the red shifters would dare to try…we take the fight to the enemy.” 
 “Why would you bring us here?” 
 “I know what happened to Earth. I studied what the enemy did while inside the simulation. The only reason our planet survived was that they didn’t stick around to finish the job. That doesn’t mean they’re not throwing rocks our way as we speak. Because what they did to our planet was an afterthought when they attacked the refugee fleet. The only reason the Framework survived was because they were running late to the rendezvous and none of their ships had antimatter drives to attract attention. But we can get what remains of the Framework fixed up enough and survive to fight the next battle. And this one will be on our terms. We need the harvester.” 
 “We? You talk like you’re one of them.” 
 “I’m no more a Melded than you are a robot. But that doesn’t mean we should sit back meekly and let these aliens make our choices for us. The Melded have the technology to preserve my life and I accept it, just like you’ve considered the ear implants we’ve talked about.” 
 “It’s a little different, Mom.” 
 “You know what I mean. The Cordice own a ship more advanced than any of the Framework races possess. They were going to flee without helping the rest of the survivors. Without it, rebuilding and preparing the remaining ships within an adequate timeframe isn’t possible. Anyone left will be forced to scatter and hide only to be hunted down. This is the last chance any of us will ever have of uniting in the face of our foe.” 
 “What about Earth? You went through all this trouble just to bring Jenna and me here? Have you forgotten Dad? And Zach and Landon?” 
 “We’ll save who we can. But there’s so little time. Do as I say and let go of the harvester. You won’t be hurt. I’ll be sure Jenna is brought straight here and made better.” 
 “You still haven’t explained why all of this can’t be done with the Cordice helping. The harvester is theirs. They saved you and Lieutenant Townes. Their caretaker may be broken but they’re not evil. So why are the Melded here to take the harvester by force?” 
 “Because the Cordice take too long in making their decisions. And before I stole the harvester they were about to leave the Framework to its fate. It’s that simple. We’re in a fight for our lives. You know what the Melded call the ones who are content to fly from system to system to hide until they’re flushed out by the enemy? Burrowers. Like a gopher digging down to evade a nuclear bomb. I don’t understand your reluctance. You want me safe? Here I am. Stop being obstinate.” 
 “You’re saying all this with wires stuck in your head attached to a Melded machine. Is that even you? When you first picked us up you were confused. How do I know it hasn’t happened again?” 
 “Another quiz, honey?” 
 “No. I’m too tired for all that. But it’s not adding up. I told you the Primary Executive shot Jenna. You barely reacted. If I give the ship back to them, what guarantee do I have they won’t just kill us?” 
 Sylvia Vincent dropped the cord in her lap and stood up. “You’re being melodramatic. I’m safe. You are too. Jenna will be made better and then we can spend as much time as needed talking.” 
 She looked down at her mom’s face. It was her eyes, her skin, her voice. If she were a simulation or an animated puppet or a terminator wearing her skin, she wouldn’t be so perfectly confounding. Something about their exchange reminded Carmen of that Saturday night dinner. 

I’m going to Mars.

 It was as if she were about to make a new announcement, had set the table and placed the pasta and salad before them, had the parmesan cheese ready along with the basket of steaming hot garlic bread. 
 What wasn’t she telling her? 
 All Carmen had to do was unplug. Releasing the ship would be as simple as leaving a door open for the Primary Executive. 
 She opened her eyes. It took a moment to adjust. She still saw what her bot saw—her mom, the Melded operating room, the bug doctor—while simultaneously seeing her bed and the racks of Cordice machinery in the home ship medical bay. 
 She kept her voice as soft as possible. “She Who Waits, I need you.” 
 A moment later, the Dragoman appeared next to her bed. 
 “It’s important. I’m going to go to the Cordice simulation. Help me speak to them. Can you do that?” 
 She winced as the telltale red light popped into view. There would be no hiding the fact they were communicating. She could only hope the big worm and his flunkies were distracted. Or they were waiting on Sylvia Vincent to convince her wayward daughter to give them what they wanted. 
 When a third field of vision crossed her eyes it was too much. She let go of the bot and allowed the medical bay to fade even as she heard the Primary Executive bark. The worm was close, and getting closer. 
 She only had a moment before it would be on her. 
 Burning rocks rained on the Cordice capital. The sky broiled in rings of steam. The last act of their civilization unfolded and it was as harrowing as the first time she had witnessed it. 
 “I don’t have time to see this. I need to talk to you.” 
 The largest of the Cordice habitats, large drums housing millions, were fractured by missiles of carbon and ice hurtling from the blackness like runaway starships. The blazing battering rams obliterated everything they touched. A handful of ships attempted to flee past plumes of smoke rising into the stratosphere. 
 “Stop! I know what happened to your world. You’ll lose the last of what you have if you don’t let me speak. Is the engineer here? Are you listening?” 
 A comet with a tail of flame was about to strike the mountains near the city. The survivors of the initial stage of the disaster gathered in a park and huddled together, helplessly watching their end approach. 
 The scene froze. 
 Whereas last time Carmen could only see the disaster from a distant vantage point, she now caught a zoomed-in glimpse of the Cordice themselves. A layer of soft green was laid out on top of each of the metal frames. Some were four-legged, while others stood upright on two and a few ran about like centipedes of various sizes. Each colony of fungal growth was an individual with a consciousness unique to itself. 
 With the selection of any of the simulation’s interfaces, she could learn so much more, live out hundreds, no, billions of lives in ways too wonderful for her body and mind to fully understand. There were sights, smells, tastes, and so many kinds of touch along with new words for senses she didn’t possess. But also there was music, symphonies of whispers and sagas told in the First Caves beneath the lofty spires of granite. 
 She could learn their music and bring her own. Hear it. Feel it. Play and be heard. 
 “Join us.” 
 Not the engineer. A new voice. 
 “I am the historian. I’m glad we could speak. Your mother introduced you and your sister to us and we are waiting.” 
 “I don’t understand.” 
 “We can release your mother to the Melded as that is her wish. But first they require our harvester. It is a small price to pay for our continued existence. Then our new worlds can be a home to you, your sister, and any of your kind who wish to come if they are ready.” 
 “Where’s the other guy? The engineer?” 
 “I am facilitating communications now.” 
 “And it’s the wish of your people for me to give the Melded the harvester?” 
 There was a garble as if several voices were trying to speak at once. It took the historian a moment to answer. “It is our wish.” 
 More voices, but these didn’t sound like they were on the same channel as the historian. They were in the room with her, inside the medical bay. She Who Waits was speaking, as was the Primary Executive. 
 Carmen opened her eyes. 
 She Who Waits had the translation light hanging between them. “There is a second communication coming through from the Cordice. They are begging you not to—” 
 A sharp bang sent She Who Waits reeling, knocking her over. She bobbed back up high enough to reveal a gaping hole in her shell, which leaked gas and a fine gray powder. Quivering tentacles probed the air beyond the open hole. She collapsed and didn’t rise again. 
 The bomb. 
 The Primary Executive had detonated it. 
 The worm blurted a short command. Then the monster leaned over Carmen’s bed and reached inside to grab her. 





 Chapter Thirty-Six 
 The Primary Executive took hold of Carmen with four hands and shook her. 
 She braced herself as she felt the connection to the simulation slipping. The historian’s voice kept chirping but it had lost all its meaning and it finally faded as the contact was severed. 
 “Let go!” she cried. “Let go of me or I destroy it!” 
