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Chapter One

The giant robot picked up the leather chesterfield and flung it. Carmen ducked. The sofa crashed into a window, shattering the glass and dimpling the drywall. A chair already decorated one wall, its four legs having punctured the trailer, leaving the article of furniture hanging.
“Jenna!” Carmen cried. “Calm down!”
Those words had never worked with anyone in their family. Fortunately, Jenna had run out of nearby things to throw. Her tall, lean mechanical form stood fixed in the center of the room. A laptop that had been resting upon the table lay cracked in two. If Jenna stood up straight, the top of the robot’s bubble head would touch the ceiling.
The two army med techs who had been running tests weren’t waiting around for the tantrum to end. They ran out the door and left it blowing open. A hot wind pushed the door wide, letting in the bright glare of the neighboring white temp buildings which occupied their neck of Area 51.
Carmen approached her sister, a placating hand reaching for the spindlebot’s.
“Go away,” Jenna said.
Carmen squeezed the carbon steel. “Look, you’ve scared the army people. They’re going to lose their security deposit at this rate.”
Jenna ripped her hand away. “Don’t cheer me up. Leave me alone.”
“Come on, Jen, we’ll try calling your boys again. We lost connection is all. You always had crappy internet and it hasn’t gotten better since we left.”
Crappy was an understatement. A good couple of hours of uninterrupted connection on any day for most people in Garden Village would be the exception. And until the army, air force, or whoever else was calling the shots let Jenna go home to her boys, she was stuck doing video calls.
Carmen picked up the broken computer. “I’m sure they have duct tape around here.”
“We lost connection yesterday, couldn’t connect twice earlier this morning, and now this? I want to see my sons.”
“I’ll talk to Major Leavitt. They need us and they need to keep us happy. I’m sure the Russians or the Chinese would help us make a simple phone call. I own the spaceship in the bunker and you’re a robot and they don’t want us shopping around for a new home.”
“At least you’re still human.”
Not 100%.
Carmen didn’t want to be pedantic and argue the point. But swimming within Carmen’s bloodstream were the Melded nanobots her mother had given her, and according to her latest checkup, the microscopic machines were there to stay.
They were both changed, but Jenna had drawn the short straw after having her body crushed by the alien called the One. And for the past week they had been guests of the United States government in a base swarming with scientists, military people, and politicians trying to figure out how best to use the Vincent sisters.
Carmen had her own appointment with the medical team she was ducking out on, but she wanted to be there for Jenna’s visit with her family.
“Let’s go outside,” Carmen said. “Get some air. You said Ovo cheered you up. Let’s go talk to him. Or maybe, I don’t know...” She had almost suggested grabbing coffee.
“I’m not tired. I’m not hungry. I don’t need exercise and I don’t want to see Ovo. I don’t want to see you. Just...leave.”

“GET THAT NEEDLE AWAY from me or I’ll...”
Carmen didn’t finish the threat. It wouldn’t do any good. She’d called the nurses and doctors vampires, ghouls, fiends, cannibals, and good old-fashioned bloodsuckers, a term her dad used whenever he had to be taken for blood work, but the Area 51 medical team ignored her. They were determined to see what space travel, exposure to multiple alien life forms, and being injected with Melded nanobots had done to her body and mind.
The ampoule of red filled. A nurse began to fill out a tag. The samples would be whisked away and tomorrow they would begin again.
She decided her only saving grace of the situation was that they appeared to know less than she did. She almost laughed at the thought. After all, she had a crew of extraterrestrials at her beck and call who might be capable of melting brains or infecting everyone with a virus that could make you into a pliant cuddle-buddy.
Of course, mind control wasn’t totally off the table after the incident with the shadow. Carmen had accidentally brought the monster to Earth on board the harvester sphere. And as for brain melting? Having a conversation with the One could give anyone a headache, including the other aliens. Even She Who Waits had taken a three-day break from the One’s rambling outro to what was supposed to be its final moments. It had been dying, but the big blob with dozens of eyes, mouths, and limbs still occupied one of the largest rooms on her star runner.
Her star runner.
She owned a spaceship, but wasn’t sure what she was supposed to do with it. She’d trade it in a heartbeat for a way to restore her sister. For now, she’d have to play the army game until someone could figure out a way to help Jenna.
The nurse packed up her mobile lab kit. She wore head-to-toe protective gear: cap, goggles, gloves, a painter’s suit, and booties, but it wasn’t the space suits the USAMRIID people had been wearing during first contact. The trailer office had a single door, which would lead out to a row of similar temporary structures all hastily dropped into place, transforming this corner of the air base into something that looked like a refugee center after a natural disaster. As she exited, the nurse almost ran into someone in the doorway.
“Excuse me,” Dr. Greta Leavitt said.
The USAMRIID major squeezed past the nurse and closed the door behind the woman. Here was the one calling the shots. Leavitt had a disarmingly genuine smile, while her ice-blue eyes could bore holes in steel. She was wearing her desert camo jacket and trousers and cap, with her last name embroidered in black on her chest.
They were now alone in the trailer.
“Carmen, it’s good to see that you’re up. Did you sleep well?”
“On and off. The reverse beepers at all hours don’t help.”
“My apologies. We’re going to be hosting several dignitaries tomorrow. Everyone wants to see you and our new friends in person. And this air base was never set up for this.”
“I saw armored vehicles being unloaded.”
“Additional security, as you can imagine. You hold the world’s attention. And we can’t be too careful how we protect our esteemed guests.”
Carmen tried to read anything into the comment beyond the obvious. Not including the shadow creature, Earth had a dozen or more extraterrestrial races among the refugees on board the Framework to acquaint itself with, and while formal introductions hadn’t even begun, Carmen and her crew’s arrival had woken the world up to the fact that humankind wasn’t alone. And Earth needed friends. The Big Wipe and the attack on Garden Village were appetizers for what might come.
“You barely touched your breakfast, Carmen.”
“Now you’re spying on me?”
“Your tray is sitting right outside your door. You only ate your yogurt.”
“Wasn’t hungry. And I’m nervous. How many people are you making me take up there?”
“We requested you bring four. More, if possible, although I understand your reservations. But the time for caution is fleeting. It’s a busy day today and you’ll need to come with me so we can start the eleven hundred mission briefing.”
“I know. It’s moving day.”

SHE MET THE FOUR PASSENGERS outside one of the open hangars. They stood in the weird way military people did, arms clasped behind their back and feet spread wide as if straddling something. All wore blue jumpsuits, white shirts, white sneakers, and clear plastic glasses. All had short-cropped hair, which was good because the desert wind wasn’t letting up that morning.
Carmen’s own ’do was all over the place, as she didn’t have anything to tie it back with and no amount of brushing would keep it in check with this weather. She wore a gray hoodie provided by her hosts, which bore a blue wing emblem with “Air Force” written underneath. But compared to Leavitt and the four men in front of her, Carmen felt frumpy.
Leavitt made introductions. “Captain Art Macamic, Lieutenant Richard Ford, Squadron Leader Leonard McKenzie, and Doctor Wayne Lum. The captain and the lieutenant are NASA. The squadron leader is on loan from the European Space Agency. Dr. Lum is a civilian professor from Yale.”
Leavitt spoke clearly enough for Carmen to hear, but with the wind she only caught a few words as the four men said their hellos. They all looked seasoned, older than Carmen, square built, and with hard lines on their faces. Not a trombone player among them, she guessed.
McKenzie had bushy eyebrows and spoke with a British accent. “I’m honored. Your mother is a hero.”
Perhaps he hadn’t been briefed. Carmen shook his hand.
“We’re excited to meet you,” Art Macamic said. He was shorter than the others, but broader in the shoulders. He offered a toothy grin. “I worked with your mom on ground prep training in Houston. We were both alternates. She had the right skill set for the job. I’m so sorry.”
Carmen stiffened. “She’s not dead.”
“I didn’t mean it that way. We’ve only just received word of the big picture of your experience. I’d like to hear everything from you firsthand about what happened.”
“I told them everything.”
“I read the debriefings. That doesn’t mean I understand what you’ve been through. Everything you can share will help. Your feelings on the ETs you’ve met, the intelligence we’ve collected, minor details, even. Hunches. Intuitions. That kind of thing.”
“Fair enough. Maybe later.”
Dr. Wayne Lum raised a finger before he spoke as if they were in a classroom and he was hoping Carmen would call on him. “The, uh, others that we are about to meet. What protocol would you like us to observe?”
Carmen had explained this to Leavitt and several others over the past few days. She tried not to let her impatience show. “Anything but what we did when the sphere first landed should be fine. No guns, no probes. You’re going to meet two people who aren’t human. But they’re both my friends. So be nice.”
“Ovo and She Who Waits.”
“Yes. Once She Who Waits provides a translation light, you can say or ask anything. But we won’t have unlimited time before we leave.”
“You’re piloting us?” Macamic asked.
“Ovo is. We’ll be able to see everything he does.”
“But’s it’s your ship,” Dr. Lum said. “You decide where it goes and what to do with it, according to your statement. The being called the One gave it to you.”
“Gave it to me and She Who Waits,” Carmen corrected. “But Ovo’s part of my crew. He gets a say.”
“And this One...he’s on board?”
“It. And yes, the One is on board. And his area is the only part of the ship that’s off limits. Now what do you say we get going? We don’t want to be late. Anyone remember where I parked?”

AN ARMED PAIR OF GUARDS stood at the threshold of the hangar.
The One’s spaceship—now Carmen’s and She Who Waits’—barely fit inside the massive structure, which was probably measured in football field lengths or by how many jumbo jets could fit wing-to-wing inside. The star runner wasn’t pretty. Its fuselage looked like a cluster of grapes on the vine, its forward structure a steel thimble, and its anterior section a collection of incongruous components making up a lumpy cylinder with an antenna that formed a long tail. Carmen couldn’t see what it was sitting on, or if it even had struts, landing wheels, or a kickstand. It might have been hovering for all she knew, but it was whisper quiet and there didn’t appear to be any heat or exhaust coming from the ship.
Supposedly it was broken. The main reactor wasn’t working, according to the One, but the backup power plant appeared to function just fine. And now it was time for her to show off her ride.
The wide hatch and ramp could accommodate an elephant, or a pair of them if they were boarding two by two. Jenna would get the joke.
If their mission to meet the Framework kept to schedule, it would be the first afternoon she didn’t spend with her sister. To say Jenna wasn’t adjusting well was like saying Operation Ivy should have made a second studio album.
Carmen promised herself that once they got back, her sister was going to visit with her children. If it meant barnstorming Garden Village with the star runner, so be it.
Macamic and the other three astronauts ran their fingers along the smooth walls of the interior corridor.
Whereas the outside of the star runner was function over form, the swooping and curved interior flowed like liquid bronze. The wide hallways led to several rooms, which stood empty. Only the chambers that Ovo had repurposed held furnishings of any kind. A central control room had a drop-down master command panel, flight couches, fixed furniture, and simulated view ports. All features had been summoned from the ship’s seemingly bottomless recipe book for add-ons, as if the designers of the One’s vessel had expected frequent guests.
Her four visitors spread out and examined the room from top to bottom. They scanned every inch through their glasses. Carmen realized their eyewear must have been equipped with cameras. Her ship already had several devices on board from when the military made their first inspections, but this would be their first hands-on demonstration of what the vessel could do.
“What about the rest of the crew?” Captain Macamic asked.
Carmen went to the first flight chair. “They have their own compartments. You shouldn’t leave this room once we get under way. You’ll be comfortable in the flight chairs. You’ll meet Ovo because he pilots from here.”
“Will we finally get to meet the One?”
“You won’t. You don’t want to. Best take your seat. You’ll be able to see everything from here and ask all your questions.”
“No pressure suits needed?” Dr. Lum asked.
“Not unless you’re planning on going outside.”
“But you haven’t been clear about what stresses we will experience. We’ve all been through simulators, but I don’t think the mock-ups have prepared us. You flew on board several ships with no...enhancements.”
“You’ll be protected. But this thing goes fast. And once I get the spoiler attached, watch out.”
Dr. Lum’s eyes narrowed but he didn’t pursue the inquiry. And Carmen had little more to tell him. Every government on Earth now had the specs for the star runners, but it would be a long time before anyone built one. And here was a working model parked in a hangar and a pilot who couldn’t tell them much about it. The doctor and his amigos were about to put their lives in her hands and Carmen wondered if it meant they had drawn the long or the short straw.
Macamic and the other two were whispering among themselves as they examined the control panel.
“So are we going to go up, or what?” Carmen asked. “Best take your seats. One couch is as good as the other. The Framework is expecting us. Where’s Major Leavitt?”
Carmen didn’t wait for an answer as she headed out into the corridor. Leavitt wasn’t near the entrance. She jogged, scanning room after room until she came around a bend in the hallway and heard Ovo’s signature croak. She found Leavitt and Ovo in front of his quarters.
He was a head taller than her, but he stood slouched. He had his translation app running on a pop-up screen projecting from one of his artificial arms. Both limbs were mechanical and he had a green artificial eye which twinkled.
The program spoke with a stiff voice, turning Ovo-speak into English. “...no encryption necessary. I log in, go through the software startup, and the operation screens appear. The console in the control room makes it easy. I can show you how I do it when we depart.”
“Ovo!” Carmen said.
The hair on his head and face compressed against his skull. The app’s display image, which featured a stick figure operating a console, vanished. His throat pulsed, but no words came out.
Major Leavitt said, “Ovo was explaining what we might expect during our flight.”
Carmen forced a smile. “I was doing the tour for the others. If you have questions, ask me.”
“Now, Carmen, we appreciate you taking this ship so seriously. And it is a serious responsibility. But you’re going to have to realize that it doesn’t belong just to you, but to the entire world. We have trained pilots, engineers, and scientists ready to assist in its operation.”
Carmen moved Ovo along towards the control room. “You mean hand it over.”
“Isn’t that what you want? You’re home. Your ordeal is over. And we need to learn how this ship operates and functions from top to bottom so we can understand how we can build another like it.”
“Fine. But right now, I need you in a flight chair. The Framework is expecting us, and we don’t want to be late.”
Leavitt preceded her to the control room and joined the others, who were already in their couches. Once they launched, each chair would make the flight comfortable and shield the passenger from the worst of the effects of blasting into space.
Ovo trailed behind Carmen. “Are you angry?”
His app was getting better. The inflection left no room for doubt that his feelings were hurt.
“I’m not mad, Ovo. You just have to be careful what you tell them.”
“But they’re part of your tribe.”
Carmen made a middling gesture as if to convey that was only partly true, but realized he wouldn’t follow. “You’re right, Ovo. All of those people are humans. Maybe they were all born on the same planet, but they might not be friends. Not like you and me. Not like Jenna, or She Who Waits. We have to be careful what we tell them.”
“Why?”
She wasn’t sure how to answer. Hadn’t put her finger on it. She couldn’t keep the spaceship to herself; that she understood. But what would happen when Leavitt and the military realized they didn’t need her? Would she still be able to help Jenna navigate her new life inside the body of a spindlebot, or would they send Carmen home? And where would that leave her new friends?
She didn’t trust any of the assurances Leavitt had given. After the ordeal with her mom, Carmen didn’t trust any of them.
“Why is a good question,” Carmen said. “Intuition, maybe. Or I’m afraid they’re going to separate us once they can take the ship and do what they want with it. We’ll talk more later when we get back. Right now, let’s get up there and say hello to our new neighbors. It’s moving day, and everyone wants to see the show.”