 She clung to a rail inside the bed. When he tried to dislodge her she bit the worm’s hand and instantly regretted it as an acidic burn filled her mouth. But it let out a surprisingly high-pitched yip and flinched, releasing her. The worm reared back and brought up its weapon. 
 “I’ll crash it into Mars.” 
 It pressed the barrel to her head. 
 “I’ll do it,” she whispered. 
 Would it even understand her? A display on his wrist popped up, which he scanned. The worm’s body shook. It began a series of short wheezy coughs. Foul steam erupted from its helmet vents. Was it laughing at her again? 
 Even if she could reconnect to the harvester, it would take more than a moment to do anything. Crashing it would require more than the flick of a switch. There were fail-safes to avoid destruction. And all the worm had to do was pull the trigger. 
 It knew that and the thought of her threat had made it laugh. 
 Her mom’s voice spoke from the Primary Executive’s wrist device. “I asked it not to hurt you. But there’s no more time for this. The encryption is a scan of your nervous system. If you can’t find how to reset it so the Primary Executive can take control, then disconnect. It will take it from there once you’re up. You won’t be hurt. Do you understand?” 
 “I hear you, Mom.” 
 She had seconds left before the Primary Executive lost patience and tore her from the bed. With a thought she found the encryption key. Deleting it would be a simple command now that she was examining the proper virtual menu. Then she would only have to log out. 
 But her exchange with the historian had been troubling. Something continued to feel wrong with the Cordice. He was in a sudden hurry when before they had been engaged in lengthy deliberation. She felt certain they remained divided and the decision to surrender the harvester was being made under duress. 
 And her mom had joined the side that was willing to shoot Jenna and murder She Who Waits. 
 “I’ve found the encryption commands,” she said. She heard her mom reply but the words were muddy as Carmen let the medical bay fall away. 
 Carmen navigated the ship controls. Focused on the sphere still lodged between the home ship and the Melded vessel. So many commands. But some of what the ship could do was automated with strings of programming that would require little of an operator or no input whatsoever once set in motion. 
 The harvester, as it turned out, could harvest. 
 It only required a thought and the sphere began to change shape. Each component of the harvester could act as a section of a broad gathering web to collect particles and gas from a variety of mediums ranging from an atmosphere to the vacuum of space. It could also dismantle space rocks. 
 The surface of the sphere opened like a metal palm with a dozen fingers. The sphere blossomed out and curled backward, the tips of the fingers clamping down on the Melded ship’s hull. 
 “Mom, if you’re listening, if anyone is listening, tell that fat worm to back off or I tear its ship to pieces.” 
 Her mom was on board their frigate. So was Agent Barrett and any number of Melded. She guessed they had emergency measures. But once her harvester got to work, the Melded ship wouldn’t stand a chance. 
 A hand had her by the throat and was squeezing. The worm shouted. Raged. 
 Carmen lost touch with the harvester as the Primary Executive tore her away from the com node. 
 The worm shook her. Threw her down. The gun popped as a projectile exploded next to her head. The floor was covered in a sticky residue that continued to ooze from the shattered remains of She Who Waits’ translucent shell. One of her tentacles had emerged as if reaching for something but now lay limp, the skin darkening and mottled. 
 A steady vibration ran through the floor. 
 Carmen’s throat ached and she could only speak in a whisper. “Say goodbye to your ship.” 
 The Primary Executive thrust a wrist in her face. Her mom’s voice said, “Carmen, stop the harvester.” 
 Another shudder, this one more violent. 
 “No,” Carmen said. “The worm wants it so badly? I’m disconnected. Go ahead and take it. I hope it can hack the encryption in time. But you’d better evacuate their ship.” 
 “This isn’t a game!” 
 “I know that, Mom. Do you? What’s to stop him from killing all of us?” 
 “Because we have a deal with the Melded Primary—me along with many of the Cordice. He lets you and Jenna live inside the simulation if I get him the harvester. He sets aside resources so their ship continues to function. It’s the only way.” 
 A muffled boom caused the other Melded in the medical bay to freeze in place and stare at the ceiling as if it was all about to come down on top of them. And it might. Would the harvester stop after tearing the Melded vessel apart, or would it continue to dissect the Cordice home ship? 
 New bright screens lit up on the Primary Executive’s display. The symbols in each window had gotten larger. Most were flashing. 
 The worm snatched her up. With its weapon slung, the creature had her with all six hands. She fought but it was no good. The Primary Executive was strong enough to tear her limb from limb. Its foul breath choked her as it pulled her close to its helmet. 
 She saw her own terrified reflection in the visor. 
 The worm pressed her down into the medical bed. Barked. 
 “Stop it, Carmen!” her mom’s voice shouted. 
 “Not until all of them get out of this room and put me in touch with the Cordice engineer.” 
 “There’s no time—” 
 “It’s not a request. If they’re not back in their airlock in five minutes, the harvester is going to eat not only their ship but this one. No one gets what they want.” 
 The worm reared back for a moment. Had her mom relayed the message? With a grunt it surged towards the exit door. The rest of the Melded followed. Carmen didn’t wait to see if they left. She reconnected. 
 The harvester had scalped a portion of the hull off the rearmost hump of the Melded ship. Numerous arrays and one freestanding tower lousy with antennae had been pulverized. The harvester had breached one of the ship’s center sections, which had been under pressure. Gas vented from a gaping tear, shooting a white cloud of crystallized air into the black. An external rack had been torn open and nearly detached, revealing several long tubes. 
 Other harvester fingers had closed onto new sections of the hull. They started scraping. Armor plating and an external tank broke free as easy as peeling the skin off an onion. 

Stop.

 With the command, the harvester froze in place. 
 The airlocks and retractable passageway between the Melded vessel and the home ship remained intact. Moments later the worm retreated to the Melded ship, followed by the guards. 
 She had done it. They had withdrawn. 
 Though she knew she should keep watching, she disconnected and fell as she climbed out of the bed. Her mother was over there. She had tried to save her. Had she been infected or brainwashed? There was no knowing. But their conversation had felt as frustrating as any Carmen had had with her mom before the mission. 
 She got up and hurried to Jenna’s side. Her sister lay on the floor. Still breathing, but it was weak. Blood continued to seep from the wound in her belly. Whatever first aid green-eyed Ovo had administered either wasn’t working or needed more attention. Jenna’s skin was clammy and sweat beaded her face. Carmen scooped her up and placed her in the bed. Waited. 
 Nothing happened. 
 Where were the little robots that would make her better? 
 Carmen looked helplessly up at the ceiling as if someone might be watching. If there was an automated system in place, it was ignoring her. 
 “Is anyone there? How do I turn this on?” 
 She walked around the bed, a growing sense of helplessness twisting inside her. She had come so far, found her mother only to lose her, and now she was about to watch her sister die. 
 The only noise came from the soft hum and clicks of whatever machinery worked behind the walls. Her stomach growled obscenely. She was alone and she could only guess as to what would come next. Maybe no one would come. She would be allowed to starve. Or the Cordice historian, still in control within the simulation, would just open a hatch and blow her into space, or vent the air and suffocate her. 
 If the worm returned, would she even fight? She didn’t know if she had the strength to rush back to the bed and reconnect to the harvester. They had called her bluff. She wouldn’t murder them and she wouldn’t kill her mother. 
 And who was she to stop any of it? An enemy who could devastate worlds? A culture of billions divided and living inside a computer, and she had the audacity to tell them how to use their spaceship? And the Melded…whatever they were. Warrior-like opportunists? Bullies? And why had her mother even thrown her hat in with them? 
 She gripped Jenna’s hand and tried to remember anything from church that would console her. 
 Motion caught her eye. 
 Next to She Who Waits’ body, the two drones bobbed at ankle level, like obedient dogs waiting for their master to rise. The limp tentacles had shriveled further. The translator had helped them beyond her “designation” and that had cost her everything. 
 Carmen went to her and touched one of She Who Waits’ slack limbs. It twitched. 
 “You’re…alive?” 
 But even as no answer came, Carmen pushed the broken suit pieces aside. They were as light as plastic. A residue of the sandy stuff was scattered around her. The tentacle was attached to a thicker stump or stalk that had multiple limbs attached. There was no visible head, no face, no obvious eyes or ears or anything. But this was She Who Waits, and she was as light as a child as Carmen pulled her free of the shell. 
 Carmen took her to the medical bed she had used to connect with the network and placed her inside. 
 “Tell it to help you. The Cordice will listen. Hello? You have to help her. It’s She Who Waits and she’s dying. Is anyone there?” 
 When she didn’t get a reply she slapped the frame of the bed. Whispered, “If you’re still alive, you’ve got to tell this thing to fix you like you did for Jenna.” 
 The twitching through She Who Waits’ body subsided. She had been denied the atmosphere within her suit for so long. And what other damage might she have suffered from the explosion? 
 Carmen kneeled and leaned on the bed frame. She barely noticed one of the floating bots close in. A red light popped up on top of the tiny metal blimp. She backed away from the bed as the top sealed. A thick mist filled the compartment around She Who Waits. Carmen tried to see anything through the congealing air. Did the Cordice medical technology know what to do? 
 She yelped with fright when Jenna’s bed also closed. The cockroach bots were back and they began to swarm over her sister’s body. Carmen hurried to the bed and watched as they started to fill the projectile wound with the white gauze threads. 
 “Thank you, thank you, thank you,” she babbled. Her eyes burned with tears. 
 She Who Waits’ voice came from the light on top of the little robot. “What is your designation, Carmen Vincent?” Her voice sounded softer than before, distant, and dreamy. 
 “I don’t understand.” 
 “Your designation. While on Earth.” 
 “What do you mean? You know my name.” 
 “I understand what designate Sylvia Vincent calls you, and what designate Jenna Vincent and designate Agent Raymond Barrett call you. But what is your purpose?” 
 What did she want to hear? A job description? That she was a wastewater tech in her last attempt at gainful employment? A musician? A caretaker? 
 “I’m happy you’re alive. But I don’t know what to tell you. I’m a daughter and sister and maybe you and I are friends if that’s possible.” 
 “I’m trying to sort my responsibilities in light of your actions. You hold the power of the harvester and could have utilized it to destroy a threat to yourself and your family. You showed mercy with unassigned acts of consideration while also demonstrating you’re not a pacifist, unlike the Cordice. While they are splintered, their morality and oaths prevent them from acting overtly against any sentient or each other.” 
 “I did what I had to do. That doesn’t answer you. I’ll have to think about it. Will you…survive?” 
 “Yes. I communicated with the Cordice. They were able to activate their medical facilities. Designate Jenna Vincent will recover. But they remain split on what action to take.” 
 Carmen brushed a film of mold dust from the translator’s bed. “Their home ship is still theirs.” 
 “At limited capacity unless their caretaker is repaired.” 
 “So this place is really broken. What does that mean for them?” 
 “It means they will have to listen. And with the harvester in your possession, you have the voice.” 





 Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 “It’s your ship. I returned it to give to you. It’s up to you to decide what to do with it.” 
 Carmen surveyed the assembly of Cordice. It felt like facing down a topiary garden. Hundreds of green and brown shapes had gathered into the virtual round amphitheater and sat or stood on all sides of her. The air was warm and held the aroma of forest soil. Orange sunlight filtered through the vine-covered latticework above. 
 At the front of the council sat the only two Cordice who had spoken since her arrival in the simulation. 
 One was the engineer, and the other the historian. 
 The engineer was a mossy centipede coiled about itself with his head held high and slightly cocked as he listened. The historian was a deep green with patches of brown mustard laid out on a bipedal form. He had his arms crossed and Carmen could only wonder if body language carried between their races. 
 When the historian spoke, there was only a small gap between his clicking words and Carmen hearing them in English. Whether She Who Waits had a role in this was unclear, as she hadn’t manifested within the simulation and there was no red light. 
 “It is as you say, Carmen,” the historian said. “The ship belongs to us. Relinquishing it is the right thing to do.” 
 The engineer snapped his mouth. “Relinquish it so it can be immediately handed over to the Melded, dear colleague? Our disparity continues. We have no agreement. You allowed Sylvia Vincent to steal the harvester in the first place. It’s the very heart of our disagreement and an issue we haven’t solved.” 
 Were the patches of moss on both Cordice standing higher or was Carmen imagining it? They had been at it for what felt like an hour and she was tired of repeating herself. 
 The historian snapped back, a rat-a-tat-tat of clicks. “Sylvia Vincent made it clear she would bring us and the Melded together if we allowed her to rescue her children from the doomed third world of this system. She’s fulfilled her role. She accomplished what we could not. The Melded are here. We can make amends, assist with their repairs, and detail a plan which will allow those on the Framework who wish to red shift from here to join us. And those of us who would support the fight can remain.” 
 “You’d split our colony,” the engineer said. “The hardware requirements alone in duplicating our simulation would take as much time as helping the other marooned on the Framework to restore their vessels. And our home ship’s automation is broken. We need our own repairs if we are to survive.” 
 “As always, you exaggerate, my spore brother. With the harvester, all things are possible. And we made an agreement. We grant the Melded the harvester and allow them to repair their ship first. And we fully restore Sylvia Vincent. These are her daughter’s wishes.” 
 Carmen stiffened. “Hold up. One, you don’t get to say what I wish. I made it clear what I want before I hand the harvester over. And what are you talking about, restoring Sylvia Vincent? The Melded have her now. She’s out of your simulated world.” 
 The engineer answered. “She was removed without proper supervision. The process is lengthy. When she was allowed to steal the harvester by my colleague, her consciousness remained seated here. My colleague and his supporters didn’t think to inform any of the stewards who know their craft that she would have her body taken and disconnected. It was…abrupt.” 
 “So where is my mom?” 
 “Her body, as you know, is with the Melded. Most of her consciousness is there. But there are parts left behind and possible damage.” 
 Carmen looked at the historian. “You hurt her.” 
 The historian clicked before formulating his reply. “She insisted on departing. My spore brother overstates the danger and harm. Whenever she wishes she can complete the process of consciousness retrieval.” 
 Her stomach hurt. Whether this was a phantom pain or a real manifestation of what her body was feeling, she didn’t know. She needed to see her mother, the one who had her body and was on board the Melded vessel. Talk to her. Let her know that she wasn’t well and had to come back. But then a thought occurred to her. 
 “Part of her is here? Is it just data?” 
 The two Cordice looked at one another. The others in the audience remained silent. 
 The historian spoke like a doctor informing her of something less than pleasant. “What’s left here might be summed up as her deeper memories, anything beyond recent events and surface thoughts, even well-ingrained skills and functions, along with knowledge learned during her stay with us. Her simulated time here was extensive as she exercised her options to dial back her temporal perception. What remains of her can be likened to a fully functioning shadow of the person she is, augmented by the simulation. Usually this remnant would be suspended until the individual can be made whole, but if you believe it could be useful, I can summon it here.” 