Chapter Two


A PERFECT MORNING.
The sunlight warmed Jenna Vincent’s face. She kept her eyes closed for a moment. The orange glow, the blue cloud-dappled sky, the cooling breeze.
Perfect.
Beyond her apartment bedroom’s slider she could step out onto a balcony which overlooked a range of glacier-topped mountains and an alpine hillside covered in a green forest of dwarf pines. Around the meadows, red peaked roofs marked the homes of the handful of nearby neighbors. Each grassy pasture was divided by short stone walls of gray. Sheep grazed. Birds, or a close approximation of reptilian flappy things, turned in the sky above. Harmless, she had been told by the engineer who had welcomed her here to this place.
A stream ran near the main road. A waterwheel turned near an arching bridge. And near the bridge, a group of four-legged machines played. The quadrupeds were Cordice, the hosts of this world, sentient colonies of moss, inventors, artists, starfarers, hospitable and charitable to a fault, and, like Jenna, prisoners.
Prisoners of paradise.
Jenna opened her eyes again and tried to will it all away, the same as she’d done for more times than she could remember since waking up here days ago.
Still there.
The memories of what had happened aboard the harvester remained fresh. She had been taken—used—by the shadow monster, prodded and driven until she had no choice but to do what the creature demanded. She had fought. It had made her suffer and it had enjoyed it.
Even Peter, her ex, at his worst hadn’t been so deliberately cruel.
The monster had fed as it used her as its puppet, and she had piloted the harvester and almost killed her sister. The shadow had left her, confident she had been too cowed to escape, and used the alien called the One to chase down Carmen and her mother. There had been a fight. And then it all went blank.
Waking in sunlight had only brought confusion. The Cordice who had greeted her—nurses, she had called them—were a combination of technician, psychologist, and doula, trained in welcoming new citizens into their virtual Eden.
But their sim was having problems, and no one wanted to tell Jenna what the issue was. Had their reluctance to share come from the fact she was human? Her mother had exploited their kindness by stealing the harvester. When she asked, they wouldn’t answer. Her hosts had also asked her not to leave the valley.
One thing Jenna was good with was numbers, and it didn’t take long to see there were only a few hundred Cordice within the community. There were supposed to be billions. Perhaps they lived in other towns and cities. The engineer was polite, but turned down every request to leave. He, the nurses, and a few others who visited her and checked in didn’t live nearby. They would appear inside a central office near a vine-draped amphitheater, as if by some science fiction transportation device.
But her boys played video games. She knew the sim was nothing more than an immersive app. Didn’t the avatars in Zach’s handheld adventures travel from castle to castle by walking through a magic door or clicking on an accommodating horse?
Her new home was nothing more than a room within an electronic maze. Supposedly the Cordice housed other survivors not of their species. Were they likewise sequestered?
She wished she had Carmen’s knack for fearlessly wrangling problems.
She stepped outside her fourplex and onto the soft pavement. Her shoes, running pants, and tank top were hers, things she had worn before her mother had taken her and her sister into the sphere. The garments should have been in the laundry hamper in her Garden Village condo. Yet she had discovered them and other items which were likewise hers folded haphazardly inside a chest of drawers in her new apartment, stuffed in there the same way she would always do once they were dry.
No one had asked her how she did her laundry. She sniffed the tank top. It even smelled of the fake “ocean fresh” aroma from the dryer sheets she always used.
She ran.
Back home, she was good for at least two miles before getting winded, four before marrying Peter and giving birth to Zach. Landon had further curtailed her attempts to get back into shape, but she had persisted and had felt good about finally making eight laps around the quarter-mile track at the nearby high school.
The narrow road ran a circuit through the village. She counted fifty dwellings. The Cordice playing in the field were moving towards the amphitheater. The group leader waved for Jenna to join them. She waved back and kept running. Crossed the bridge past the waterwheel.
A rugged trail navigated beneath overarching trees. The branches bore flowering bunches of leaves at their tips, while the interior remained bare. Blue-green lichen clung to the bark. A flurry of iridescent moths erupted from a carpet of grass as she trotted past. So much of what she saw looked close to normal, but...wasn’t. These weren’t Earth trees or Earth insects. This wasn’t her air or her sun. But the ground was hard, the sun hot, the smell of damp undergrowth real.
Keep going.
The trail turned near an outcropping of boulders. Her breathing came hard and her legs were feeling spongy. She pushed on. But the trail made another bend and appeared to want to circle back towards the village. She paused for only a moment before plunging past vines and thistles and soon was clambering up an overgrown hill replete with fallen branches and exposed roots. Limbs slapped at her face. The soil crumbled and almost sent her sliding. She persisted. Handhold after handhold, she climbed and only paused when she made it to a clearing and a shaded rock.
She took in the view. The village looked small, a cleared swatch of manicured landscaping amid the grass and circled by the forests and ridgeline.
Before going to space, she had traveled little. Trips to Texas, yes, where her mother trained. Quite a few around California, road adventures mostly, Disneyland in Anaheim twice, and one notable vacation to Hawaii when her mom and dad were still together. She had never seen Switzerland in person, but the small valley reminded her of virtual scenery of the Alpine nation. Secluded, pristine, beautiful, yet somehow claustrophobic.
The gray wall of the mountains was like a stone wave threatening to crash down on top of her.
A pink laceration on her wrist bled. She had scrapes on both palms and had banged one knee during her ascent. But having caught her breath, she faced the wooded hillside and spotted a scalable track she believed she could navigate.
“Jenna Vincent?”
Lieutenant Hamish Townes stepped out from the shade of a tree. He was one of the Mars astronauts who served alongside her mother. He had almost died and had been rescued by the Cordice. Her mother had said he lived on inside the simulation.
Now he was here and dressed in a V-neck sweater, tweed slacks, and cordovan slippers. He wore his red hair combed back from his lean face and he carried a tablet computer. He squinted in the sun.
“It’s warmer than I expected,” he said. “I guess I should have checked before heading over.”
“Mr. Townes? How did you get here?”
He lifted one of his feet as if to show off his inappropriate footwear. “Not hiking, that’s for sure. But I’m getting used to the fact we don’t actually have to walk to get places.”
She looked around to see if anyone else had magically popped up near her.
“I learned what happened. I’m sorry, Jenna. I truly am. I don’t want to be here any more than you do. But this is our new home.”
“It’s not my home. I can’t be here.”
“We don’t have much of a choice. I would have come sooner, but you probably heard there were some problems with the home ship. The reactor went out. They had to power down and put the sim on standby. You were lucky. The harvester saved you and backed you up here despite the server issues. As you can imagine, that requires energy and data storage beyond anything we’ve come close to developing on Earth. It appears everything is coming back online now though.”
She considered her hands. “Is that all we are now? Data?”
“It takes time to wrap your head around it. Don’t think on it too long. You’re alive. I’m alive. Even if it’s not genuine air, it can seem real enough.”
“How do I get out?”
His languid smile made her heart sink. “We don’t. Your mother did, but she had a body to return to. But even that was complicated. It’s one of the things I wanted to talk to you about. What happened out there? Where is Sylvia?”
She told him as much as she could. She was trembling by the time she finished, and knew she had missed a sizeable chunk of the events prior to her death. The Cordice hadn’t answered the questions she asked that would fill in the blanks. But Sylvia Vincent had used both her daughters to take the harvester for the Melded. Her mother lived, part alien now, while having left a portion of her mind here in the sim world.
Hamish took in her tale without comment. 
“I’ve been stuck here since,” Jenna said. “This village, this valley. The Cordice may have saved me, but I’m nothing but a prisoner.”
“Some of that might not be their fault. With the main server offline, this must have been a backup or emergency shard they kept live. With the sim restored, you don’t have to stay here. They’ve kept me away from their central communication hub. But there’s more to see than this place.”
“I didn’t think I could leave. I was going to climb.”
“What? Up there? You really are your mother’s daughter. While you can’t break your neck, at least not permanently, it still hurts to fall inside the simulation. I’ve done it a few times trying different things. Let me show you around.”
He held out a hand. She took it.
In an instant, they were standing inside a tall room filled with books. Deer antlers decorated one wall. A massive desk, large red leather chairs, and a couch furnished the study. Through a window was a garden replete with rosebushes.
“Where is this?” Jenna asked.
“My home in San Antonio.”
She ran her hand along the back of a chair and felt cool leather. Picked up an action figure lying in the cushion. “How are we here?”
“Because I could recreate it from memory. This is my office. My bedroom, my son’s room, the kitchen, those all look pretty good. But we had moved only a couple years before the mission and once I step outside, things get fuzzy.”
“Fuzzy how?”
“You know what kind of tree is growing near your front door? How about ten feet away? And then what about your neighbor’s house, or the one next door where you’ve only waved hello and never got their name? I don’t step outside anymore. And then there’s the fact there’s no one else here.”
She adjusted the arms of the action figure. “Your son.”
“Josiah. And my wife Emily. Recreating this house was a mistake. It’s a reminder of what’s missing.”
He stepped through a door, which Jenna guessed should have led to a hallway. But the space beyond was a large empty room in white, as if the house were under construction and the contractors had quit the project. A wing chair with a lamp sat in the center, where a tablet waited on the cushion.
“This is where I spend my time. Reading, mostly. Occasionally I step outside for a bike ride, but not here. I go where the other Cordice live.”
“Where do you sleep?”
“We don’t have to if we don’t want to. Eating, either. The Cordice doctor who checks up on me tells me I need to keep a normal biological routine, but what’s the point? This isn’t the real world. We can exist here on different terms.”
She realized the muscle-bound plastic toy in her hands was more than a prop or a piece of clutter. She carefully set it on the chair.
“I want to see my family again,” he continued, “even if it’s for a day or an hour. You do too.”
“How is that possible if we’re...”
“You can say it. We died. Sylvia’s body wasn’t damaged beyond saving, so she got a second chance. But you hold the key to making it possible.”
“You mean the spindlebot.”
“The part of you that’s still outside controls it. Which means you control it once you’re whole.”
She examined her hands. “I feel whole.”
“The doctor says they can merge you again. The part of you that’s here and the part of you that’s outside.”
“Does that mean one of me dies?”
“It doesn’t work like that, at least not according to the doctors. I looked it up. I’ve read all I could on their technology, at least what’s available and translatable. When you merge, it’s just you remembering everything your split selves have experienced. You can rejoin the real world and find a way for me to do the same.”
Too many questions came to mind. Where was her outside self which controlled the bot? And what if outside was worse than what the Cordice offered? “We should talk to the engineer about this.”
“We can. But I wanted to hold off on that. Because there’s another wrinkle. And the Cordice may not like what I’m about to share with you. Sylvia?”
Jenna glanced about the blank room. Who was he talking to? But then someone appeared next to him. She was wearing a yellow sundress and a broad hat, sunglasses, and gardening gloves. She took the glasses off, and a warm smile crossed her face. It was her mother.
“Hello, pumpkin, I’ve missed you so.”







Chapter Three


THE GIANT CYLINDER rose from behind the moon, swinging along an elliptical path that would bring it into full view in moments. Sunlight burned white along its hull. As its shape grew more defined on the viewscreen, the smaller details became visible. Spokes ran from either end, reminding Carmen of a rolling pin. The ends of either spoke held an array with several spaceships attached.
Parts of spaceships, she corrected herself.
The Framework survivors had salvaged what they could to build the impressive structure, and only a few vessels had survived the disaster. With the Melded gone and the One’s ship in Carmen’s possession, it meant the Framework was left with only the Cordice’s home ship for outside-of-the-station transportation, along with any other ship that had been repaired since Carmen’s visit.
But the Framework itself was moving, propelled along by scores of drones. How this wasn’t creating havoc on board the spinning structure was beyond Carmen. Maybe everyone had a place to be during such motion. From what Carmen had learned, the Framework was meant to be stationary, as stationary as a floating habitat could be. And right now it was moving, the drones pushing it into an orbit around the moon.
The drones cut thrust. The plumes dissipated into the black. The sphere began a tumbling maneuver as smaller points on the hull of the cylinder pulsed fire. The Framework slowed even as it continued in its curving path, dipping across the illuminated lunar face and casting a shadow.
Dr. Lum was the first to be sitting up in his crash couch since takeoff. Each passenger had their own screen above them, courtesy of Ovo, and the others appeared content to watch in their reclined position.
The Framework was here. Earth wasn’t alone. And humanity could look up in the night sky and see their new neighbors.
Carmen was out of her chair and leaning over Ovo, watching him as he worked the controls. She knew she should acquaint herself with how the ship operated, but after the events with her mother and the harvester, she was happy to let someone else do the driving. Although, as she observed him, she saw he was doing very little, occasionally tapping a button. Their course would take them about a third of the way to the moon on a high arc before returning them to Earth. The astronauts would have their firsthand flight experience.
“When do we get to speak to them?” Leavitt asked.
Carmen surveyed the panel screens and saw the communication network was up. “The Framework council is online. She Who Waits, it’s time.”
A red translation light appeared next to Leavitt, a stationary flame winking and pulsing. Leavitt rose from her chair but immediately swooned. Carmen went to help her.
She nodded her thanks and eased herself back into her reclined position. “I’m Greta Leavitt. On behalf of the sovereign nations of Earth, I welcome you. We are ready to open communications with you and establish relations. We have much to learn from each other and it’s our hope we will find mutual benefit from the exchange.”
She kept talking, but Carmen became distracted. On the console she counted five screens of the Framework council who were tied into the communication. While She Who Waits was doing the translating, the ship and the Framework network were linked.
Why so few council members?
There were at least a dozen races on board, or had been. With the One dying, She Who Waits acting as translator, and the Melded having departed, it meant there should have been nine-plus members present. Of the five who were there, four had their faces obscured as if they were meeting in the Framework council chamber and had their atmospheric curtains drawn closed.
The fifth was the Cordice engineer. The mossy blank face had four feathery antennae and a centipede-like body coiled beneath it. Since the Cordice had been wiped out by a ship-wide blight, perhaps caused by the shadow creatures, they lived entirely within their simulation.
The engineer spoke in a serene voice. “It pleases us to meet. Our new proximity will expedite communication. Our previous messages to your world sum up our desire to enjoy peaceable relations based on a common interest and trust.”
“Previous messages?” Leavitt asked. “My apologies, but I was informed this was our initial introduction.”
“To the other nation-states. You speak with the authority of your United States. We have received and sent messages to the European Space Agency, the United Arab Emirates Space Agency, the Russian Space Agency, the Geo-Informatics and Space Technology Development Agency, the Japan Aerospace Exploration Agency, and the China National Space Administration. We have pending messages from nineteen other sovereign nations which we have yet to respond to.”
“I realize our world has some work to do as far as approaching you with a unified voice.”
“Our kind has gone through similar growing pains. But we have a consensus as to your world’s spokesperson. It is unanimous that Carmen Vincent should speak for you.”
Carmen looked up from the console. “What?”
The Cordice engineer repeated itself. “Our unanimous decision is to speak to Carmen Vincent. She, in turn, can be the voice of your world.”