 It, not she. The last thing Carmen wanted was to meet a shadow of her mother in this place. She felt sick. Wanted to breathe real air in her physical lungs. What would stop them from trapping her there? 
 But they still hadn’t concluded the matter. 
 She fought to control her voice to sound as calm as possible. “I don’t understand why I’m here. If you can dial time as needed, you could spend months in your debate and reach a conclusion in minutes, right?” 
 “We’ve spent longer on this than you can imagine, Carmen Vincent,” the engineer said with a hint of embarrassment. “We are now a people divided. When matters like this have occurred in our distant past, we’ve declared an impasse. Like any pubescent entity, we would split and form new communities, be it in a new cave, a new mountain, a new continent. Mutual need and shared experiences have always brought us back together. We, like so many others, have learned the futility of collective destruction. But in our current state, a separation is no longer possible.” 
 The engineer gestured at the historian. 
 The historian picked up the narrative as if the two were co-lecturers. “My spore brother’s school of thought encompasses a bare majority who believe we need to depart our galaxy to preserve what we have left. Our lives, our memories inhabit the servers on board our home ship. We have many others with us, including races eliminated long before your kind even dreamed of venturing beyond your world. His faction is correct in their desire to uphold our responsibilities to all who live on in our simulation.” 
 “We’ve given them immortality,” the engineer added. “We have a responsibility.” 
 “We do,” the historian agreed. “But our ship is in a poor state. With the caretaker malfunctioning, we face imminent breakdown. Throwing ourselves across the chasm of space between galaxies without even knowing if our enemy or a new one waits on the other side is irresponsible. Our bodies have died from irreversible soil blights. We haven’t saved ourselves by running. We must aid those who might still save themselves. The harvester must go to the Melded.” 
 “Which would doom those who live here,” the engineer said. “The majority voted and we decided to depart the Framework out of concern that the enemy would return to finish his destruction. Our repairs can wait. My colleague’s conspiracy to allow Sylvia Vincent to steal the harvester could have cost us everything.” 
 The historian and the engineer faced off with each other. 
 “You’re both crazy,” Carmen said. “I mean that with all due respect. Your run-down spaceship looks like it’s falling apart. Your caretaker isn’t just malfunctioning, it’s broken. It tried to kill us. Why haven’t you fixed it or anything else here while you had the harvester? And if you think these Melded are trustworthy, you’re mistaken. The Primary Executive shot my sister. Maybe a human life isn’t worth anything to you people. But he also blew up She Who Waits. I get that you’re pacifists here. But your translator works for all of you, doesn’t she?” 
 The historian let out a sharp click. “An unfortunate accident. The junior translator is but a minor functionary and we see she still lives. The Melded have the temperament of ones committed to a short life span. But they also possess the resolve to carry through with what we are incapable of doing: taking the fight to the enemy.” 
 “Being bullies doesn’t make them strong. If you brought me here to get me to side with you, I can’t do that. I won’t give them the harvester.” 
 The engineer turned his head and addressed the assembly. “There, you’ve heard it. The matter rests. Carmen Vincent won’t side with those of us who would attempt to war with the enemy. The harvester will be returned to us for the purpose of rebuilding. We repair what we have to. We continue with our intention to leave this system.” 
 “So we vote,” the historian said with a sigh. 
 A jolt ran across Carmen’s field of vision. At first she thought someone on board the Cordice home ship had flashed a light across her eyes where she reclined in the medical bay. But each of the Cordice council members shifted ever so slightly. The effect was most noticeable with the engineer, who had been coiled with his head high. He moved in an instant, his centipede body now stretched as he slumped over a stone lectern. Others in the audience likewise appeared to droop. 
 The engineer rose again. “We can’t go on arguing about this. But we have no consensus.” 
 A time shift. It had to be. How long had they argued without her? 
 “The harvester belongs to you,” Carmen said. “Why can’t I just give it back? One of you can take us home. Give someone on Earth a chance to help you and the Framework. We have smart people there.” 
 “Our discussion covered our options. If the harvester is returned, the war faction will not relent in their efforts to hand it over. The resulting disruption will be…uncomfortable.” 
 “Then show the Melded how to build their own. You make spaceships, don’t you? You must have the schematics saved. Make them available.” 
 The historian answered her. “The harvester is a product of one of our splinter colonies which had hundreds of years to perfect its design and production. Their star system was the last one our fleet visited. They had been destroyed. The harvester was found dormant where it had been undergoing post-production testing. While we recovered it, it would take many years to produce another like it.” 
 Carmen caught a note of gloom. “And you think the enemy will be back before that can happen.” 
 “It is a certainty.” 
 The engineer cocked his head. “It is a supposition. We don’t know. But the enemy has found us any time we linger. Thus our need to depart and bring all we can with us.” 
 “And what if Carmen Vincent doesn’t understand the consequences, dear spore brother?” the historian asked. “To red shift away means we leave those behind who won’t commit to uploading into the simulation. And we abandon those who would fight.” 
 “Each must make their choice. We help the ones we can. But we preserve those who are already with us. It is our duty.” 
 “I take it it’s not just a majority vote?” Carmen asked. 
 Neither answered. But then she noticed a red light appear next to the historian. It clicked at them and Carmen had no idea what was being said. 
 She closed her eyes and tried to focus on the med bay, to ignore the simulation around her in its perfect replication of reality. Found herself whispering, “I want to leave…let me go.” 
 In an instant she came to, her eyes taking a moment to make sense of what she was seeing: the hospital bed and the ceiling of the Cordice home ship. She sat up and disconnected. 
 She Who Waits’ bed remained sealed. The window was completely fogged by the gas. But a red light winked from the top of one of the two floating miniature blimp bots that lingered nearby. 
 “Who are you talking to?” 
 The second bot produced its own red light. “The Primary Executive. He is making another appeal to the Cordice.” 
 “Disconnect them.” 
 “It is my duty.” 
 “You almost died. The Melded were willing to hurt you to get what they wanted. Don’t you see? You have the power here. You can stop acting as go-between and translator unless they agree to certain rules. Rules you get to set.” 
 “My assignment is to facilitate communication.” 
 “I understand. But it needs to be between parties who won’t try to steal from each other and won’t clamp a bomb on you when they’re not happy with how things are going. Who are you sworn to serve?” 
 “She Who Rules tasked me with service to the Framework. There were to be twelve more of my kind. I was to learn at their side. But none made the rendezvous. And She Who Rules perished during the attack.” 
 “How many of your kind are left?” 
 “I am alone.” 
 Carmen tried to imagine it. She had endured stretches of isolation when feeling disconnected from her mom and dad, times when her sister was too busy, and she had her darkest year after her big breakup with the only serious boyfriend she had ever had. 
 But to lose everyone? 
 She Who Waits didn’t seem to be willing or able to enter the Cordice simulation. If the journey from their last checkpoint had been as long of a trip as indicated, She Who Waits had been without others of her kind or perhaps any other companionship for many years. 
 “I’m sorry. I know that doesn’t do much to comfort you. But no one should get to treat you like this. The Primary Executive attacked you. Your assignment isn’t to let him kill you, is it? You don’t owe him anything. There must be others on the Framework that would agree with this. Disconnect them.” 
 The red light vanished. 
 “And now, if you’re up for it, put me through to both of them.” 
 She received her two red lights. 
 “This is Carmen Vincent. I’m in control of the harvester. I wanted to give it back to its rightful owner, but that’s gotten complicated now that I know it’ll be given to the Melded. I came here for Sylvia Vincent. Mom, I hope you’re listening. You’re not well. The Cordice still have part of you inside their simulation. You need to go back to them and let them help you.” 