Chapter Four


JENNA HUGGED HER MOTHER. It felt like her. Smelled like the apple-scented soap and honey hair rinse she used. Her mother’s skin looked darker as if she had been spending time in the sun. But where were the inky lines on her arms and neck from what the Melded had done to her?
“Oh, my sweet girl,” Sylvia Vincent said.
“How is it you’re here?”
“I was gardening. And when Hamish called, I knew it was time. I could barely wait. I had to keep busy to distract myself. Oh, sweetie, it’s been so long.”
“No, Mom, I mean how are you here inside the simulation?”
“I’ve been here since the accident. The Cordice rescued me. Then I sent for you and Carmen.”
Jenna searched her mother’s face for any sign she was being less than forthright. “Yes, Mom, you stole the Cordice harvester and came to find us. What do you remember after that? What about you and the Melded?”
Her mom glanced at Hamish as if uncertain how to answer.
“It’s okay, Sylvia,” he said. “I’ve dialed our time back. We can talk as long as we want and only a few seconds will have passed. With everything the Cordice have going on, I doubt anyone is listening in. Tell Jenna what you know.”
Sylvia Vincent, mission specialist and Mars astronaut, a woman with two master’s degrees in engineering and a list of academic and professional accomplishments longer than what most people couldn’t achieve in a lifetime, looked lost. But the moment passed.
She said, “I made an agreement with the Melded to hand over the harvester. They were to assist me in bringing you along so we could survive. I understand my mind was partially uploaded into my body when the process was interrupted. I have no memory of the events which followed. The Cordice haven’t shared much.”
“You became one of the Melded,” Jenna said. “You attacked Earth. People got hurt. The shadow monster? Didn’t anyone tell you? I died, Mom.”
“I didn’t want any of that to happen. I don’t believe I...the me who’s in the real world...wanted it, either. I know I’m not whole. I hope the Cordice will allow me to get better. But part of me sees that this might be for the best.”
“How?”
“Because I’m with you. And this place, as much as we know it’s not real, can be a home.”
“Don’t start, Mom. You tried to take me from my boys. I’m angry with you. And now I’ll never get to hold them in my arms.”
“But what if they were here with you?” Sylvia asked. “We could all be together. I don’t have to leave. Neither do you.”
“I don’t want them here!”
She wasn’t used to shouting. Carmen was the one who got angry. Jenna had always been the one who kept calm, at least where their mother was concerned. She walked around the chair, fixated on it as it was the only feature in the room which didn’t remind her she was in an alien space.
She tried the door back to the study. Locked.
“Can I get out of here?”
“Soon,” Hamish said. “I’m sorry, but this conversation has to happen now. There’s a time element. The Framework has moved. We’re close to Earth. There’s an opportunity for all of us to have what we want. You want to see your children again. But there’s something you need to know. Sylvia, it’s time to tell her.”
Her mom’s hesitation returned. “I have a message for you. It’s from me. The outside me. I sent it through the Cordice and they forwarded it here. They know all of this now and the engineer is letting me see you to share it.”
“Share what? Something from the Melded?”
“I understand you don’t want to trust the other me. Or them. But read this and judge for yourself.”
Sylvia handed Jenna a sheet of paper. Jenna grabbed the page and scanned the message before rereading it carefully.
Dear Jenna,
I hope you receive this transmission.
I’m sending it to you rather than your sister. Carmen is a strong young woman and has proven herself to be quite capable, but I’m afraid the powers that be on Earth and in our government might not forward the message to her, and as you know, Carmen has made new friends, some of whom I don’t trust.
I’m so proud of both of you.
I won’t be able to explain my decisions in a brief message. Your sister knows, but doesn’t understand. Just realize that I love and miss both of my girls.
I imagine you’re confused right now and perhaps scared. But there is no reason to be frightened.
The Cordice have made a world where we can have a future. Have you met my avatar within their simulation? It’s part of me. We will be together soon if we aren’t already. My avatar won’t be able to answer questions about what’s happened recently, but I’m your mother and the avatar remembers everything until the disaster.
We can bring the boys to you. Both Zach and Landon will need to come soon, and for that you will have to play a role. Just as I have my body in which I must take the war to the enemy, you have yours, which now controls the spindlebot that was on board the harvester.
Part of you which is reading this is alive inside the simulation. The harvester did that. If you bring the spindlebot which you control to the Cordice, you can be made whole.
Once you get acclimated (and it will take time, but inside the sim, you have all the time you could ever want), you will realize that you will need to have a conversation with yourself. The part of you that controls the bot can do things that you can’t from within the sim. But what kind of mother will it be? Your boys belong by your side. They deserve a long life, and I fear for what will happen if you wait too long to bring them to you.
I’ve encoded what you’ll need in this message so you can communicate with your robot. The Cordice engineer will help you.
But realize that Carmen will not.
This will seem crazy at first, because it necessitates you convince yourself to take your sons into space and to the Cordice home ship. The Cordice can introduce them to the simulation world. It means their lives.
Have them visit. Let yourself be made whole. Then make your decision.
I realize that everything I’m telling you is overwhelming. None of us asked for this. Humanity deserves its chance at life, and if we wait, we die. The simulation is our ark. You know the Noah story. Time was of the essence and anyone who wanted to live had to be on board.
The rain hasn’t started yet, Jen, but the clouds are forming.
Preliminary remote sensor reports show something big is heading our way. It might be months off, perhaps a year. But it’s coming. We see it beyond the cloud of comets and dust at the edge of our solar system. By the time Earth astronomers spot it, it will be too late.
Carmen questioned whether I was still me—still human. Perhaps you have the same questions. I’m that and much more. The Melded had to repair me. We don’t stop being who we are because we get braces, replace a hip, or receive a transplant.
The Melded do what they need to in order to change themselves so they can live to fight the next day. You have not only a new body in a virtual reality but one of carbon and steel. Embrace it.
Flesh and blood won’t inherit the stars.
The enemy would have us lie down and wait for the end.
Know that I love you, my grandchildren, and Carmen.
Take a moment to grieve for what happened to you. But you have a chance with your new life that few before ever had. Save your boys. Bring them to the simulation. Give them the opportunity to survive.
For we may be the only humans who escape the fate which is coming for our world.
Love,
Mom 
Jenna turned the letter over. But there was nothing written on the back. “You don’t want me to trust Carmen?”
“That’s not what it says,” Hamish said too quickly.
“It’s what I just read. You don’t trust Carmen enough to share this information with her. And how about the Cordice? And Earth and the Framework? You say you have, what, a sensor report of something coming?”
Sylvia shook her head. “Not me, sweetie. The Melded. And they shared what they saw with the Cordice.”
“I don’t like that you’re asking me to keep Carmen out of the loop. And we’re supposed to trust the Melded after what they did?”
“It doesn’t matter if their information is correct,” Hamish said. “There are those on the Framework who can make their own observations. Carmen has the best ship. You can ask the Cordice to let you talk to her. But if what the message says is true, we don’t have time to waste.”
She reread the letter. A year. Months. Maybe less. The thought of bringing Zach and Landon there to the false world made her queasy. But what if it was true?
Hamish picked up the action figure from the chair. “The enemy is real. Every race has their tale of what happened. I can share them with you.”
Jenna raised a hand for him to stop.
“Sweetie,” her mom said, “I know you’ve been through more than I can imagine. I wish it wasn’t like this. But sometimes a hard decision has to be made. And your boys are bright and young and will adapt. I’ll do everything in my power to help. I can stay here, this part of me, at least. We’ll be a family.”
“Give me a moment. Please.”
She read it again. Paced. Realized she hadn’t chewed a fingernail since waking up in this new world. This perfect world. A dirty habit, their father had always said. It’s why you catch so many colds, her mother would chide.
She bit her thumbnail. “I need to talk to Carmen.”







Chapter Five


THE ASTRONAUTS STARED at Carmen from the communications screen.
Concern, yes, but there was something else behind Dr. Lum’s furled brow and Captain Macamic’s clenching jaw.
The Framework council watched, too.
The Cordice engineer broke the silence. “Is our decision unclear?”
Leavitt’s comment crystallized the mood of the others in the control room. “We were of the understanding this would be a handoff of diplomatic relations with the Framework. Our nation, our space agency and its supporting government, is in the best position to expedite plans to assist in the building of the starship designs handed to us by the One.”
“I understand your confusion,” the Cordice engineer said. “Perhaps in time, as our relationship grows, we will accept you as the voice of your world. But Carmen Vincent has proven herself a friend. And please forgive this next statement: your manufacturing capabilities won’t match what we will set into motion as far as our repairs and construction endeavors.”
“Hold up,” Carmen said. She leaned closer to the translation light. “I get a say in this. I never volunteered to be the voice for Earth. I have a job. I’m a caretaker for my sister and father. I’m not a diplomat. I’m nobody. I got handed a spaceship and right now, I’m their ride. That’s it.”
“Agreed,” Leavitt said without missing a beat. “Our relationship is one which requires complex agreements between the nations of our world. Please allow us to select a representative.”
The engineer gave a conciliatory nod. “If Carmen decides not to stand for Earth, we will abide by that decision.”
Leavitt gave Carmen a nod, as if it settled the matter. Something about the woman’s frosty glare unsettled her. But despite her misgivings, Carmen didn’t want the job. At that moment, she wanted to turn back and return home.
“You say you’re in communication with these other nations,” Leavitt said. “Through what channel?”
“We sent the messages via the best receiver we could find. Carmen and She Who Waits’ vessel.”
Carmen had spent little time on board since their arrival, checking in a few times each day to look in on Ovo and She Who Waits. But apparently they both had been busy and the army, air force, and anyone else at Area 51 had missed the fact that Carmen’s friends were talking to everybody.
“We detect several defunct structures on the surface of your moon,” the engineer said. “Our research shows no one holds sovereignty there.”
Leavitt eyeballed Carmen before answering. “The moon base which was lost following the Big Wipe was a joint mission between several agencies. While there are a few remote science stations, none are manned. Earth treaties recognize the moon as a neutral entity.”
Carmen cleared her throat. “What she’s trying to say is you’re welcome to it. Our house is your house, and our moon is yours, too.”

A SERIES OF PLEASANTRIES followed and the communication with the Framework ended. The red light blinked out.
Leavitt successfully stepped out of her couch. “I suppose this is my fault. We were in such a rush to board this ship and take a ride and meet the Framework, we didn’t set up any ground rules for communication. What was that? Did you give them the moon?”
Carmen’s face grew warm. “It’s not like we’re using it.”
“Look, I appreciate your enthusiasm and your having laid a peaceful groundwork with the Framework. This is a scenario which we’ve gamed out for decades. What if we find intelligent life? We’ve met them. We have protocols. Every word, every action, needs to be weighed out. We don’t know how they think. A gentleman’s agreement to come visit might imply many outcomes we can’t imagine.”
“We’ve met the worst of them. The shadows. The Melded. But the Cordice are pacifists. Them speaking for the Framework is good news. With the Melded out of the picture, the Framework council sounds a lot less angry and actually wants to work with us.”
“That depends on who you mean by ‘us.’ They’ve had a dozen conversations. How many promises have been made to them? And we haven’t heard from anyone else on this council. While the Cordice might be patient and polite, it sounds like they’re a democracy. What happens when the Cordice are outvoted and the Framework decides they want something from Earth which we don’t want to give them?”
“You said it yourself. I’m not your representative. I just own Earth’s only spaceship and I haven’t decided if I’m ready to give it up. I delivered the One’s star runner plans to everyone I could. So get on the phone and hash out a plan. Put someone in charge who speaks for all of us. Right now, I want to go back down and see Jenna. I’d suggest you get ready because the return trip is going to be rough.”
Leavitt went back to her couch. The others got themselves settled. But Carmen felt her heart thumping and her breathing coming short. She left the control room. The ship was moving, making a maneuver, which forced her to brace herself on a wall. But perhaps it was the Melded nanobots inside her. She maintained her balance. Her guts barely noticed. And she could walk down the hallway after a moment of adjustment.
Why had she reacted like that to Greta Leavitt?
She, like the woman-related-to-Carmen-who-would-not-be-named who was somewhere in the further reaches of the solar system, was a creature whose job came first and whose humanity and compassion had to wait in a queue that stretched around the block and out of sight. Major Leavitt had a job, and it was to manage Earth’s space fleet of one and the testy young woman who claimed ownership over it.
She wanted to return to Jenna. She needed to see her dad. Hadn’t expected to get dragged into space again. But at least now she was in control, or at least giving orders to her pilot. And they were going home.
She came to a dead end. The sealed frontmost compartment was reserved for the One. Carmen hadn’t heard the many-mouthed blob since their landing.
She Who Waits kept a cabin next door. The hatch to her room was open.
Her tall shell stood in the center of a ring of red lights. The crimson glow turned her shell into a shard of amber. Diamonds played in the atmosphere. She was working. Carmen had never seen her with so many lights. It had always taxed the young creature, and her early attempts at talking to the One had hurt her. But now this? She Who Waits was growing in her skills.
While the lights occasionally winked, the room was silent.
“So this is where the magic happens,” Carmen said.
A new light appeared before her. She Who Waits’ gentle voice spoke. “May I be of assistance?”
“You look busy.”
“I am facilitating communications between Framework members. Now that they are closer there is minimal signal delay.”
“And talking to Earth too?”
“As requested, and as is my duty. My obligations to designate Framework council continue. Has this created difficulties?”
“Don’t mind Greta Leavitt. The Cordice engineer is right; Earth needs one person to talk to. Leavitt made some assumptions and came across like a pushy ass.”
“Will this be a difficulty for us? I can procure a station on the Framework.”
“You don’t have to ask my permission. This boat is half yours. Maybe if I give you my half, it’ll put everyone on my world on a level playing field. Just say the word.”
“Which word?”
The translator didn’t normally miss idioms. No doubt the downside of multitasking.
Carmen touched the shell and felt it radiate warmth. “In case you missed it, we’re going back to Earth. Don’t tire yourself out, okay?”
“I have established a schedule in which others can summon my services. One moment. Carmen Vincent, I have a request for communication from the Cordice home ship.”
“The engineer again?”
“No. It is designate Jenna Vincent, your sister. And her tone indicates she is very, very upset.”







Chapter Six


“WHAT DO YOU MEAN JENNA’S calling from the Cordice home ship?” Carmen asked.
She Who Waits said, “It is the communication node associated with their simulation.”
A few of the red lights vanished. New ones popped to life. But the one before Carmen didn’t waver. She tried to understand what the incoming call meant. She Who Waits didn’t make mistakes and didn’t guess. But Jenna was on Earth, in Area 51, her brain stored within the spindlebot.
“All right. Put her on. This is Carmen.”
“Car? Is that really you?”
It sounded like Jenna. But faking her sister’s voice would be child’s play.
“Yeah, this is me,” Carmen said. “Who is this?”
“It’s Jenna. I’m stuck. I’m in the Cordice world. I didn’t know I could talk to anyone outside but now they’ve let me.”
“How is this possible?”
“The Cordice have a radio app which has an interface. It’s easy, now that they’ve allowed me access. I just talk into it.”
“No, I mean if it’s really you, how are you inside their sim? You’re out here. I saw you this morning.”
“The engineer explained it. I was on their network when I got crushed. It literally saved me. The harvester software put me here like a backup or something. I don’t understand it. I just woke up.”
“Jen, if it’s really you, then tell me something. What flavor syrup did you put on your pancakes in the Bumbleberry?”
“You serious? All of them. It’s me.”
Hardly a stumper. Carmen could only guess the other flavors besides imitation maple and boysenberry. But why would anyone pretend to be her sister?
“I’m here, Jen,” Carmen said. “I’m listening. How do I help you?”
“I...don’t know. I’m dead, aren’t I? The Cordice say so. But you were there. We were together, fighting that monster. It forced me to control the ship. Did you see me...my body?”
If this was a ruse, it sounded perfect down to the vulnerability and constant uncertainty. 
Carmen swallowed hard so she could speak. The memory was too fresh and there hadn’t been time for processing. She hadn’t even told her father that his oldest daughter had been killed yet lived on, preserved among the dancing electrons of an alien machine. Dealing with Jenna inside the bot had already sent Carmen’s emotions into turmoil. And now this?
“I saw you,” Carmen said. “I was there right after. But then you woke up in the spindlebot. The army people took your actual body off the ship after we landed. You’re down there on the base, at least the part of you inside the robot body. You’ve been speaking with Zach and Landon. You’re alive.”
A pause followed. She looked at the red light cone, which confirmed they were still connected.
“But I’m not there, Car, I’m here. This place...it feels real, but it’s not. I want to see the boys.”
Carmen tried to wrap her head around what she was hearing. Two Jennas? “I’m going to help you. Is the engineer there? Ask him what we need to do to make you whole. I’ll call him. We’re going to figure this out.”
“I know we will. We always have. I’m scared and I’m trying not to freak out. But there’s something else. I have a message from Mom. She’s sending it to the Framework too, but she wanted you to hear. There’s something out there that the Melded have seen. It’s far away right now, but it’s coming. And she says we need to be ready for when it does.”
Carmen listened to Jenna and barely registered that her jaw had tightened enough to start aching. What fresh hell was her mother planning? And why had the Cordice even allowed their mom’s message to get through to Jenna? Carmen could barely keep Earth-side Jenna from freaking out, and now there was another version of her sister, a copy inside the sim who likewise needed hand-holding.
It’s Jenna, she corrected herself. They’re both her. And none of this mess was her fault.
Jenna’s voice sounded small. “Are you still there?”
“Jenna, are you alone?”
Pause. “Lieutenant Townes is here.”
“And what about the part of Mom who was left behind inside the sim?”
Another pause. “She’s here too.”
“What else aren’t you telling me?”
“That’s it, Carmen. The Melded detected something out there. This is important.”
“Unless they’re lying. I don’t like this. I don’t like that Mom is pushing you between us while you’re in your condition to deliver a message that should be sent to Earth.” She sighed. “I’m going to do whatever I can to make you better. Look, there’s a lot going on right now. But I want to talk to the engineer and hear what the Cordice have to say about this. And as far as whatever’s coming, the Framework will have to decide what to do. I’m going to call you back. And when I do, can we talk alone?”
Her sister agreed and Carmen motioned for the translation light to go away. She Who Waits obliged and it vanished. Carmen almost jumped when she realized Major Leavitt was standing nearby in the hallway.
“I didn’t mean to startle you,” Leavitt said.
“How much did you hear?”
“Most of it. This is important information. You were going to share it, weren’t you?”
“Why would you ask me that? I wouldn’t keep this to myself. According to Jenna, the Melded told the Framework already. Now you know too. We can only guess what the Melded actually saw.”
“And you trust your mother’s telling the truth?”
“No. I need to talk to the Cordice about this and about my sister. Ovo can help you call your people. And then...”
Carmen wasn’t sure what would come next. She massaged the back of her neck.
“You have a heavy load,” Leavitt said, her tone not unkind. “Your sister needs you. Wouldn’t it be easier if you also weren’t the one in charge of Earth’s sole spacecraft? Because it sounds like we’re going to have to go out there and take a look so we can see what’s coming our way.”
Carmen worried she was right.







Chapter Seven


THEY HAD BEGUN THEIR return trip to Earth when the Framework opened communications. Carmen had just reclined in her chair when the translation light appeared.
“So much for a three-hour tour,” Carmen muttered.
“It is the Cordice engineer,” She Who Waits said. “The rest of the Framework council has convened. They wish for you to join them.”
“Now?” she asked, even as she knew the question was redundant.
She Who Waits didn’t mince words. The light was waiting. All Carmen had to do was agree to the communication and she would be connected.
“I didn’t think I’d have to talk to them so soon. Not officially.”
Greta Leavitt was in her chair and watching her. “Will I be able to listen?”
Carmen’s first instinct was to say no, or to ignore the request. She could get up and move to another part of the ship for privacy. But with what was at stake, it would be childish and irresponsible.
“I’d like that,” Carmen said. “Please increase the volume so they can listen in. Will the council be able to see me when we tie in?”
She Who Waits sounded distracted. “Yes, if you wish it.”
Carmen wished she had taken some time with her hair.
The screen displayed a view of the council chamber, a cave where each representative had a platform facing the others over a pool of water. Nine magnified faces stared back at her. The members who were absent before now appeared to be present, with most still obscured by their atmospheric curtains.
They had been speaking with one another but the conversation ended.
“Greetings, Carmen Vincent,” the Cordice engineer said. “You and your kind are welcome to this meeting as we have an urgent matter to consider.”
She counted the faces again, feeling as if she was missing something. “Why only nine?”
“The One is indisposed and the Melded have withdrawn.”
“What about She Who Waits? Her race holds membership here. I saw the statue. Why doesn’t she get a say?”
“Carmen...” Leavitt hissed.
The engineer nodded its long, slender head. “An astute observation. She is her race’s sole representative. But she has repeatedly declined offering an opinion in items brought before this body.”
“Okay, I’m sorry,” Carmen said. “I just thought maybe you were ignoring her. I’m listening.”
“We have been discussing what we must do. The Melded claim to have learned of an incoming object or ship which they believe may be a sign that the enemy is coming. We’ve asked for clarification and have received an answer. Before approaching the rendezvous, the Melded deployed an automated resource factory and listening post at the far edge of your sun’s gravity well. It sent a signal that it detected a ship following their path into your system. Then the listening post stopped sending its signal.”
“So what’s this object? Can’t anyone look?”
“It’s too far away. Beyond your Neptune. We need to know what happened and what is coming. If it’s the enemy, we can expect not one but thousands...tens of thousands of objects hurtling towards us. With advance warning, we might preserve some who would survive. Which is why we have a request.”
“How can I help?”
“We need to go out and learn what happened to the Melded listening post.”
Carmen waited a beat, expecting there would be more. “Why would we do that for them?”
“We would do it for our own benefit, and Earth’s.”
“Why aren’t the Melded going? They have the harvester and their own ship. And they’re out there and should be closer.”
“They are actually further away. And we appreciate your hesitance and agree with it. They say they are investigating. We must do the same so we aren’t relying on their reports. Which brings us back to our request. The One’s vessel is the fastest, even with your main reactor in a state of disrepair. All the Framework’s remaining ships are offline as we’ve used them for the move.”
“You have your ship.”
“Our home ship houses the sim. We will not risk it. We have a shuttle, but it is of limited range and speed.”
“So you need us to check it out,” Carmen said. “How long a trip are we talking about?”
“My estimates of your ship’s capabilities mark the time at five days before you can make a meaningful observation.”
“You’re talking one-way.”
“Yes.”
Ten days away from Jenna. Away from her father, who she had barely said a word to. Over a week with no sky and no ground and eating whatever printed foodstuff the ship provided.
“How much time before we have to go?” Carmen asked, regretting the question instantly.
The engineer and the Framework were counting on her. But the thought of being thrust back into space again made her breath come up short.
She began rambling, but couldn’t stop herself. “I’m sorry. I just mean I have passengers. None of them are crew. I have to drop them off. Down on Earth. I haven’t even checked with Ovo to see what the ship might need before we leave. We need time.”
“Perhaps. Perhaps not. Landing would be a delay if unnecessary. We’ve prepared a supply bundle which we can launch your way and you can intercept. It will have fuel modules tailored to your backup reactor, food and drink for you and your passengers, and automated probes to assist in your investigation.”
“What if they don’t want to go?”
The question hung for only a moment before Greta Leavitt answered. “Of course we’ll go. All of us. No one here is unwilling to answer this challenge.”
“But if they’re on board, we’ll have to go slower.”
“We’re going to be fine, Carmen. We’ve studied the specs on what the flight chairs can do. It’ll be taxing, but we’re all trained and in good health.”
“I guess I’m out of excuses. Okay, Mr. Engineer. We’re going to go.”
The floating faces didn’t appear to register the decision. The hazy visages might have been abstract paintings or distorted photos of wanted criminals or the work of a photographer whose equipment was malfunctioning. No emotion, no tells, only a few twitches which might have been communication or a facial spasm.
“The council is pleased,” the engineer said. “But we have a request. We wish She Who Waits to remain behind. She is needed to facilitate the tasks the Framework must undertake.”
Carmen hesitated. “Okay. I mean, it’s up to her. She’s able to make her own decisions. Let her answer for herself.”
“Blorp!”
The wet, trumpeting bellow from the front of the ship caused Carmen to grip the inside of her couch.
“Blorp! Blorp!”
The One, and it was awake.
“What is that?” Dr. Lum asked.
“It’s the ship’s original owner,” Carmen said. “And it sounds like it wants a say.”
Translating for the One was stressful for She Who Waits. The creature could occupy the translator for hours on end, speaking in several streams of monologue at a time, and lately setting to record its life saga in anticipation of its death. But with no meaning given to the wall-shaking exclamations, it sounded as if the One was about to tear its way out of its front hold and rip the ship apart.
A tenth face appeared. But the scrambled image wavered as a giant eye emerged and invaded the view, glaring from side to side as if the council members were sharing real space instead of a virtual one.
“Fractions. You cannot let me rest, can you less-than-ones who would snivel and cry like the mice upon which I feed. I have listened to your messages. Heard the exchanges between you council members and the communications with the tiniest fractions of all, the Melded. How you all squirm.”
Carmen could hear the baritone chorus of the One’s multiple voices carry from the forward part of the ship. Unfiltered by She Who Waits, and riven through with savage rage. She suppressed a shiver. It brought back the violence of their fight against the shadow which had used the One like a puppet and almost killed them. After the shadow had separated from the creature and sought shelter with Jenna, the One had crushed and killed her sister.
Hearing it again made her want to crawl inside a hole and hide.
The One’s words on the communication network continued to translate. “What dealings with the Melded have you individually or collectively made? You’d request the earthlings do what you could have done upon receiving the message of possible contact with our great enemy. But did you send your probes?”
“No, we did not,” the engineer said plainly.
“Because you’d conspire to send us away to do what you could accomplish remotely.”
“My calculations are correct. Your ship will make the trip and launch the probes and cut many hours off the contact period than if we only launched probes. Your objection is...impulsive. What purpose would sending you and your ship away accomplish?”
“I am considering the reasons why any fraction-less-than-one would act in such a manner. My current hypothesis is appeasement with the Melded.”
“Explain, please, fellow council member.”
“They control the harvester. If the enemy is entering this system, the Melded hold the key to anyone surviving what is to come. What continues to trouble me is that some of what the Melded sent remains encrypted. What message did they send you?”
“They only shared with us the location of their signal post.”
“Liar! The message has a rider which refuses all attempts at translation. Even She Who Waits can’t breach this code. But they directed it at you, as if you believed you could carry on a separate negotiation. What promises did they make you in exchange for your home ship and the simulation you carry on board?”
“Please be assured we have conducted no clandestine transaction with the Melded,” the engineer pleaded. “What extra message? What rider?”
The One grew louder. “I have it here. Where the shadow creatures carried out acts of sabotage, you would betray the Framework and our alliance of mutual assistance by an underhanded attempt to save yourself. Even in my ultimate moments where I should rest, I find myself beset with treachery. You would trust—”
A loud bang echoed through the ship. The image of the One flickered and vanished.
Carmen sprang from her couch and ran towards the front of the ship. The door to the One’s chamber remained closed.
“Ovo, open the forward compartment!”
The door slid aside. Surrounded by translation lights, the One lay sprawled like a deflated hot-air balloon. Most of the alien’s limbs had retracted, but those that hadn’t hung limp. The room felt stuffy. Condensation ran down the walls. The reek of methane mixed with rotting fruit permeated the air.
Carmen touched the One. The skin was hot. She nudged the creature. No reaction. Pushed it. It was like shoving at a sticky beanbag the size of a motor home.
“Are you awake? Are you alive? Can you answer me? Tell me what to do to help you.”
But the One didn’t respond. It had said it had been dying. A fold of skin fluttered, revealing the giant eye. It looked about, up and down, left and right, and gazed straight through Carmen before the lids closed.
The translation lights vanished.







Chapter Eight


OVO’S MECHANICAL GREEN eye sparkled as he continued with his examination of the One’s wilted body. “There are traces of organ activity. In fact, the One’s internal temperature has increased from what I see is its normal body reading. Whether this is how it responds to whatever trauma it’s going through, I don’t know. Perhaps it can no longer vent its organs. The Melded doctor might help.”
Carmen kept her nose pressed against her shirt. “I’m guessing the One wouldn’t want us to radio the Melded for help. Call it a hunch.”
“It said it was dying.”
“Yeah. For days. Is there anything we can do to make it more comfortable?”
Ovo scrolled through pages of data on the device fixed to his arm. “They shared little of themselves, and nothing I have access to is helpful. I’m sorry.”
“If you find anything, tell me.”
Greta Leavitt and Dr. Lum had joined them in the forward compartment. Lum was recording everything with his glasses and using a handheld device for close-ups.
Leavitt stood nearby, wearing a mixed expression of concern and fascination. “That creature’s body. We could learn so much.”
“Are you serious?” Carmen asked.
“Just an observation. But I want to know if we’re following up on what you planned for your ship.”
“I still should take all of you back. I don’t want anyone to get hurt once we get underway.”
“Your concern is touching. But we’re all committed to this. Unless, of course, you feel you wish to relinquish command. I understand. You have a great value to all of us after what you’ve seen and accomplished. And the Framework trusts you. Your leaving puts that goodwill in jeopardy.”
“I don’t need to be protected.” And I don’t trust you with my ship.
Carmen had been ignoring her own translation light, which was following her, until She Who Waits said, “Designate Framework has launched its supply and probe packages. They’ve also transmitted their recommended flight path towards the listening post. It does not include us stopping on Earth.”
That settled it. Unless they wanted to miss the package intercept, they were going. All of them. Unless Carmen pulled the plug.
Carmen led them from the One’s compartment and waited for the door to close. “Ovo, double-check that flight path and see what your computer says. Make your own if it doesn’t look right. Everyone else, get yourself comfortable. Stay in your flight chair. Getting out of it will get you hurt.”
“We’ve been briefed on what to expect,” Leavitt said. “Will it be worse than our liftoff?”
“It can always be worse.”
She waited for them to retire to the control room. Then she went into She Who Waits’ chamber. The lights were down, save one. A streak of black wrapped itself into a helix within She Who Waits’ sandy atmosphere, but it thinned, faded, and was replaced with the soft gray of a foggy morning.
“Meeting’s over, I take it. Are you okay?”
“It taxed me,” She Who Waits said. “I will continue to function.”
“You’re strong. But you can let me know if it’s too much. Without the One demanding your attention...it will be easier for you, won’t it?”
“Yes. Although with designate the One’s waning strength, its diminished need for my services left me with time to recover. And now that my work for the council meeting is finished, I will rest.”
“I’m happy to hear that. I’ll be calling Jenna and my dad while we’re in range. I wanted to see you first to make sure you weren’t hurt after the One had its episode.”
“The One lives, but is asleep. Whether it will recover remains to be seen.”
“If you find out we can do anything for it, let me know. Oh, before I leave you alone, did you get the part of the message—this rider—from the Melded to the engineer that the One was talking about? The part which was encrypted?”
“No. Designate Cordice engineer did not share that with me. We can inquire, but if it was truly intended as an encrypted message, then we won’t be able to read it unless either party shares it.”
“What do you think? Was it a secret message?”
“I don’t believe so. Both the Melded and the Cordice have communication array repairs underway. Signal noise, interference from solar radiation, cosmic rays. These all factor into long-range communications. A glitch. That is all.”
“Get some sleep. I’ll wake you if anything urgent comes up.”
She found Ovo assisting Dr. Lum with his device. He was recording the doctor as he climbed into his flight couch. Once inside, Dr. Lum remained sitting up and was narrating, but Carmen couldn’t understand the language. Ovo had his own translation app running, with several pictographs paused. Monologue over, Lum took the camera back. Said something. Ovo replied in the same language.
When Lum spotted Carmen, he grinned. “His Mandarin is excellent. He also speaks Spanish, French, and Italian. I haven’t tried what little I know of Japanese yet.”
“Uh, yeah. We’re really pleased with Ovo. Ovo, can we talk?”
She led him to the console and kept her voice low. “What was he asking you about earlier?”
“He is curious about every aspect of the ship’s operation. Its capabilities. And what I know about running antimatter processing, which we will need for the main drive.”
“And what do you know?”
“I have no expertise,” Ovo said. “But the One’s schematics include thorough directions which, if followed, will allow a zero-g factory to be built. Did you not wish me sharing what I know?”
“I don’t know. I can’t say if keeping things to ourselves is going to help anything. But that’s not what I wanted to talk to you about. It’s She Who Waits and the message. You saw it?”
“I noted the transmission.”
“Come on, Ovo. You don’t miss a thing. Did you read it?”
“Yes. Except for the rider. I couldn’t get my software to process it. This section of the message was a long string of noise.”
“So She Who Waits is right. It’s junk.”
Ovo’s throat swelled as if he were about to say something, but then it shrank again. It sounded like he was blowing a raspberry. “Perhaps too much like junk. Encrypted messages can produce a random string of data which appears too random. Repeating nothing, this flags it as deliberate. Signal noise repeats by the merits of it being actually random. She Who Waits said it wasn’t important, and she is the expert.”
“And right now she’s not here and it’s just you and me. If you say it’s nothing, then forget it. She told me she didn’t get that part of the message. Yet you did and so did the One. It’s as if she doesn’t want us to know she heard it.”
He fiddled with his wrist, toggling a switch back and forth before powering it down. “Perhaps she wants to dismiss the rider because she does not wish to share what it means.”