 The Primary Executive barked, “You child! You’ve caused great damage—” 
 “Stop. From what I can see, it’s nothing that can’t be fixed. If your decision is to go fight the enemy, then do so. But the harvester belongs to the Cordice. Until they have a consensus, I won’t surrender it so you can steal it.” 
 “By the merciful stars, your interference will cost us everything!” 
 “I’m not finished. You almost killed two people. I don’t know how justice works with you, or within your Framework, but I’m holding you responsible. You have one translator and you were willing to sacrifice her to get what you want. How many on the Framework are willing to let this slide?” 
 The red light pulsed, then went out. 
 “They have cut communication,” She Who Waits said. “And their ship is departing.” 
 Carmen hurried to reconnect to the harvester. In an instant she confirmed what had been reported. The Melded vessel was moving away from the Cordice home ship. Somehow they had dislodged themselves from the harvester sphere. A trail of debris followed them or spiraled away. They were leaving and her mother was with them. 
 With a thought she detached the sphere. She could intercept them in minutes and disable them. If she brought more spheres into play, she could tear them in half like they were wet cardboard. She could save her mother. 
 She disconnected. 
 The sphere would remain in place next to the Cordice home ship as they continued their orbit around Mars’s smallest moon. Maybe the Melded departure would allow the Cordice some breathing space so they could reach a compromise. 
 She went to She Who Waits’ bed. “I don’t suppose you’d take the harvester off my hands and bring us home?” 
 When the red light appeared Carmen wondered if she would have to explain humor. But what she heard sent a chill down her spine. 
 “It’s the Melded,” She Who Waits said. “They’ve activated one of their missiles and are targeting us.” 





 Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 A missile? 
 What would be the point in the Primary Executive engaging in a final bluff like this? 
 Carmen reconnected. Zoomed in on the departing Melded vessel. It glimmered as it passed before the distant sun. One of the tubes stored on the outside of the ship now hung detached in space. It was moving under its own power and turning as it tumbled. 
 A sensor confirmed what She Who Waits had already told her: they had been hit with a targeting laser. If the missile was real, then there was no time to try and talk the Melded out of whatever they were intending. 
 With a command she pulled the sphere towards the rest of the sections of the trailing harvester to bring it closer to the Melded ship. There was the briefest delay and then the sphere began to move. The Melded ship wasn’t in a direct path, so she corrected the sphere, willing it to go faster even as the back of the missile blossomed a blue flame and pushed off, instantly accelerating. It was racing towards them in a long arc so quickly, the Cordice home ship felt as if it were sitting still. 
 The sphere had just enough momentum. She locked on to the missile and drove the sphere into it. The sensors signaled a flash. And just like that the missile was gone. But so was the sphere. Pages of data tried to command her attention but she dismissed them. A hazy cloud of amber expanded near the Cordice ship. Both the sphere and the missile had been annihilated. 
 The Melded ship continued its retreat. It took her a few seconds to spot the missile array on the hull. A second tube popped free. A remote arm appeared to be trying to remove the other two but the array looked damaged from her earlier attack with the harvester. 
 “Tell them to stop,” she cried out. “Call them.” 
 Carmen received no reply. Was She Who Waits even listening? 
 The nearest sphere was too far away. An intercept plot showed it would take minutes. The first missile had halved the distance in mere seconds before being intercepted. 
 The new missile began spinning free. 
 What would destroying the Cordice home ship accomplish? The icy realization came to her that it would decisively sever control over the harvester. The Primary Executive could then hack it at his leisure. And he was willing to destroy all the Cordice and anyone living inside their simulation to get what he wanted. 
 She Who Waits’ calm voice spoke as if right next to her. “The Cordice wish to talk.” 
 “Busy.” 
 She was pushing the sphere as hard as it would go. The harvester felt like it had a mind of its own. It kept wanting to rearrange itself and place its power plant at the rear of the configuration as if in anticipation of future commands she had no intention of making. 
 She wasn’t about to use the machine to gather resources. Once again it was a weapon of war, and if she couldn’t smash the missile then she needed the incoming sphere to land a kill shot on the Melded vessel. 
 It was the only way. The ship was closer. Whether knocking the Melded out would stop the missile once it took flight was unknown. The missile came to life, making a final orientation turn before streaking off at a terrible speed directly towards them. 
 “Tell my mom I’m sorry.” 
 The sphere was building speed as well. It would strike the Melded at the same time the missile would find its mark. 
 Seconds left. 
 She wished she could hold Jenna’s hand. 
 The blue plume at the back of the missile winked out. She zoomed in. The weapon was no longer under power. With a quick recalculation she charted its trajectory. Its course would take it on an ellipse just behind the Cordice home ship. It was drifting in space, the targeting laser down, its power out. 
 Her sphere was about to impact the Melded ship. At its current velocity, a change of course would be impossible. 
 “Car?” 
 She felt Jenna alongside her. She was there virtually at the harvester controls, a second set of hands and eyes. They overlapped, their thoughts shared. There was no need to communicate the situation. Jenna understood instantly. Highlighted a function that Carmen hadn’t inspected. Together they touched a control. 
 The sphere scattered into dozens of separate pieces. The wedges glided past the Melded ship by a hair’s breadth. Carmen was too numb to do anything, but Jenna reassembled the sphere and slowed it down to a crawl. It remained poised just beyond the Melded ship and could be brought into action in an instant. 
 Carmen savored the moment with Jen. Didn’t want to leave. But she forced herself to unplug. 
 “Open communication to the Primary Executive.” 
 One of the blimp bots was waiting as if anticipating the request. The second bot had also approached with its own light. The Cordice had wanted to talk. But short of them handing her a solution, she couldn’t take the time to slog through more of their deliberations. 
 She was ready for more bluster. Ready for the Melded worm to shout, make demands, and deliver an ultimatum. What she wasn’t prepared for was her mother to be on the other side of the translation light. 
 “I saw what you did, Carmen. It was incredible.” 
 “Mom? What’s happening over there? Why did they attack us?” 
 “To take the harvester, of course. It was the Primary Executive’s last order before the Melded on the Framework nullified his position in command. His first officer aborted the last missile. They’ve yet to decide on a new leader. The Melded asked me to talk to you.” 
 “How many Melded are we talking about?” 
 “Thousands. This is only one of their vessels, their biggest and least damaged. But I don’t have much time to explain. All I can tell you is that you did the right thing in not destroying their ship. The priority on their agenda right now is to restore relations with the Cordice and bring everyone back to discuss how best to use the resources available.” 
 “The Primary Executive tried to kill all of us and now the Melded want to talk? Are they insane?” 
 Her mother paused. “They’re desperate and scared. They’ve had two years to repair and resupply and it’s gone slower than they hoped. The Primary Executive had the loudest voice. The Melded listened. But now there’s no agreement on how to proceed. It will take them time to find a new leader.” 
 “And what’s to stop him from taking over again?” 
 “Many of the Melded were shocked when he departed the Framework to pursue the Cordice. And when the feeds of his actions on board the home ship began to circulate, they ordered an election. It’s chaotic, but they can act when motivated.” 
 “And we’re just supposed to trust that he doesn’t get voted back in and start launching missiles?” 
 “They’ve invited an arbiter from the Framework to inspect their ship. The remaining missiles are disabled. This vessel has been recalled and will reconnect with the Framework. I’m recommending you tell the Cordice to do the same and join us. I’m going to do what I can to get them on the same page.” 