Chapter Nine


GOING.
They were actually going, and the opportunity to return home was slipping through her fingers with every passing minute.
The star runner picked up the supply packets launched from the Framework. No fuss, not a sound, no maneuvers necessary. Ovo simply perked up and announced, “We have it.”
He shared a screen with Carmen where she lay in her couch. None of the lines of symbols made sense. Without a translation light from She Who Waits, she could only guess that everything they needed had arrived. Ovo seemed to make do with his own software.
“Sum it up for me, Ovo.”
“Enough units of enhanced deuterium to keep our secondary reactor running for months of continual use. Organics for the food printer. And the probes. Ship automation in the cargo bay is preparing them for launch once we reach our destination.”
The other passengers were listening. It was the first exciting thing that had happened in five hours besides a course correction which had swung them around Earth and had them accelerating hard, slinging them away from the sun.
Greta Leavitt and Captain Macamic had been carrying on a lengthy conversation with NASA. Carmen only caught a few of the words and decided she could revisit anything said, assuming Ovo was eavesdropping as he operated the ship. But there was nothing secretive about the discussion.
Judging by their screens, the other three passengers were listening in on the discussion, but they said little. Carmen guessed the top dogs were making hasty decisions concerning their mission, and the others weren’t included.
Major Leavitt began directing questions to Carmen. Houston wanted confirmation on every aspect of the ship’s function, from air to electrical supply, from the computer’s operation to Ovo’s ability to single-handedly guide Earth’s spaceship far beyond the point of human travel.
Carmen felt silly, as she had to pass along each inquiry to Ovo. But Leavitt and the others never called attention to this, and they didn’t address Ovo during the meeting. Over the radio she overheard a pair of men discussing something in French. Mission control had guests, and Squadron Leader McKenzie replied in French to a series of questions, some of which required more information from Carmen and Ovo.
The meeting ended once Captain Macamic established an update protocol for every fifteen minutes of the journey. One of them would be always awake. They would sleep in rotation, but Carmen was spared from a shift assignment.
The screens switched off. By that point Carmen was both exhausted and restless and had taken to pacing about the cabin, even as the others could barely raise an arm outside of their couches.
Lieutenant Richard Ford, who had been the quietest of the group, had somehow discovered how to eavesdrop on Earth radio signals and was playing the audio over his couch’s speakers. Talk radio and news came first as he switched from channel to channel. He finally settled on what sounded like country music.
“That’s not English,” Carmen said.
Ford increased the volume. “Turkish, I think. Kinda catchy.”
Greta Leavitt was typing on a virtual keyboard and appeared to be figuring out enough of the interface to use it. “Turn it off, Lieutenant, and get some sleep.”
Squadron Leader McKenzie requested Ovo share a flight display that showed their elliptical course as it curved away from Earth. Alongside this was a translation of part of the ship’s data feed, including their speed. The numbers kept creeping up. They would accelerate until the estimated tolerances for their bodies’ ability to cope with prolonged g stress was reached.
Their unadulterated bodies.
Dr. Lum asked about this. “Does this ship have the ability to recreate the Melded nanobots?”
Carmen had no idea. “No. If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to call my sister.”
While Ovo had confirmed they would never be out of communication range, Carmen remembered how difficult a conversation could be with anyone more than a few seconds away. Talking to the Framework when it had been near Mars had resulted in delays of several minutes. Where they were going, it would be even longer.
She entered what she considered her cabin. It was empty. An oval room with long arcs of support braces embedded in the wall. It looked like a stage set waiting for scenery and actors in costume. She sealed the door.
“Communication interface, please.”
The ship obliged. A simple display projected from the wall, showing her a white screen. Leavitt had previously requested that communication remain restricted to the channel established by the space agency.
“For security reasons,” Leavitt had said.
But that was before the decision to not return to Earth.
With the computer assisting, accessing the Area 51 shortwave network proved simple. An operator was waiting as if in anticipation of her call.
“Put me through to Jenna.”
One of her attendants answered. Staff Sergeant Raines. Sharp-eyed, big dimples, mother of two. Carmen liked her, despite the woman sometimes acting like a prison warden.
“Hello, Carmen. Read you clear. Hope you’re safe. I’ll get her.” Raines came back a moment later. “Uh, your sister isn’t answering.”
“Where is she?”
“She hasn’t gone anywhere. She just doesn’t reply when I talk to her. I’m sorry, I think she’s having a moment. I’ve called Doctor Bell. She’ll snap out of it. She’s done this almost daily.”
“Did something happen?”
“Jenna finally saw her boys after you left. I don’t think it went well.”
Crap. “Tell her I called. I’ll call again. I want to speak with my dad. I’m going to ask him to check on her.”
“I can help with that. We’re set up for whatever you need us to do.”
“All right.”
Carmen paced, and the screen obediently followed. She’d trade all the technological wizardry in a heartbeat to return them to the life they had. She felt jittery and her palms were clammy as Raines connected to the base radio tech and asked to be put through to a landline with Carmen’s father.
She was his sole caretaker. He kept firing all the others. And while Greta Leavitt had assured her that the army had a pair of medics taking shifts to watch over him, the promise did nothing to ease her guilt.
The phone rang and rang. Carmen was almost frantic after she counted ten rings. Eleven. Twelve. Even the antique answering machine wasn’t picking up.
“Hello?” her father finally said.
“Dad, it’s Carmen. Are you okay?”
“Course I am. I was just out back sweeping up.”
“You were what?”
“Bad connection, baby? I said I was sweeping.”
“You’re not supposed to be doing that. Who’s on shift watching you? Which one of the army nurses? Hector or Gail?”
“The fellow that mumbles. Can’t make no sense of what he says except when he says no. And don’t worry, he’s the one who’s sweeping. I was supervising. Where are you? I don’t see you ever.”
She had tried to explain what had happened, or at least part of it. But she didn’t know how much of her tale her father understood or believed. And he still didn’t know about Jenna.
“You remember what I told you about going to find Mom? The spaceship? The army is still running its tests. And I’m helping them run those tests on the ship.”
“Saw something about that on the TV. Thought it was a science fiction show for a while. Seems everyone is believing this tomfoolery. With the army, air force, and NASA involved, it’s official. Still doesn’t make it real.”
“I wish you were right. What I’m doing is important.”
A second or two passed. The delay would only get longer. “If you believe that, then it’s true. As long as my baby is okay.”
“I’m more worried about you. Hector and Gail are cooking your food? Getting you showered?”
He grunted. “I suppose. You say they’re working for free?”
“No, Dad, I didn’t say that. It’s kind of a work swap arrangement. But you won’t be charged.”
“Good. Because the front walk is going to get blown out once he’s done out back.”
“All right, Dad, just let him do his actual job. Which is looking after you.”
“You sound sad, baby. Are you okay?”
“It’s been a long day.”
“Make sure they give you your breaks. There’re laws about that. And if you ask me, you need to give that spaceship a name.”
Carmen laughed. “A name?”
“Every ship worth knowing in history gets one. Folks name their hot rods, their yachts, and their planes. Besides, if you don’t, it’s bad luck.”
“I’ll think about it.”
“We can do that thinking together. How about over supper? I’ve been meaning to fix you some—”
Distortion cut through the end of his comment. Carmen looked for anything on the screen that would tell her if the connection was still good.
“Dad? Dinner’s going to have to wait. I might not be able to call for a while. I’ll try, but it’s going to be hard. I’m trusting your caretakers. I’m also trusting you. I’m sorry I can’t be there.”
“Must be important.”
If her mother or anyone else had said those words, they would have been meant sarcastically. But not her father. She felt the warm rush of affection wrapping each syllable.
“There’s one more thing, Dad. It’s Jenna. Ask your caretaker to call her for you. She needs to hear your voice. She’s going through something. She needs you.”
Her father didn’t answer.
“Dad?”
The screen pulsed, and a message appeared.
“Ovo, are you there? Can you see my screen? What does this mean?”
Ovo’s face appeared on a portion of the wall next to her. “Hmm. It means we’ve lost contact with Earth.”







Chapter Ten


BACK INSIDE THE STUDY in his virtual home, Hamish Townes leaned on the desk and glared at Jenna. “You didn’t tell your sister about the rest of the message. Does this mean you’re considering what Sylvia asked you to do?”
They were alone now, Jenna’s mother, or the part of her still alive within the simulation, having departed after a goodbye. Although she knew it was fake, the furniture felt real and the glass of ice water Jenna sipped tasted like water.
“I don’t know what I’m considering. I love my sister. I’d never want to hurt her.”
“This isn’t about hurting her. It’s about saving your children. We can dial time so slow we’d have a week compressed to a minute to go over hundreds of accounts of what the enemy does when it reaches a civilized world. If the Melded see something, then that’s bad. Because most of what the enemy throws at a planet is coming so fast, by the time you spot it, it’s too late.”
“But we don’t even know if it’s the enemy. Carmen says they’re going to talk about it and go look. That means there’s time, at least a little, doesn’t it?”
“We can’t wait for that to happen.”
Jenna swirled the ice and heard the cubes slosh. “You don’t have to wait on me. Make your own call to Earth. Check on your family.”
“I will. But you’re able to do more than just call. You have a body outside.”
“The other me does. If being outside of the sim is what you want, ask the Cordice. Can’t they give you another spindlebot?”
“Nothing as good as the one you have,” Hamish said. “Their older bots have limitations. And any automation they’d give me is stuck here on the home ship, which is docked with the Framework. Getting to Earth is the problem. The Cordice have a shuttle, but they’re not offering it to me. But they might make the trip for you. Your mother is certain that they will.”
“Why me?”
“Your sister has an esteemed place in the Framework now. Good relations with Earth, perhaps. Let’s not look a gift horse in the mouth, right? This is a limited opportunity. If we act soon, we save your children. And maybe, if there’s time, I can borrow their bot and make another trip down. Go to my family and bring them here.”
“I don’t know. My kids, yours...seeing us inside a machine? That would scare them. That’s why I’m so nervous about this. I don’t want to terrify my sons.”
He picked up a model of the Constellation Three, Earth’s spaceship which had taken him and Sylvia Vincent on their mission to Mars. “I don’t want anyone to be scared. But that can’t be helped. The Cordice and the rest of the Framework won’t be in any hurry to help us out with our insignificant problems once they hear confirmation of enemy contact. They’re going to run. They’re going to hide. Or like the Melded, maybe they’re going to fight, not that anyone has ever survived going down that dark road.”
“What if I don’t want to bring my family here?”
“I understand that. So what’s the alternative? The window for them to survive is small. When the enemy shows up, it’s going to be too late to make that decision. But as much as this place is not reality, isn’t any life better than the alternative?”
“I thought you hate it here.”
“I do. But I wasn’t prepared. When I go down to get my kids, I’m taking one last taste of the air, one last walk around my actual home, one last touch of the faces of my family. Then I can bring them here. I intend to remember everything and make this perfect for them. And once they’re in the sim, they won’t know because I won’t tell them. The Cordice can make it so they forget me picking them up, the trip to space, me as a robot. They wake up here like it’s any other day.”
Jenna had worked all her professional life as a health-care administrator. Her education had included several units on ethics, from patient consent to end-of-life decisions. She stopped swirling the remaining ice shards.
“I couldn’t do that to my boys.”
“No? What will you tell them? You’ll have to say something. That is, if you intend to do anything with what you’ve learned. It didn’t sound like your sister was in a hurry to help you get out of here. Your mom said it in her letter: you can talk to your other self, the one down on Earth. Carmen doesn’t need to know.”
She fixed her attention on the spaceship model in his hand. She trusted her sister. Always had. Carmen had her back through every test, through divorce, illness, dealing with their father who Jenna could only bear in small doses, and then their experience in space.
But what if Hamish was right? What if they only had hours or days while Carmen tried to juggle...everything? Jenna had witnessed the Cordice account of their world’s destruction. Even starships in flight had been struck down by the barrage of rocks.
“How do we even know the Cordice will allow what we’re discussing?” she asked.
Hamish had the model held up to his eyes, as if studying the smallest details. “The engineer isn’t the only Cordice with authority. Others within their ruling body understand that the Framework is but a temporary alliance and survival will require adapting.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means we have allies. And our hosts will help you so they can save themselves. But the time is short. So what’s your decision?”

SHE STOOD ON HER BALCONY and looked out at the mountains. Real or fake, she could go for another run and touch them if she wished. She inhaled and smelled the clean air. Felt the chill of the breeze. Goosebumps rose on her arms. It had been warm enough that afternoon that she could imagine going for a swim in the stream. The boys would like that.
Whether a life here would have purpose, she didn’t know. But if death was the alternative, it left little choice.
But it meant lying to Carmen. If she revealed what she was planning, her sister would stop her, wouldn’t she? Carmen had practically hung up on her, as if she hadn’t believed Jenna was who she claimed to be. She felt her cheeks grow hot as she considered what needed to be done.
White lies. Fudging. All things she had trained her boys to see as interchangeable faces of dishonesty. Lies were lies. And how many more untruths would she need to tell Zach and Landon after she brought them to this place?
It wasn’t paradise, but it would be home.
She went to the wall phone inside the apartment and called the engineer.







Chapter Eleven


CARMEN STUDIED THE blank screen. “Ovo, try to reestablish contact.”
He fiddled with the control console, his real eye squinting. “Earth isn’t answering.”
“Then call the Framework and have them bounce our message. We can’t go flying blind without being able to keep connected.”
After a minute, Ovo said, “The Framework also is not replying.”
Carmen rose from her chair and took a moment to find her balance before joining him at the console.
“How can we help?” Captain Macamic asked from his couch.
“You can’t. Stay put.”
“Lieutenant Ford is an experienced radio and electrical engineer. Let him in on what’s going on.”
Carmen considered her passengers. She couldn’t do it all by herself. But none of them could leave their couches without risk of injury.
“Ovo, share what you’re doing with Lieutenant Ford. If he has suggestions, listen to them. But get our communications back up and tell me if something damaged our ship.”
“There is no damage. It was the first thing I checked.”
“Then what? Is someone blocking us again?”
The Melded had tried just that during the mission to recover the harvester. But it ultimately had been the shadows on the Framework who had sabotaged everyone’s communications. She dismissed the thoughts. Getting paranoid wouldn’t help anyone.
The red translation light asserted itself between her and Ovo. She Who Waits said, “I can resume control over communications and try to reestablish a connection.”
“No,” Carmen said. “You’re resting. It’s a technical glitch, that’s all. Ovo will keep trying to call Earth or the Framework. Lieutenant Ford will help.”
She left the control room and walked step by step towards the One’s forward compartment. Her muscles groaned as if she had been working out for an hour using weights. This wouldn’t get easier and they’d have to endure it for days.
The amorphous alien lay where it had collapsed and hadn’t moved. Nothing appeared amiss inside its compartment. Since the intrusive shadows had been revealed, checking for them had become a priority according to the messages from the Framework. And the One had a nose for the creatures, as it had detected the shadow that had assaulted them on the Framework. So unless one of them had gotten on board without the One sensing it, Carmen guessed they were clean.
“We’re having problems with the communications. I was hoping you could help.”
She wasn’t expecting a reply and didn’t get one.
“Why did you give me this ship?”
The One remained silent. She could only hope it was comfortable and not in any pain.
She sealed the door as she left. Walked the corridors and confirmed all appeared as it should. She Who Waits was in her room and didn’t respond when Carmen peered inside. Her colors were gray with only a few flecks of diamond patterns. At rest, at least as much as one of the Dragoman translators could manage. Apparently providing translation for the humans and Ovo could be done in her sleep.
Back in the control room, Carmen eased back into her couch with an audible sigh.
Lieutenant Ford had a screen that matched one of Ovo’s. Nothing looked amiss, which meant the problem wasn’t technical. The ship was doing fine. Her ship. The ship which needed a name.
Bad luck not having one, her dad had said.
Carmen believed in luck, at least enough that she attributed it to all random events which didn’t have any predictable or knowable assets associated with them. A shift of the wind. A typo in a line of code that didn’t play well with a program. A person performing a meaningful random act, be it good or ill, which they never would have done before and never would do again.
With enough data, everything became knowable. Chaos was an excuse. But for now there was luck, and Carmen needed as much of it as she could scrape together if she was going to finish this mission.
Super Rad. Guilty Until Proven Innocent. The Night Nurse.
She laughed softly at the notion of naming the star runner after one of her favorite songs or albums. Perhaps a Gregory Isaacs or Specials song? She couldn’t stop grinning. Jenna would get the joke and make one of her faces. But it would be best to slap a cognomen on the ship quickly before Greta Leavitt and the military took the ship from her. Then they’d be stuck with flying on board the Super Rad. Because rechristening it would be even worse luck, wouldn’t it?
Carmen realized she had been drifting off. When she glanced around her, Major Leavitt, Captain Macamic, Dr. Lum, and Squadron Leader McKenzie all had mirrored screens above their couches. Lieutenant Ford was still working with Ovo.
“Major Leavitt, what are you doing?” Carmen asked.
“The supplies the Framework sent us. We have an inventory and are examining the specifications of the probes.”
She hadn’t heard them asking Ovo how to do any of that. And they had accessed the ship’s conferencing software. Maybe it was as easy as Ovo had let on. Leavitt and the others were quick learners. Soon they wouldn’t need her or Ovo, and she needed to wrap her head around what that would mean.
“The hold has automated mechanisms which sorted out the Framework’s delivery,” Leavitt said, “and the ship knew what to do with everything. The reactor fuel has been transferred to the tanks. The probes have been assembled. We only need to program them. We’ll need Ovo or She Who Waits to help with that. And we have enough foodstuffs and water to keep us nourished.”
Dr. Lum was slurping on a tube of food. “Not bad. Tastes like shrimp stir-fry. Could use some texture and spice, but it’s edible. The printer has dozens of sliders so the recipes are customizable.”
Carmen had eaten the food before and hadn’t been impressed. But with air, food, and water, they’d survive. And the couches could manage waste. The ship had a bathroom and a shower. Whether it would get smelly or they’d have privacy issues remained to be seen.
Maybe luck was on their side.
“Let me know if you need help,” Carmen said before resting her head back down and listening to their muted conversation.