 “Why you? You’re a prisoner there. I saw it. Am I to believe you’re able to act as spokesperson now?” 
 Her mom’s voice held a note of sadness. “Honey, it’s complicated. I see what’s at stake here and understand what’s going to happen. The Melded were willing to save my body in exchange for a chance at the harvester. I’m alive because of them and out of the Cordice simulation. And enough of the Cordice understand that they can’t run from this enemy. We also can’t wait much longer. With the Cordice home ship and its simulation back at the Framework, we can consolidate resources. The harvester will be used for everyone. No one needs to be left behind. With you and Jen here, we can be reunited. We can live.” 
 “Inside a computer world.” 
 “If need be, yes. The Cordice will allow it. With their last blight they’re barely in control of their own vessel. The Melded have repeatedly offered to crew their ship. But there’s other ways we can be together. I’m told that Jen isn’t well. She may not have long. But the Melded can help if she’s brought to the Framework. I believe this is the best choice. Come with us. There are others in the Framework who want to chase down the enemy and take the fight to them.” 
 “You were hooked up to their machines. Are you still you?” 
 “I’m me. They’re repairing what the Cordice can’t, that’s all.” 
 “According to the Cordice, you’ve left part of yourself behind.” 
 “And they’ll give that to me when we’re back together.” 
 The second red light was still waiting. Carmen had put the Cordice on hold. No doubt they had heard and seen what had almost befallen them. Annihilation, and their world would have ended a second time. 
 But they had waited this long, so they would keep for a few more minutes. She went to Jenna’s bed. Opened it. Her sister had sunken eyes and dry froth on her mouth. Her abdomen wound was stitched up with the white webbing, but the skin was horribly dark and shot through with red and deep purple splotches. An antiseptic smell barely concealed the fetid odor of sweat and urine. 
 So there were limits to what the cockroach robots and the bed could do. That Hamish Townes and her mom had survived so long was a miracle. No doubt Jenna was fighting infections. Carmen understood enough to know that sepsis was as big of a threat as the wound. Jenna needed antibiotics, doctors, a human hospital. 
 But according to her mom there was another option. The Melded. 
 “She Who Waits? I want privacy. I need to talk to my sister without anyone listening, including my mother.” 
 The two waiting lights vanished. The blimp bots remained nearby. If they could hear or record, then no doubt anything Carmen said could be relayed. There was no helping that. But she trusted the translator. 
 Jenna’s eyes were dull as she looked up at her. “Hey, Car. How are you holding up?” 
 “Like when I was seven and I crashed your bike all over again, a hundred times over. How are you?” 
 “I miss my boys.” 
 “Look…Jen…I have to bring this up. I don’t know how to make you better. The Cordice can’t. We have options. You can go inside the Cordice world. Live there, according to Mom. I can’t say what that’s like, but I got a taste of it. Or Mom has a new idea. The Melded are repairing her. She says they can do that with you if we go to the Framework.” 
 “But you don’t trust her.” 
 “Am I that transparent? But Mom is still Mom. If this will make you better, then you have to consider it.” 
 Jenna took a moment to swallow hard. The effort appeared to cause her pain. There was no water available. Carmen gripped her sister’s hand. Jenna surprised her by squeezing back with equal force. 
 “I don’t want either of those, Car. Take me home.” 





 Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 “Join us.” 
 The red light on the hovering bot waited for her reply. She needed to answer the Cordice engineer’s renewed petition for her to return to the simulation for another chat. Yet she hesitated. 
 Her head pounded. Plugging in and out of the communication node was taking its toll. She worried what all of this was doing to her. Did she have brain tumors in her future? Would she suffer a mental schism like what had befallen her mother? Or would this tsunami of a headache fade with a decent cup of black coffee? 
 She Who Waits had summoned six more blimp bots. The little machines hadn’t wasted time getting busy in retrieving Jenna and She Who Waits. Carmen needed her sister out of the Cordice home ship. The translator had recommended her shuttle. Once there, the Dragoman could repair the shell which kept her atmosphere and body in place. 
 It felt like they were getting away with a heist as the bots navigated the two hospital beds out of the medical bay. Would the Cordice notice? Would they try to seal up their ship to prevent their leaving? Apparently She Who Waits hadn’t volunteered anything to the Cordice about what they were doing, and Carmen wasn’t about to share either. 
 The engineer’s polite voice carried an urgent edge. “Carmen Vincent. Now that the Melded have been subdued, we need to revisit the situation. The harvester. Your mother. We sense you are preparing to leave our ship.” 
 Carmen continued to walk alongside her sister’s moving bed. “We can talk from here. Can everyone hear me?” 
 “I assure you they can. Our body has agreed to cooperate with the majority of our council. My colleague the historian has apologized for his role in setting your mother free in order to influence the Melded. If you join us, we can better express ourselves. The historian would speak with you.” 
 “Not in your simulation. I’ll talk from here. Put him on.” 
 The engineer hesitated. “Our council has blocked his access to the communication nodes.” 
 “You’ve agreed but you still don’t trust him?” No answer came. “Look, I know nothing about your people. From what I’ve learned, you saved my mom and Lieutenant Townes. But things still sound a bit shaky inside your world.” 
 “For a minority to work alongside with a majority when it comes to a decision like we’ve faced, it’s proven disruptive.” 
 “I understand. We’re like that too, if you can believe it. But why haven’t you released Lieutenant Townes? He wasn’t talking to the Melded too, was he? Or are all humans now under a cloud after what my mom pulled?” 
 The response took a moment. Too many turns of a phrase? 
 “Hamish Townes’s mind was damaged. What we could recover is here and you can speak with him. We are doing what we can to restore him.” 
 “And his body?” 
 “His body has been preserved as we did with your mother’s.” 
 “Can the Melded actually fix her? If they can, then they can fix him too.” 
 “They always demand a price. Always.” 
 She paused as the bots navigated the beds up a previously unseen larger chute. The doors stayed open and waited for her. Her palms were damp as she hurried to climb past them. Once she made the climb up she waited for the trailing bot with the red light. 
 A loose wall panel caught her eye and a thought occurred to her. “With your ship in the condition it’s in, how could you leave the Framework before making your own repairs?” 
 “There were too many demands on the resources we brought in. Eventually we decided we needed to begin our voyage and make repairs along the way. We had done what we could for any individuals who wished to leave with us. Most refused. Some fear entering our simulation despite our every assurance. The Melded, for one, distrust our ability to keep a consciousness intact.” 
 “I get it. So how long do the Melded live if it takes years to get from star to star?” 
 “It varies. Some quite long because of their augmentations. Much depends on their original species makeup. They possess technology which preserves their bodies, but it doesn’t shield them completely from the ravages of time. We can satisfy your curiosities. Join us as a guest. We can better speak. You could learn so much.” 
 Carmen knew a hard sell when she heard one. “At least you’re finally on the same page about your harvester. I’m still planning on returning it. But you have my mother, or at least part of her. I want her restored. And I’m going to ask the Melded about fixing Lieutenant Townes. That means we need to go to the Framework together before any of us get what we want.” 
 “I understand. We agree and will begin preparations. As you are aware, you must exercise caution in bringing the harvester too close to the Framework. A mistake could prove catastrophic.” 
 “I’ll be careful. But I’ll get there before the harvester does.” 
 “Please explain.” 