AFTER TWENTY-FOUR HOURS, communications remained blacked out. 
Ovo and the others had taken to napping and eating whenever they felt like it, and Carmen had lost sense of time without a clock. The command screen accommodated her whenever she summoned it. But she had dismissed it after her last clock check. It was like grade school all over again, and she tried to resist the urge to check every thirty minutes of awake time.
She stared up at the ceiling. She was tired of daydreaming about the curved abstract waves she saw within the metallic finish. She summoned the command screen. With a gesture, she projected a view of space outside their ship. And with another motion, she maximized the screen so it filled the ceiling above them.
Countless stars peered down at her through the veil of space.
The quiet conversations between her passengers stopped. Carmen remembered the first time in the sphere when her mother had shown her what lay beyond the walls of the harvester. It had simultaneously made her gasp in wonder and made her insides wobbly. Yet now she almost laughed at the thrill. Despite having lost contact with Earth and not knowing what they’d find out there, she lost herself in the unadulterated view of the endless night.
Sometime later, Leavitt uttered her own command.
A screen superimposed itself in one corner of the ceiling, showing their nameless vessel’s course. More details filled in, which gave a point of reference. Earth, a single point behind them, and the sun almost out of the screen. The Framework so close to her world the two dots touched. In the distance, another dot was labeled, but the label didn’t translate. As if expecting that this point held the room’s attention, Leavitt expanded it and a sphere appeared, dusty rose in color.
“Mars,” Macamic said.
Leavitt shrank it back down. “We’re past its orbit. We won’t pass close enough to any of the asteroids for a view. At the speed of our acceleration, we’ll be beyond them in twelve hours and heading for Jupiter’s orbit.”
“Will we see it?” Carmen asked.
The view on the smaller screen pulled back until it looked like a chart of the solar system.
Dr. Lum fought to sit up. “At the moment Jupiter is just past its aphelion and heading for the opposite side of the sun.”
“A pity,” Leavitt said. “We could have used it to swing us faster towards our objective.”
“Jupiter was where you estimated the Melded were heading,” Carmen said.
“An estimation, yes. But the gas giant would have shortened our trip, assuming our bodies could handle the extra push. And we’re holding on to the belief the Melded won’t interfere with us or the Framework, if only because they still have a sizeable population living inside the Framework.”
Another light appeared beyond the other planetary dots. Saturn. Uranus. Neptune far beyond, and a labeled point near it.
Carmen pointed at this furthest dot. “It’s what the Melded saw, isn’t it? Can we zoom in?”
Dr. Lee laughed and he sounded phlegmy. “Not even with the world’s largest telescope. But if we launch the probes ahead of us, we will have a view in forty-eight hours.”
“We’ll be able to talk to the probes?”
“Good question. From my tests, whatever’s going on with the communications hasn’t affected them or our ability to send and receive their signal. But that’s while they’re in the hold and ready to launch. When they’re two billion kilometers ahead of us, it will be a different story.”
Ford added, “Ovo has activated a subroutine which will maintain constant contact.”
Carmen got up and stretched and used the opportunity to watch Greta Leavitt work on her screens. She expanded and contracted the virtual controls almost as fast as Ovo. He still wasn’t with them, having retired to his quarters.
“Excuse me.”
Carmen left the control room.
She discovered Ovo in one of the empty rooms near the main airlock. He had summoned tables, stools, and another crash couch. A suite of screens lit one wall. A tank full of what looked like dirty dishwater occupied the table before him. It was sealed and had a machine on top of it that Carmen couldn’t identify. His fingers worked his wrist device even as his attention was split between his typing and the tank.
When he saw her, his fur went flat. “Hello, Carmen Vincent.”
Carmen tried to make sense of the screens. Ship operations, mostly, and a few displays of numbers and figures.
She tapped at the tank. “What’s all this?”
“I’m monitoring ship’s functions.”
“Yeah, I see. But that’s not all you’re doing. I’m not mad, I’m just...curious what you’re up to.”
“I’m creating a batch of nanobots which duplicate the ones in your body. I’ll be able to give them to our passengers. It will grant enhanced endurance and stress tolerance and allow us greater acceleration and faster maneuver times.”
“Who told you to do that?”
“Major Leavitt. Was I...not supposed to?”
“I don’t know. If you’re asking me, I’d say I’m not comfortable with the idea. It’s risky. She’s getting pretty comfortable at the controls. She spends every waking moment she can reviewing what you’re doing while going over the ship’s specs. But the nanobots are Melded technology.”
“I am Melded.”
“I know. But I still don’t know what your doctor did to me or whether there’s going to be any long-term side effects. What did she ask for, exactly?”
“Nothing more than what I said. Once she confirmed I had stored the schematics for the nanobots, she requested I replicate it.”
“She gave you an order?”
“Order. Request. What’s the difference?”
“There’s plenty of difference. You’re not in her chain of command. Not in mine either. This ship is your home. They’re only guests.”
“But you said it yourself that you’d consider handing the ship over.”
“Yeah, maybe I did. But that hasn’t happened yet. And while we’re alone, I think we should talk about taking a risk like giving anyone else the nanobots or handing Leavitt more tech than we need to.”
He was staring at the tank and avoiding eye contact. A stream of bubbles ran through the mixture.
“I’m only concerned,” Carmen said. “We don’t know what any one player from Earth will do if they have a lock on this technology. Does that make sense?”
“Yes. My original people are tribal. I understand.”
She gripped both his metal hands. It was a gesture he had shown her recently, a sign of agreement and companionship. His throat shivered and swelled and his hands pressed hers gently.
She gave his hands a final squeeze before letting go. “Now explain to me how these nanobots work and if we give them to anyone, how long it will take for them to kick in. And even if they’re ready, let’s not tell Leavitt just yet. Agreed?”







Chapter Twelve


ZACH AND LANDON’S VOICES were loud and clear over the laptop’s speakers, but neither appeared fully on camera. Zach, the older of Jenna’s two boys, was off to one side of the couch, arms crossed and head turned away from the screen, while Landon was on the floor playing with a toy fire truck with a wailing siren. Lines of fuzz kept streaking across the screen.
Jenna remained stone-still. She had plugged her robot body into the laptop. Her face was the only thing her boys would see.
“Landon? Can you turn your truck off for me?”
Her younger boy mumbled something about a fire as he pushed the truck along and moved out of frame.
“Zach? Scoot over so I can see you. Did you have school today?”
He only sagged further into the cushions, the scowl on his face deepening.
It was late afternoon and this was their third attempt at a video call.
The boys hadn’t misbehaved like this in years. Following the divorce, she’d had full custody and had been there for them every morning and every afternoon, and they had weathered money problems, two moves, Zach’s bike accident where he had broken his arm, her ex-husband Peter’s repeated disappointments in doing any of the heavy lifting, and the Big Wipe. They had come through each challenge together. But she could never have prepared her boys for this.
They were smart enough to know something was wrong with their mother.
Her former mother-in-law, Pam, picked Landon up and plopped him on the couch, center screen.
“Manners, Landon,” Pam said. “Talk to your mother. Tell her about your spelling test. Zach? Zach!”
Zach had slid from the couch and Jenna could hear his footsteps running down the hall. They were in Pam’s home. She had taken them in without hesitation after Jenna had vanished and Peter had returned from his own jaunt into space, traumatized and even less able to care for his boys.
Pam forced a smile. “It’s been a bad day for him.”
“It’s okay,” Jenna said. “Tell Mommy about that test, Landon.”
Landon wouldn’t look up. “I only got two wrong.”
“That’s great, sweetie. I’m so proud of you.”
“When are you coming home?”
“Soon. I’m coming home soon. But Mommy’s not well. The doctors are trying to make me better.”
“That’s what you said yesterday.”
“Nana Pammy is taking good care of you. We love her and I love you. You understand that, right? If I was there, I’d give you a big hug and never let you go.”
More fuzz and a stuttering delay made Jenna tap the screen, which didn’t help.
Landon gave a half-hearted nod. He was always more sensitive than his brother. Both boys had been so strong during their trials, always bottling up their feelings. He snuggled next to Pam with his eyes closed.
Pam caressed his head. “I’m sorry, Jenna. They’re both tired. And how are you managing?”
“Day by day. I don’t know when they’ll let me leave. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
“You’re family. We watch out for each other. And my two grandsons mean the world to me.”
“How’s Peter today?”
“He called. Wants to see the boys. But at least he’s home. Whatever the army people are doing with him, at least he’s not a prisoner.”
“I’m not a prisoner.”
“Call it what you will. If they won’t let you leave, that’s prison.”
They exchanged a few more pleasantries. Pam couldn’t get either of the boys to say goodbye.
“I’ll call tomorrow morning,” Jenna said before disconnecting.
The screen reverted to the network desktop, displaying the USAF logo and a username and password prompt.
She didn’t have a thumbnail to chew on. She stood alone in her trailer. A plain room, with bare pressboard paneling, one white wall, a couch, a desk, a long folding table, a kitchenette, and a bed she had never slept in. She hadn’t cooked either. Hadn’t eaten. Didn’t need to do anything.
One of her handlers knocked before entering. It was Ali. He was a young soldier in his early twenties, fit, hazel eyes, and someone she would have considered attractive. But when he leaned in to look at her face screen, she saw the mixed worry and fascination shared by everyone on the base when near her. She was an alien robot, equal parts victim and science experiment who needed to be treated with kid gloves lest she break something or throw another tantrum.
How far would she make it if she decided to escape?
Not far, she guessed, before the soldiers, helicopters, and tanks would blow her to smithereens.
“Ms. Vincent? Will you be wanting to make another call? Otherwise you still have your afternoon physical to go over.”
“I’m not in the mood.”
“I’m sorry. Orders. Dr. Leavitt wants us to go over this three times each day. We need to make sure there’s no deterioration.”
“You mean you want to make sure I’m not losing my mind. Or that my robot isn’t going to let me slip from its memory banks.”
Ali moved to the folding table and set up the colored wooden blocks. Next to them, a stack of flash cards. “Nothing that dramatic. How about you join me and we’ll get this done. Keep the major happy. And then we can talk about what you might want to do with the evening. Go for a walk? Watch a movie? You haven’t touched the DVD player.”
She pivoted her head around without moving her body. “Do? I don’t want to do anything. Nothing here is going to fix me. I’m not going to get better. I want to see my boys in person.”
“That’s not possible right now. I’m sorry.”
She’d heard those words a hundred times from Ali, Raines, Dr. Leavitt, and everyone else who came in through the door. Even Carmen had told her that, as if they all consulted from a patient chart posted outside before seeing her.
Carmen.
She hated feeling anger towards her sister. Instead of staying with her, Carmen had climbed back on board her spaceship as if she really owned it and left, taking Dr. Leavitt and a group of astronauts up to see the alien station.
“Jenna, you still with me?” Ali asked.
“I don’t feel like more tests.”
He laughed as he shuffled the flash cards. “You don’t want me to lose my job, do you? Let’s at least do one round of memory cards and I’ll fudge the rest of the numbers.”
She approached the opposite side of the table. Ali ran his tests. She passed, or at least missed none of the cards he had shown her. Inside her metal and carbon body with its computer brain, she could remember everything. That included Airman First Class Ali Safadi’s fifteen keystrokes he used to log onto her computer.
After Ali left the trailer, she followed him to the door and threw the deadbolt. All the soldiers seemed to have keys, but the extra moment would buy her the seconds she’d need. Because she wanted to learn what she could about what had happened since the events at the hospital. Even over a week later, her handlers would only tell her in broad strokes that Earth was rallying in the face of an alien threat and united in its embrace of its new allies living on board the Framework.
Yet her access to the internet had been restricted. Security concerns, they said.
She logged in using Ali’s username and password. The browser screen chugged and took forever to load. She knew the base would see her activity, but for the moment she didn’t care. She wanted to know what the world knew about her, her family, and what had happened.
Her hometown of Garden Village had been ground zero of an alien attack. She had been powerless to do anything to stop it, and if the Melded had used a real nuke instead of an EMP, her boys would be gone.
She also wasn’t so naïve that she believed the only danger to her family was extraterrestrial. Her robot body had good eyes, a perfect memory, and audio pickups which would make a dog jealous. She had been able to hear Ali talking to two of the sentries while they vaped at the corner of the neighboring trailer. They were sharing stories after their own virtual visits back home.
The Peace Patrol had been flexing its political might, and some of its community and national voices expressed profound concern over the incoming Framework. After prayerful consideration, they decided the aliens couldn’t be trusted. Earth didn’t know what these creatures might be planning or if the explanation that the Big Wipe was an accident was a cover-up.
The theories got even wilder.
Ali had heard that the United States had bombed Garden Village to eliminate the vanguard of an alien invasion.
Another guard’s brother worked in Cape Canaveral, where NASA had made many of its launches pre-Wipe. She said the facility had been infiltrated by a group of some twenty nutjobs intent on exposing Earth’s surrender to the aliens, as if it was already a done deal and only the wealthy would be spared enslavement.
The last guard’s comment scared Jenna the most.
Apparently among the religious community there were claims that what humanity was witnessing fit the description of “wonders in the heaven above and signs on the earth beneath.” Next came “blood, and fire, and vapor of smoke.” Earth’s extraterrestrial new neighbors were the beginning of the end. The guard’s dad had tried to get his son to abandon his post and come home so they could be together when it all came down.
This was the kind of thing Peter would believe, and he might show up and scare the boys.
She logged onto the Associated Press website and skimmed the top articles. Nothing she saw did anything to stop the vice in her gut from tightening. That so much of what had happened had been disseminated to the public was troubling. Jenna knew how panic had spread directly after the Big Wipe, with wild claims backed up by mayors, governors, and members of Congress.
She began reading an article citing an astronomer in Valparaíso, Chile, who had recorded an x-ray burst before the Wipe. This might confirm the One’s claim that the disaster had been caused by the explosions of two of his race’s spaceships near Earth.
As she tried to scroll down the article, her monitor froze. Again, the distortion.
That was it. The gig was up. Ali or another guard would tell her she was busted. Or reveal this was another test and she had passed. Or failed.
The computer speakers crackled. A familiar voice said, “Can you hear me?”
“Who is this?”
Silence. “It’s me. I mean, I’m you. Part of you. Just like you’re part of me.”
She reached for the power switch. “I don’t know what this is. Goodbye.”
“Don’t disconnect. This isn’t a joke. I’m you, the part of you the harvester backed up to the Cordice home ship. I can’t prove it right now. But I was listening to you talk to Zach and Landon. You and I need to get you out of there right away. We both want that. Let’s go see our children.”







Chapter Thirteen


SOMEONE WAS SNEAKING past Carmen’s flight couch.
Leavitt was doing her best to not fall, each step a deliberate effort as she plodded along, a hand on the wall to keep herself steady.
“Do you need a hand?” Carmen asked.
“I’m going to stretch my legs.”
Carmen stood up and gave her an arm. Leavitt leaned heavily and almost threw Carmen’s balance off.
“Barely into the second day of this and it’s reminding me why I don’t like flying,” Leavitt said.
“Not my favorite thing either.”
“Yet you came up with us. It’s very brave. You know you can hand your responsibility over to me and relax.”
“I might still do that. But not now.”
They walked a ways before pausing in the corridor by the empty rear cabins.
Leavitt was winded. “You’re a puzzle, Carmen. The FBI says you have no political allegiance. Not even registered to vote. You don’t strike me as one of those citizen-of-Earth types wanting to abolish all national boundaries. You know that would never work. So what makes you tick? When are we going to get past the distrust? Can I assume you still feel burned on how we kept you in the dark after losing the Mars mission?”
“You don’t know what I’m feeling.”
“I know you love your mother and your sister and you’re a brave young woman who didn’t ask for any of this. It’s also quite possible we wouldn’t have a single asset like this starship without you. Earth and the Framework might never have even spoken to each other. Which means when the enemy arrives, we wouldn’t know it until it destroyed us.”
Leavitt gestured for them to keep walking. While she was an older woman, she was in good shape. Her jaw remained tight as they strolled another few yards before she needed to stop again.
“What I’m driving at is that we’re all very grateful to you. No one wants to shut you out of this or separate you from your new friends or this vessel. But with so much at stake, you can understand why we need to be sure the right people are in place to govern this unique asset.”
“I’m not stupid,” Carmen said. “I don’t have your training. I never graduated college, and the only reason I’m here is because of my mom. But after what happened to Jenna, I’m more than involved, I’m invested. I’ve also made promises to Ovo and She Who Waits, and the Framework has asked me to do a job.”
“And my team is here to help. Can I count on you and your friends?”
“I know about the nanobots you asked Ovo to manufacture.”
Leavitt was panting as if she had climbed a high-rise’s worth of steps. “It wasn’t meant to be a secret. The ones in your bloodstream are active and don’t appear to have caused any infections or any other ill effects. If all of us can have them administered, we can accelerate more and faster.”
“I took the Melded bots so we could catch the shadow before it destroyed the harvester. It was an emergency.”
“So is this. Every member of my team will risk whatever it takes. And I asked Ovo to run medical simulations with each of the crew’s medical scans added to the equation. If there’s something coming, every hour is precious. Taking the nanobots will cut days off our mission.”
“But you’re forgetting one thing. These nanobots come from the Melded. And everything the Melded do is for their benefit. Everything.”