 “I’ll be joining She Who Waits and we will follow you. But I need to borrow your harvester for a little while longer.” 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Carmen remote piloted the harvester towards Earth. She had it configured into a large ring, with a string of spheres ahead and behind. A suite of rooms had fixed furnishings made of up of the gray ship-stuff, which wouldn’t go anywhere during maneuvers. She had also created a separate washroom with a toilet and sink. A powder-blue bathroom rug and a shower stall with hard water stains and it would be home. 
 Food supplies had been brought over from She Who Waits’ shuttle. There was plenty to eat if you didn’t mind the flavor of stale breakfast cereal. 
 Jenna, still in the Cordice medical bed, occupied the largest room. Her sister had been sleeping for the past twenty hours. Carmen stood by in a spindlebot and watched, monitoring everything. One of the floating bots remained at her side. 
 The journey would take almost two days. Carmen had plotted the course to be as fast as possible while pulling minimal g’s during the acceleration and deceleration. 
 The red light popped up above the bot. She Who Waits spoke. “You haven’t rested.” 
 “I’m lying down.” 
 “But your mind works the harvester and your spindlebot constantly.” 
 “You’re worried?” 
 “Yes. Designate Sylvia Vincent requests to speak with you. She also inquires of designate Jenna Vincent.” 
 “Where is she? Did they make it to the Framework?” 
 “Not yet but they are close. She remains on board the Melded frigate.” 
 The Melded had handed Agent Barrett over to a sphere Carmen had sent to collect him. He was now safely secluded in his own private room on the harvester with all the amenities needed for a survivable voyage back to Earth. He hadn’t said much since his return and appeared worn out and sullen. She gave him a set of monitors so at least he’d have a view. 
 Her mother had tried to speak with the spindlebot Carmen had sent to collect him. But Carmen had been juggling a dozen systems on the harvester and hadn’t been able to respond. 
 Once the exchange was completed, the Melded hadn’t wasted time waiting on the Cordice before starting their journey back to the Framework. It was supposed to take them less than a day. The Cordice home ship would follow, as would She Who Waits’ shuttle with Carmen on board. 
 The com node pinged for her attention. It was the Melded vessel. 
 “Car, please answer,” Sylvia Vincent said. “We can still turn around. You and I could travel together. Talk directly. It would be so much better to see each other face-to-face. You don’t have to be alone. I can assist in bringing Jenna back.” 
 “Later. And I’m not alone. She Who Waits is here. We’ll meet on the Framework. I have to go, Mom.” 
 She turned off her com. Focused on Jenna. 
 Her sister hadn’t eaten, but she had taken some water. Carmen checked the readouts on the bed’s virtual display. Body temperature remained elevated. Breathing shallow. But at least Jenna hadn’t gotten any worse. All that could change in an instant. And if it did change, if her sister’s heart stopped or if she slipped into shock, what then? 
 Carmen had a contingency plan. If Jenna’s health spiraled further, the time would come to see how fast the harvester could go. 
 After an hour the com pinged again. But she ignored it. 
 Her mother would have to wait. Seeing her face-to-face was what Carmen wanted too. With eyes on her maybe she could figure out whether her mom was herself or had had her brain wiped by the Melded. But that would happen soon enough. The shuttle’s engines fired. They tailed the Cordice on a trajectory beyond Mars. 
 The Framework orbited the sun halfway to the asteroid belt and in the opposite direction from Earth. Carmen’s body was getting further away from home. 
 She had so many questions about what had happened to her mother, their mission, the aliens, and the attack of the enemy. But her quest to find her mom had almost cost Jenna her life. 
 What nagged her the most was the notion that her mom was just being herself and that her stealing the harvester, abducting Carmen and Jenna, and getting involved with the Cordice war faction and the Melded had all been intentional. 
 As if Jenna could be spirited away without her sons. As if Carmen could ignore the fact that their world was facing a fate it had no idea was coming. 
 She tried to remember the last time her mom had been a source of comfort. The memory resided somewhere in the haze of early childhood, the same place where the yearning to be reunited with her originated. 
 Carmen attempted to send a message to Earth using both laser and radio. Would any of her broadcasts be received before they arrived? Her mother had figured out how to hack the internet, so why couldn’t she? But it wasn’t happening and she had lost patience trying to understand the communication subroutines. 
 Still, she persisted. She sent her call out on every band frequency and hoped the shotgun blast of repeating messages would find a listening ear. 
 “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.” 
 The absurdity of it didn’t escape her. What would anyone listening think? A prank in poor taste. But there had to be others like Agent Barrett, be they Homeland Security, NSA, or, considering her luck, the Peace Patrol, who might hear. She considered what their reception might be. Tanks, black helicopters, and lots of guns pointing at them, no doubt, considering their departure and the fact that Barrett wasn’t the one sending the message. 
 As her voice looped over and over she tried to decipher the harvester’s sensors so she might hear a reply. She gave up after her mind grew too fuzzy to concentrate. 
 For the moment, watching her sister sleep calmed her. 
 Fatigue weighed heavy. She’d need to disconnect and care for her own body inside She Who Waits’ shuttle. Her skin was grimy from days of sweat. The thought of a hot bath made her feel faint. She Who Waits had employed the shuttle’s automation to make sure Carmen was cared for with water and food and a small room with a waste receptacle she hoped was supposed to be a toilet. 
 She Who Waits was out of sight in the shuttle’s front compartment. She had remained in the Cordice hospital bed the obedient bots had brought over. The shuttle’s systems were busy as they began to pull g’s. A whisper-quiet manufacturing printer was creating a new shell for She Who Waits identical to the one that had been destroyed by the Primary Executive’s bomb. 
 Once the ship’s acceleration eased, Carmen rose to wash her face. No towel, so she settled for drying herself on her sweatshirt. 
 “Are you there?” she asked. 
 The red light blossomed above the small pedestal at the front of the shuttle’s compartment. “What do you require?” 
 “Nothing. I want to know how you’re doing.” 
 “I am able to perform my task. We can communicate with the Melded or the Cordice. I can advise best communication practices with both.” 
 “Later. I’m going to reconnect soon and be with Jenna. But you were hurt.” 
 “I am recovering. The rupture to my shell caused momentary blood flow disruption. My circulatory system stopped momentarily.” 
 “You had a heart attack?” 
 “My organs are dispersed throughout my body. None can be classified as a heart. But the analogy is accurate to a degree. Do you have cause for concern over my health? If I am disabled my automated systems will care for your translation needs and will continue to process data for the Framework systems.” 
 Carmen let out a heavy breath. “Look, She Who Waits, I’m just worried about you. That’s it. It’s not because of your job. You got hurt and maybe almost died because of my mom. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.” 
 If the Dragoman got the sense of the apology, Carmen didn’t know. Maybe there’d be time later to talk more. Carmen returned to the crash couch and reconnected to the harvester. Tried to quiet her mind, which was racing about what might happen next. 
 Getting Jenna home was a detour. 
 Carmen loved her sister and would die for her. But she understood that there was more at stake than a family reunion with her mom. Sylvia Vincent’s actions were logical, if Carmen could separate out the emotional reflex that made her want to contradict anything her mom might say. 
 An unknown enemy had struck their planet. The alien races who had survived possessed knowledge that humanity needed. She couldn’t leave this behind. Her mother would soon be the first human to meet the rest of the surviving aliens who had taken refuge in their system. Carmen needed to be there too. 
 The Framework. 
 For the moment it was nothing more than a distant blip on her sensors. She had a hard time imagining what it was, except a collection of wrecked spaceships belonging to the handful of survivors who had come together after the Big Wipe. They assisted one another. But they were divided as well. 