BY THE TIME THEY FINISHED their loop, Leavitt was dripping sweat. She groaned as Carmen aided in getting her back inside her couch. The other passengers didn’t even raise their heads to watch. Most looked groggy.
Only Lieutenant Ford was visibly working on something. “I’ve finished with the probes. We’ll be able to launch them after I run some tests.”
“Like what?” Carmen asked.
“I’m asking the ship computer to run through their software. Each has its own tiny reactor, each of which seems to work. The biggest issue remains communication and control. There’s no point in sending them out there if we can’t talk to them to adjust their course. Retrieving them would be nice. And even if that isn’t possible, we will need to hear what they hear and see what they see. So far, so good.”
“Okay. I’m going to take a nap. These probes are plugged in now? Let me know when you finish.”
Ford chuckled. “Wow. The computer’s fast. I barely started and it looks like it’s done with the diagnostic. If only I could get a laptop this quick. I’m sure the machine in this boat could run everything we’ve ever needed to do at NASA.”
“How far away is our launch window?”
He pointed to his screen. “We can send them out anytime we want.”
“But if we can’t talk to them when they’re launched...” Carmen prompted.
“Yeah, that’s what’s weird. We can talk to them. Which means this part of the radio subsystem isn’t borked.”
Carmen crouched next to him so she could see what he saw. The ship appeared to be doing everything in its power to provide an interface that humans who spoke English could operate. By dragging and dropping labeled commands, Ford unlinked and relinked the probe to their ship. Each had its own window showing the probe was online and able to relay sensor data.
He dropped his arms as if keeping them raised had taken effort. “It’s that simple.”
“Then let’s use one to relay a message to Earth and get an update. That should work, right?”
“Huh. I should have thought of that. I was so focused on getting the probes working. Let’s give it a shot.”
With a few touches of the controls, he pulled up the communications screen. “Hello, Houston? This is Free Bird. We hit a glitch with our uplink, which we’ve addressed. Everything is a go. Crew is well. Preparing to launch initial probes towards last known location of the inbound signal. Hoping for an update on the ground situation. How do you copy?”
“How long’s the delay?” Carmen asked.
“A hair less than twenty minutes.”
“And you’re calling us ‘Free Bird’? That’s not this ship’s name and you look a little young to have been at Woodstock.”
“The Skynyrd song came out after Woodstock, and that’s our official mission designation, not the ship’s name.”
“Good. Because I haven’t decided what to call her yet.”
As Carmen moved to plop down on her couch, Ford’s communication screen vanished.
He tapped at the home screen. “Something’s wrong. The message was being packaged and sent and then nothing. It’s gone.”
This got Leavitt and the crew’s attention.
“Try again,” Carmen said. “How could the malfunction jump to the probe?”
Lieutenant Ford seemed unable to get the communication screen to even show up. “This is too weird. It’s like the ship software suddenly doesn’t want us calling out.”
“I’ll get Ovo.”
She could call him, but at the moment she wasn’t trusting the ship even to relay a simple conversation. But instead of heading for his cabin, she took a detour. The door to She Who Waits’ room remained unlocked. The Dragoman stood inside at her spot. Black eddies moved about beneath her shell. She had a translation light up.
“Who are you talking to?”
The translation light vanished. The dark patterns thinned and faded.
“I asked who are you talking to? She Who Waits, can you hear me?”
A red light appeared next to Carmen. “I can hear you.”
“Were you talking to the One or Ovo?”
“No.”
None of the other crew had translation lights. “Then who?”
“I was reviewing the rider of the message relayed by the Framework. Translating. It is difficult, as it was addressed to me, and I am directed to not share its contents with anyone.”







Chapter Fourteen


“CAN YOU HEAR ME?”
The same voice again, the voice from inside her computer claiming to be the other Jenna, the person with the grand plan of recovering her sons, the impostor. But now it came from thin air.
Crazy.
Jenna had turned the computer off and dismissed the episode as a hallucination. How was she hearing the voice again? What would the army psychiatrist Dr. Bell say about it? After all the memory cards and stacking blocks and questionnaires, he now would flag her as psychotic.
It had been another frustrating morning.
More video chat issues. And then Dr. Bell had come himself with different tests. By noon she had grown sick of the man’s soothing voice and affected southern accent. It was as if the army psychologist had stepped out of one of Zach’s cartoons, a bespectacled bald man in a white coat with an ever-present cozy, smarmy smile. The doctor validated everything Jenna was saying and expressing, a tactic which, as a former hospital administrator, Jenna had used regularly with irate patients, staff, and community board members.
If only Carmen had been there for today’s tantrum. But it was her absence for two days which had precipitated Jenna punting a table. And Dr. Bell had delivered the bad news that Carmen was not only still gone and in space, but out of reach because of an issue with the radio.
“If you’re asleep, you need to wake up,” the voice said.
“Where are you?”
Jenna piloted her robot body—it wasn’t her body, would never be, but neither alien nor human doctor could put that broken pile of eggshell back together—towards the window. Half the glass was covered with cardboard and silver duct tape.
No one outside.
She threw the door open. The haze of desert air tingled with heat. Jeeps were driving across the open tarmac between the tents and the other white shoebox trailers. Soldiers and people in suits shuffled between the structures. The makeshift extraterrestrial welcome hangar lay beyond. The place was starting to feel like a bustling village.
More than a few eyes were on her. Sentries with rifles. Yet none of them were close enough to have been the voice which had spoken.
“I’m not outside.”
Jenna pivoted and stomped around the corner of a desk. No one behind it, no one under it. She plucked a whiteboard off the wall. No hidden speaker. She examined her new computer but it was still off.
“I’m in your head. On the radio. It’s me. I mean, I’m you. Tell me you can hear me.”
“I can hear you,” Jenna said. “Who is this?”
“It’s like I said. I’m you and you’re me. We’re both the same person. We’re Jenna Vincent. You broke our last connection, but nothing’s changed.”
Perhaps Dr. Bell was right to keep her from Zach and Landon. Not only was she a physical menace, but now she was going to experience a mental failure like her mother had when they first encountered her on the harvester.
“Listen to me,” the voice said. “When our body died, the harvester backed you up in two places—inside the spindlebot and inside the Cordice simulation. We don’t want to be like this. Our boys need us. There’s no time to wait for anyone to make this situation better. But we’re not alone. There’s people here who will help—”
“Shut up, shut up, shut up!”
She was shouting. But she also had enough sense of what her spindlebot body could and couldn’t do. Whoever this impostor was who speaking with her over the radio inside her head, they could be muted. Jenna switched it off.
The desk had a landline phone wired to a base switchboard. She should call Dr. Bell. Yet she remained motionless. Who could radio her directly? She dismissed the notion that it was anyone on base or a hacker. No one knew she could receive radio signals and she had told no one. Perhaps some in the army might guess as much, but they didn’t have access to the Cordice networks to brush up on what made Jennabot tick. Someone on the Framework might. Or the Melded. And the thought of her mother drove her to turn her radio back on.
“Are you still there?” Jenna asked.
“Yes. I was waiting. I don’t want you to be upset. I’m upset too. And I can only imagine what it’s like being stuck in a body that’s not yours.”
“You’re saying you’re inside the Cordice sim?”
“I understand why we’d doubt life here being anything we might consider acceptable. It’s what Mom tried to sell us on. But I can see the sky and feel the sun and breathe the air. If I didn’t do it myself, I’d never believe it would feel real. We died. We’re alive. God, this didn’t make sense when I thought about what I’d say and it sounds...”
“Crazy. It sounds crazy.”
They shared a silent moment. Jenna thought of a dozen questions she should ask to confirm this voice was who she said. The notion was insane that she was now split, or had spawned a second version of herself. Her consciousness—her soul—was here inside the spindlebot. But as she tapped carbon steel fingers against her face screen and felt the smooth glasslike material, she realized the obvious answer.
This Jenna Vincent was a copy. The sim had created enough of her; it was imitating her voice, her mannerisms, her memories, nothing more, nothing less.
But dismissing this virtual facsimile would be a mistake. Jenna was trapped in Area 51. The other Jenna—sim Jenna—might know a solution. They would see her boys again, in person, and now that there were two of her, nothing would stand in their way.







Chapter Fifteen


“WHAT DOES THE MESSAGE say?” Carmen asked. “Why can’t you share?”
She Who Waits didn’t answer. The dark lines returned, faded, came back. The only time the darkest colors had appeared before was after the first time She Who Waits had forced herself to address the One. She had suffered a breakdown. Carmen believed she was past that after growing her technique. So what was in the message which would cause a similar reaction?
“Are you there? Can you hear me? Are you doing something to the ship’s communications?”
She walked around the Dragoman but saw no sign She Who Waits was using any of the ship systems. But She Who Waits didn’t interface with anything like the rest of the crew did. No face, no fingers—maybe Bluetooth, for all Carmen knew. But besides Carmen, She Who Waits was the only other person on board who had what could be considered admin privileges.
Carmen placed a hand on her shell. “We need to be able to talk to Earth and the Framework. Whatever you’re doing, stop it. If you don’t want to share this message, then fine. But it’s hurting you.”
No reply. Carmen hurried from the room. Ovo was heading her way down the corridor.
“We need to talk,” Carmen whispered. “Bring up your translation app.”
Ovo obliged. “What’s wrong?”
She leaned close. “Keep your voice down. There’s something wrong with She Who Waits. It’s the message. It’s affecting her and I don’t know what to do. And I think she might be the reason we can’t use our communication.”
“Why would she do that?”
“No idea. But it explains what’s happening. This mission is a bust if we can’t talk to the probes. Is there any way we can isolate her from the rest of the ship?”
“Let’s go to the control room.”
“No. I don’t want the others to hear this.”
She led him to one of the blank rooms, which held supply crates strapped to the floors and walls. “Here. Pull up another command console.”
He did as she requested. The console rose from the floor and configured itself until it was identical to the one inside the control room. He navigated the menus too quickly for her to follow.
Finally, he leaned back and scanned several screens at once. “The two of you are the primary users. The One even locked itself out of command privileges. But it would require both you and She Who Waits to make a change.”
Carmen selected a screen that held a diagram of the ship’s systems. She expanded it and navigated to where she could see the floor plan. “How about isolating her room so she can’t operate from there?”
“She’s accessing the archives. We can’t shut her out while she’s connected.”
“The archives? I thought she was using the communication system.”
As Ovo pulled the com screen up, Carmen scanned it over his shoulder. Transmissions remained down. Which meant She Who Waits wasn’t using it. So she wasn’t talking to anyone. Had she been telling the truth? If so, it was the original message that was knocking her off balance. But how could just looking at the rider within the Melded’s request for help throw her for a loop like this?
“It’s the archives,” Ovo confirmed. “She’s saved the message there and appears to be studying it.”
“How much information could be on there?”
“No way to know. A sentence. Volumes. And without her help I can’t translate what she’s seeing.”
Carmen gestured at the screen. “We have to do something. Whatever she’s doing is screwing up our mission. And it might be hurting her.”
Voices in the hallway. Carmen had gotten used to how quiet the ship was when the One wasn’t blathering. But when she looked out the door, she saw Leavitt and Captain Macamic moving carefully out of the control room and towards the front of the ship. Macamic carried a long wrench and a pry bar from the tool locker.
Carmen caught up with the slow-moving pair. “Where are you going?”
“We heard,” Macamic said. “If She Who Waits is actively sabotaging us, we have to do something.”
She got in their way. “How did you hear?”
Macamic looked at Leavitt, who gave him a nod. He said, “The ship has an audio channel for voice control. Lieutenant Ford figured out how to use it so we can listen in.”
“You’re spying.”
Leavitt leaned on the captain, looking more exhausted than before. “We’re doing what we have to in order to keep this mission alive. If we can’t talk to the probes, we fail. Step aside, Carmen.”
“We’re figuring it out,” Carmen said. “She Who Waits isn’t trying to hurt us. This is a mix-up. She doesn’t know what’s she’s done to us. I’m going to talk to her.”
“Then hurry.”
Carmen tried to lead the way, but before she could get through the doorway to She Who Waits’ room and close it, Captain Macamic pushed past her. Ovo and Leavitt fell in behind them.
Carmen touched She Who Waits’ shell. The black bands had returned, and thicker than before.
“Did you hear any of that?” Carmen asked. “Ovo and I learned that whatever you’re doing is interfering with how the ship operates. We can’t talk to anyone. We can’t listen to Earth or the Framework, or know if whatever is heading our way is trying to talk to us.”
The Dragoman didn’t respond.
“You have to stop it. I want to help however I can, but first we need you to let go of the ship’s com system.”
“That’s it,” Major Leavitt said. “You tried. We have to disconnect her. Step aside, Carmen.”
Macamic held the wrench and pry bar as if they were clubs.
Carmen blocked his way. “Hold on. What are you doing?”
“Don’t worry, I’m going to be careful. We’ve examined her suit and know she needs it to interface with the ship. All I have to do is get her out of it.”
“You can’t! Ovo!”
But Ovo didn’t appear to want to push past Leavitt.
Leavitt said, “If she’s standing in the way of our mission, we have to take action. Captain?”
Macamic pushed Carmen aside. “Relax, I’m not going to smash her suit, just pry her out of it.”
“She’ll die,” Carmen said. “It has her atmosphere inside.”
“She can live a little while without it while we figure out what to do.”
But before he could touch She Who Waits’ suit, the door to the room closed behind them. Ovo had gotten out of the way and ended up outside. A thick gas pushed through the walls.
“What’s happening?” Macamic asked.
Carmen covered her mouth with her arm. “It’s filling with her atmosphere. She heard what you’re about to do.”
Major Leavitt tried to open the door. It wouldn’t budge. She started pounding. “Ovo, let us out!”
Carmen coughed and caught the first whiff of the soupy gas which was swirling along the floor and around her knees. Her throat and eyes burned. She tried the door but it ignored her.
Macamic hadn’t left She Who Waits’ side, an arm covering his mouth. He was trying to insert the pry bar into the shell, but having no luck. Tears streamed down his face. He smashed at the Dragoman’s suit, but his blow was weak and after a second swing his tools clattered to the floor.
The air only grew thicker. The cloud engulfed the floor and was rising.
Carmen pulled Macamic to the door. Both he and Leavitt were coughing and unable to catch their breath. While Carmen felt the noxious air scorching her insides, she realized her vision was clear and she was holding her breath longer than she ever thought she could.
The nanobots. It had to be. But she didn’t trust the Melded tech to keep her alive within She Who Waits’ atmosphere for more than a few minutes beyond what any of them could tolerate. And the captain and the major looked as if they were going to pass out.
Carmen moved towards She Who Waits. “Wake up. Stop this. Let us out of here.” 
Her foot tapped one of the tools. The pry bar. She picked it up. The shell that kept She Who Waits safe and allowed her ease of movement and access to the ship systems was a seamless pillar of glasslike material. But it could open. Carmen had seen her suit destroyed and had helped her out of it before.
“I don’t want to hurt you. But you’re hurting us.”
She felt along the shell’s bottom in search of a release or a magnetic latch. Found the smallest indentation. She worked to get the edge of the pry bar in. As she tried to lever the suit open, the bar slipped and Carmen tumbled backward.
The room spun.
Her vision was growing foggy. Her nostrils and throat were raw and her lungs screamed for oxygen. Rising again, Carmen grabbed up the pry bar but fell forward. She tried to stand, dropped to a knee.
Something red glowed before her. A translation light.
Carmen tried to speak. Could only gasp.
She Who Waits brightened like a lantern shrouded in smoke. “Designate Carmen Vincent. You and the others must leave this room. Otherwise you will perish.”
Hands grabbed her.
Ovo.
He was hauling her out the door of She Who Waits’ chamber. The door had somehow opened and Captain Macamic and Major Leavitt were already outside, seated against the bulkhead. Swirls of gas billowed into the corridor.
Carmen sucked in lungfuls of air and hacked away even as her head cleared. “I’m okay, I’m okay.”
Ovo didn’t let go until he placed her next to Leavitt. The door to She Who Waits’ room snapped shut and the shallow bank of mist around them dissipated quickly. Both Macamic and Leavitt were still conscious, but neither looked like they could do much more than sit.
The translation light had followed her. She Who Waits’ calm voice sounded distant. “You shouldn’t have entered my room intending to interfere with my purpose.”
“You’ve locked me out of the communication system,” Carmen said. “Why?”
“My designation task requires it.”
“You could have told me.”
“I have been working.”
“On what?” Carmen asked. “The Melded message? What else does it say that you’re not telling us?”
Talking through the light was like having a conversation on a phone. No lips or face to read. No clues as to emotion. Even with the Dragoman, being able to see She Who Waits when they spoke gave Carmen a hint at what the alien who she considered a friend might be feeling.
When She Who Waits didn’t answer, Carmen pressed her. “What are you working on that’s so secret? We can talk in private if you want, but you can’t lock me out of the ship’s functions. Why is the rider so hard to translate?”
“The latter part of the message did not require any effort to decrypt. It was meant for me and me alone.”
“You could have told me that. It’s your business. But why shut down the communication array?”
After a pause, She Who Waits said, “I have restored the portion of the com system which will allow you to freely communicate with your probes so the mission may continue.”
Leavitt looked ready to collapse but she was leaning towards the translation light. “Why can’t we talk to Earth?”
“Communication with your world and the Framework will be restored at a later time, designate Greta Leavitt. My room will remain sealed. If you try to access it again, it will force me to respond.”
The unambiguous threat hung heavy in the air, punctuated by a series of wet coughs from Captain Macamic.
“Why couldn’t you just tell me what you needed?” Carmen asked.
She received no reply. Ovo stood by, his metal hands fidgeting and his face fur smooth.
Carmen went to Leavitt and helped her up. “Let’s get them back to their couches.”