 The Melded wanted to strike out and fight back, willing to risk anything in acquiring the tools to meet their goals. The Cordice were content to run and hide across the chasm of space to a fresh galaxy where they hoped the enemy wouldn’t follow. Judging by the state of their home ship, Carmen thought this was an attempt at a quiet suicide. Meanwhile most of the other marooned, from what she had pieced together, just wanted to do what they had to do to get by, be it hide or continue to move from star system to star system. 
 Earth had none of these options. 
 She needed to go to this Framework and wanted to believe she was motivated by the thought she might learn something which could make a difference to her world. 
 But that was also where her mom was going. She had lost her once and wouldn’t lose her again. Carmen would follow. 
 Even as the harvester sped towards Earth, She Who Waits’ shuttle was heading in the opposite direction towards the Framework with Carmen’s body on board. She would log into the harvester one last time to deliver her sister before disconnecting and yielding the ship to the Cordice. 
 That was the plan, anyway. 
 “Tell me two truths and a lie,” Carmen whispered. 
 She Who Waits responded after a moment. “I don’t understand the inquiry.” 
 “Just a stupid game. Never mind.” 
 Carmen had never graduated and hadn’t even earned her associate’s degree. She’d guessed it wasn’t important enough that the hiring supervisor at the water treatment plant would bother checking. The applicant’s exam had been easy enough to cram for, and the fact she had been hired meant she hadn’t scored too poorly. 
 As far as her father, for one glorious summer he had toured with a onetime arena headliner past its prime whose guitarist had broken his hand. He’d played to thousands of middle-aged fans keeping the flame alive and had earned himself several more invites for session work. 
 And Mom really was an astronaut. 
 Now so was Carmen. 
 She doubted anyone would forget either of them once she brought her mom back home. 





 Epilogue 
 The shadow lurking at the edge of the circular chamber waited until Agent Barrett was once again asleep. It slid from the wall and, if Barrett had his eyes open, he would have registered it as an inky shimmer that caught the light illuminating the interior surface of the sphere. 
 It made no sound. 
 It watched Barrett for a moment, listening, smelling, getting a sense for what he was through the faint electrical signals between his cells. 
 A human. Unremarkable. Weak. Barely advanced enough in their development to warrant attention. How one of his kind had gained mastery over the harvester on which they were now passengers was beyond belief. 
 Perhaps Barrett felt the featherlike brush or a faint tingle or itch as the shadow pressed a digit into his chest. The human didn’t stir. The touch made his heart beat faster, and then slower. The shadow stopped its manipulation. Murdering the human at this time wouldn’t accomplish anything, as there was much still to learn. 
 The shadow had been listening ever since the Cordice had rescued the first pair of humans following the destruction of the refugee fleet. The Cordice home ship was the shadow’s assignment. One by one it damaged their fail-safes and spoiled their soil and watched with satisfaction as the last of their colonies shriveled. 
 Its labors took years but it was patient. Its kind were masters at avoiding detection. But the shadow hadn’t managed its final act—the destruction of the simulation. 
 They believed they could hide from their fate among the dancing electrons within their computer banks. Fools. The shadow had infiltrated the rings but could go no further. The Cordice ship possessed security measures which proved unbeatable without the shadow showing its hand. 
 The Cordice couldn’t be allowed to warn their fellow survivors. 
 But along with the rescue of the humans came new opportunities. 
 The translator had been oblivious to the shadow’s presence ever since it decided to board her ship following her rendezvous with the Cordice. She had communication with other survivors and they were gathered at a place they called the Framework. 
 This concerned the shadow. 
 Even with the knowledge that more of its kind must have gained access to the Framework, the notion that the survivors might unite around the harvester’s potential meant it needed to act swiftly. The Cordice had recovered their advanced multipurpose construction vessel from one of their remote factories. The ship was versatile and powerful and would allow the Cordice to repair their home ship. With their cooperation, the others marooned within the human solar system could also accelerate their repairs. 
 They would hide. They would flee. 
 But then the shadow learned through the Dragoman that a minority believed that war with the “enemy” was a possibility. The Melded had initially been a lone voice among the refugees in their forlorn purpose. 
 The shadow took delight in this and could only hope to encourage such notions. 
 It had work to do. Observe. Disrupt. Inflame divisions. All in its duty to those who had demonstrated their superiority over its kind and to every other sentient who dared take to the stars. 
 The mothers and fathers of forbidden suns. The lords beyond. Those who waited. Those who watched from beyond the Wall. 
 The shadow loved them. 
 Its brood had performed adequately, destroying the primary fleet and giving their lives as a sacrifice to their masters. 
 It needed to gain access to the Framework so it could share what it had learned with any others of its kind. But for the moment it was curious what more it might discover about these humans as they journeyed to their home planet. Exploring the harvester proved a challenge. The door to the hallway was locked. 
 If it triggered the opening sensor, the shadow’s presence might be detected by the pilot. Unlike the conduits on the Cordice home ship, the harvester had no easy shortcuts. 
 But the pilot had provided Barrett with a toilet and a sink. The first connected to a waste reclamation system, the second to a water cistern. It followed the flow of fresh water. From the cistern the shadow wound its way to the catalyzer and sensors, which no doubt ensured the water’s consistency and potability for the human passengers. 
 The shadow re-formed in a small space below the floor of the ring. From there it could access the rest of the ship not under lockdown. It slipped through an accommodating hatchway and glided down the hall. Found the control room. Pondered why, if the ship was under remote operations, the human pilot bothered with rendering tactile instrument panels. But it wasn’t the pilot’s limitations that interested the shadow, but her strengths. 
 Although the pilot remained on board the Dragoman shuttle, the shadow understood that the second human passenger was the pilot’s sibling. 
 It found Jenna Vincent in the Cordice hospital bed asleep. It took a moment to examine her. Frail, like Barrett. A life easily snuffed. But the shadow had learned she had access to the harvester’s encryption. Her body, like that of the operator currently in control, was the key. 
 If the human Carmen Vincent was to be believed, the harvester would be returned to the Cordice once the passengers were brought back to their world. The shadow understood it had made the correct choice in coming aboard. It would gain a better understanding of the earthlings. While the scans of the planet revealed a culture with only a toehold in space, this could change quickly. The captured harvester might jump-start their own quest for the stars. 
 Troubling. 
 The others of its dark brood would need to learn everything about this world. The ones beyond the Wall had to be told. The shadow paused to apologize for the thought that they required anything from an insignificant creature like itself. 
 The shadow retreated to the far side of the room where Jenna Vincent slept. There it would wait, watch, and learn. Once it had taken in enough information, it would act. 
 If the harvester remained on Earth it would be destroyed. If Carmen Vincent recalled it and was true to her word and delivered it to the Framework, then the shadow would need to return there. Either way, the brood had a growing list of targets for eradication. 
 It would remain with Jenna Vincent for the moment until it knew the best course to take. 
 And as for the harvester pilot? 
 Carmen Vincent was bound for the Framework. 
 And while she remained out of reach of the shadow, it could count on its brood, who would do their duty. For once the harvester was no longer in the equation, the survivors on the Framework and the humans on their world could do little more than wait for their final judgment. 
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 Deimos Station 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 sister 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 thought 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 an airplane, or slamming into the ground at warp speeds. 
 Easy. 





 Deimos Station 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 felt her apprehension grow 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 a metal 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. 





 Deimos Station 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 shuttle. 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? 
 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 beige 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 once she stepped into it and pulled it up. The helmet, once pulled 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. 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. 
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