OVO GOT CAPTAIN MACAMIC settled back into his flight chair. The others were asking questions but Carmen wasn’t catching what they were saying. When she tried to ease Leavitt down, the major gripped her arm.
“Which one of you two is in control of this ship? I thought you shared command.”
“I thought so too. We never tried to do anything which the other didn’t want. I didn’t think it could be a problem.”
“You don’t need me to remind you how important our mission is or what the star runner means to Earth. Fix this, Carmen. We have to lock her out of all command functions. We can’t wait for her to change her mind on what needs to be done.”
“I won’t hurt her.”
“I’m not asking you to.”
Dr. Lum was practically shouting now. “Will someone please tell me what’s going on?”
Captain Macamic took a sip from a water container before dropping his head back. “Sure. This ship has two captains and one of them just tried to kill us.”







Chapter Sixteen


“WAIT,” SIM JENNA HAD said, and then she’d hung up.
That had done nothing for Jenna’s frazzled nerves.
She paced. The sudden prospect of actually seeing her boys lay before her. She couldn’t face them, not like this. Not in this body. But what other choice was there?
Two airmen knocked and entered without waiting for her to answer. They carried a toolbox and a stepladder. Both gave her sidelong looks, as if nervous in her presence. And why wouldn’t they be? But they carried on as if seeing a seven-foot-tall robot was as common as a tank, helicopter, or whatever other hardware might be puttering about the air base.
“Cleanup duty,” one announced.
They went to work dislodging the chair from the wall, which she had thrown there two days ago. How many air force technicians did it take to unstick a piece of furniture? Both, for ten minutes, it turned out, and that was before they began trying to patch the holes. Had neither of them ever used a putty knife and spackle before?
Jenna would have laughed if she were in the mood to be cheered up.
A reverse beeper started up, catching her attention. A material handler wheeled past with a bundle of PVC. A pair of white vans were pulling up next to the furthest tent and a gaggle of suited men and women were disembarking. Staff Sergeant Raines lingered outside. She was having trouble lighting a cigarette.
Jenna leaned through the door. “I see these jokers brought the big guns. In case I misbehave?”
“Nah. You’re punishment detail that I can’t shake. And they have me minding air force boys because my captain doesn’t trust them to perform a simple task in your presence.”
“Your captain knows what he’s talking about.” Jenna tapped the No Smoking sign posted just outside the doorway.
Raines scoffed. “What? You flammable?”
“It’s bad for you. And there’s second-hand smoke.”
“You’re worried about lung cancer now?”
Jenna flinched.
“Sorry.” Raines put the unlit cigarette away. “My ex says my mouth always gets me in trouble. It’s a wonder they have me working this top-secret stuff.”
“You said you have kids.”
“Yeah. Two, just like you. Boy and girl. Boy’s older. Neddy. He’s nine. Hilary’s seven.”
Jenna considered the staff sergeant. She was slightly younger than her, perhaps in her mid-twenties.
Raines caught the look. “I had Ned while in high school. Stupid, maybe, looking back. But I love him. Love them both. I...wait a minute.”
The vans had been driving off, but one of them turned and was heading their way. Coming faster. There’d be no turning in the narrow spaces between the trailers. Soldiers began shouting. Men and women dove and tumbled aside. Someone crumpled and folded beneath a front tire. And the van kept accelerating. Adjusted course. It was barreling straight at her.
Staff Sergeant Raines was tugging at Jenna’s wrist, but Jenna barely noticed. She stood transfixed as the front grill approached. Just before the van struck her, she thrust Raines aside. The van plowed into Jenna, carrying her body along with it as the vehicle shredded the trailer.
They struck a power pole. The shuddering impact knocked Jenna’s robot body loose and she toppled to the ground. The front of the van was crushed. Coolant gushed to the dirt. The windshield had spiderwebbed and the airbag had deployed.
Jenna rose, completely unfazed. She couldn’t help but perform a quick inspection. All parts intact. No hazard lights or warnings in her visuals telling her something was wrong. An awful thought lodged in her mind.
This wasn’t an accident.
People were calling out. Raines’s voice came from the opposite side of the trailer. Jenna went to the driver-side door. It was bent and would only open a few inches. A woman lay sandwiched between the steering column and the van seat. She moaned. She wore an air force uniform, airman first class. 
The airbag sagged and was deflating rapidly. Jenna pushed it down and unclipped the woman’s seatbelt. Blood seeped from her split lip and her face was flushed, her hair askew. Her eyes were wide and she blinked a few times before focusing in on Jenna. As Jenna pulled her free from the van, the woman screamed.
“Don’t touch me! Don’t you dare touch me!”
Jenna let go. “I’m trying to help—”
“No! You’re one of them, Jenna Vincent, one of those creatures! This is our world, not yours. Tell your masters. Our world was given to us by our Creator. You’re a monster. A demon. A creature of the abyss!”
She was fumbling with something. A holster. Before she could draw the pistol, Jenna grabbed her wrist and pulled the arm back. The limb made a wet snap. The airman howled but Jenna didn’t let her go, even as Staff Sergeant Raines and a sentry disarmed the woman. Once they had her, Jenna stepped away.
The airman was sobbing, her words choked with pain. “The Great Dragon was hurled to the Earth, and his angels with him. Woe, woe, woe to the Earth. Don’t you see? Don’t you see what she is?”
A group of guards led her away.
Raines looked Jenna over. “You look okay.” When Jenna didn’t reply, she snapped her fingers. “Hey! You’re okay, right? Let’s get you inside the exam room. Dr. Bell will want to check you over, but this body of yours is pretty remarkable.”
Jenna let herself be led down the row of portables to the trailer where she had been prodded, probed, and had her strength tested. There were machines inside which belonged in a high-performance car garage.
Raines began cranking open blinds to let light in. “Pretty crazy, right? Peace Patrol nutjob stationed right here of all places, making it past security screenings? I’m guessing everyone’s going to go through a whole mess of psych evals. It’s a miracle no one got hurt. And if you hadn’t pushed me aside...sorry, I’m rambling. I need to sit. Let’s sit. We’ll sit together and wait for Dr. Bell. I...need a cigarette.”
Her army minder kept babbling but Jenna tuned her out. She replayed the van driving straight at her, the event perfectly recreated in her memory thanks to the chips and circuitry which had replaced her brain, blood, and bones.
Don’t you see what she is?
The woman’s face was in view. Jenna froze the frame just before impact. It wasn’t a crazed look, but determined. And she knew Jenna’s name.
Jenna decided the time to wait was over.







Chapter Seventeen


CARMEN’S THROAT CONTINUED to ache from the noxious air she had breathed.
Both Captain Macamic and Major Leavitt had recovered, their coughing mostly cleared, with Macamic sleeping and Leavitt scrolling through screen after screen as if she was searching for something. She consulted with Lieutenant Ford and Squadron Leader McKenzie a few times, but otherwise worked alone.
Ovo had also returned to his place in the control room, his secret mission of creating nanobots for the other passengers set aside for the moment.
True to She Who Waits’ promise, Carmen found she could access the probe communication link. But she spent a frustrating several minutes looking for a way to isolate the link from further tampering and found none. The ship recognized both Carmen and She Who Waits as god-tier, supreme ruler, top dog admins, and neither could fully dislodge the other.
So how had She Who Waits shut her out of the communication system?
“We’re in business,” Carmen announced.
Ford’s face popped up on her display. “I see it. Ran my own tests, and our birds are ready. Launch window is wide open and waiting. But what’s to prevent you-know-who from stopping us from seeing what the probes see?”
“She shouldn’t have been able to in the first place.”
“That’s not comforting.”
“I’m working on it,” Carmen said. “It’s all I can do for now.”
“She’s listening now, isn’t she?”
Carmen ignored him. She kept clearing a screen which was reminding her that the drones were prepped, as if nagging her would prompt her to launch. Finally she got the pop-up to go away.
“She Who Waits, are you there?” Carmen asked.
A red light appeared instantly.
“We’re trying to work within the parameters you set. We’re about to launch our probes. You won’t interfere?”
“It is not my task function or intention.”
“And that intention won’t...change? You’re not going to lock me out of the ship or flood the control room with gas or anything?”
“The earlier incident was regrettable.”
Carmen sat up and waved away the virtual screens. “Then tell me what’s going on. Why the secrecy?” When she didn’t receive a reply, she asked, “What can I do to help you?”
The silence was interrupted by the nagging window popping up again.
Major Leavitt’s tone was curt. “Launch the probes, Lieutenant. We’ll work with what we have.”
“Not that we have a choice,” Ford muttered loud enough for Carmen to hear.
To the red light, Carmen said, “I have to ask something. Your purpose—your designation—is to obey requests for service from the Framework. Are your present actions a result of a Framework request?”
“No,” She Who Waits said.
“Then who is telling you to do this? Because this isn’t you. You stood up to the worm when he was threatening us. It can’t be the Melded. Just talk to me.”
“I sense the consternation in your voice. I’m sorry, Carmen Vincent, if this pains you.”
Again, the pop-up window. Carmen swiped. It vanished. Ovo was talking too, but Carmen wasn’t listening. She was running out of choices. Getting their job done—returning home back to Jenna—meant they needed the probes to work and keep working.
“She Who Waits? I’m formally requesting you to no longer translate for me. And stop listening. To any of us. If we require your services, I’ll use the interior com channel to summon you.”
Carmen didn’t know if she could enforce the request. The translation light blinked out.
“That’s the best I can do.”
Ford touched his controls. “Probe one away.”
“Launch a probe every twelve hours,” Leavitt said. “Keep me informed if we hear or see anything.”
“Excuse me,” Ovo said, his voice amplified and translated through his app.
Carmen’s reminder screen reappeared. What is it with this thing? “Go ahead, Ovo, you don’t need permission to talk.”
“We have a signal.”
“It’s just the probes,” Ford said. “I’ve got them pinging on repeat to make sure nothing hinky happens.”
“I see the probes and have them each recording and tracked for your convenience. But the signal is from another source. It’s a ship, and it’s heading our way.”







Chapter Eighteen


DR. BELL’S EXAMINATION took over an hour, and that was before he asked Jenna any of the questions from his pocket-sized black notebook. His purr sounded more exaggerated than usual, and when he mentioned the airman in the van, it was an “a-ya man” who had “run ov-ah” her.
“You don’t have any signs of physical harm,” the doctor concluded, his accent falling by the wayside.
He had pulled the sole rolling chair so close into the desk that he sat awkwardly upright. It couldn’t be comfortable. They were back in what Jenna called the school trailer. Besides colored blocks and flashcards, there was an assortment of crayons, pens, and markers. Her handlers liked to instruct Jenna to draw. As if bad art would solve her problems. Jenna recognized some of the tests, but not these.
“Emotional evaluation,” Dr. Bell had explained.
They ran none of those tests today, and for that Jenna was glad.
“I understand your last conversation with your children was difficult.”
Jenna stood over the knee-high play table. She had a blue block in her hand, which she turned over and over.
“There were technical difficulties,” Jenna said. “Again.”
“Yes, regrettable. Our goal is to see you reunited with your family. But we have to be sure you’re capable of handling the meeting.”
“You mean not throwing furniture around and breaking windows?”
Dr. Bell made an amicable gesture as if to show they were both on the same track, as a patient and doctor should be, and not an army shrink analyzing a killer robot.
“I’ll do anything to keep my family,” Jenna added.
“And after what you’ve been through, seeing a path towards a normal life is our primary concern. We have our best technicians setting up both ends of your next visit with Zach and Landon.”
“My next virtual visit. Staff Sergeant Raines said the van driver was Peace Patrol.”
“We don’t have the facts yet. Once base security’s investigation turns up any evidence, I’ll share what I can.”
Jenna stopped turning the blue block. “She was base security. I thought your people had this place locked down.”
The doctor glanced up from his notebook. “This is a shared operation. It’s their air base, their security. The remote location is ideal for housing our guests along with the captured vehicle.”
“My sister’s spaceship, you mean. Where is Carmen? I thought she’d be back.”
“That’s something we need to discuss. Your sister and her crew, along with the NASA personnel and two guests, aren’t coming home right away.”
The wood block in Jenna’s hand cracked into two pieces. “When did this happen? They were supposed to be gone just a few hours. Now it’s been days.”
“Yes. Through the Framework they received word of a signal from the outer reaches of the solar system. The decision was that they would investigate in case this is evidence that Earth is about to be attacked. But Jenna, we’ve only heard scant details. The signal might be nothing. It may be a mistranslation, some latecomer refugee, a dozen other explanations. Our best minds are at work learning what they can from our new neighbors, and the crew on board the star runner are all highly trained experts—”
“Who have flown nothing like the ship they’re on. Why isn’t the Framework going out there to see who’s coming? There’s not even a message for me from Carmen?”
The doctor licked his lips. “I’m afraid not. We’re waiting for a response. I believe patience is our watchword as we go forward. Now if we can get back to the matter at hand.”
“I’m sorry, but I don’t want to talk about my mental state right now. You say there’s a chance the enemy is coming and you didn’t tell me? I saw what they did to an entire planet. If you’re holding back anything...”
“I assure you we are not.”
“And my sister sent no word?”
She cast the pieces of toy block aside. Strode to the window and looked out. A tow truck was pulling away the dented van. The doctor was talking in a placating tone. Assurances. Promises. Words. The purr once again infused every syllable. The carrot at the end of the stick was another video call to her boys tomorrow.
Never mind that death might be hurtling towards their planet.
She could wait no longer. Tuning out the doctor, who was now paging through his notebook as if they were back on track for another session of robot therapy, she activated the radio in her head and called the sim.







Chapter Nineteen


THE MYSTERY SHIP WAS heading straight for them.
Carmen expanded the flashing reminder on her screen that had been fighting to get her attention. The computer had been trying to warn her of the object. It was indeed going to get close, but it wouldn’t hit them. It would cut a long arc just behind them as it hurtled towards the interior of the solar system.
Its current course would take it to Earth. Sensors confirmed a fusion drive. And according to their probe the ship was broadcasting.
It was sending the same message over and over. Neither Ovo nor the ship could make sense of the signal. It sounded like a brief sentence on a loop. It didn’t appear to match the original message which had launched them on their journey. But Carmen hesitated to call She Who Waits.
Ovo’s fingers moved quickly across the command console. “I’ve sent a ping to let them know we’re here, but the com system wouldn’t deliver the message.”
“What are our options?” Carmen asked.
Leavitt and her crew busied themselves, but Ovo was fastest with a response.
“Leave it and continue with our mission. We can track it. We could fire a probe and follow it and conduct further sensor evaluations.”
“What about intercepting it?”
“This isn’t the movies,” Squadron Leader McKenzie said scornfully.
“Actually we could intercept it,” Ovo said. “If you had read through the ship performance margin documents, you would know that. A maneuver like this will be an expense of fuel, but not enough to affect our mission if we can dock with the ship. But that’s not the issue which should concern you.”
“It’s physical tolerance,” Leavitt said. “Seven or eight hours of more than a hundred g’s.”
Dr. Lum grumbled as he tapped at his screen. “That’s enough to break our bones and cause other issues even with the benefit of the flight chairs.”
“Not an issue for all of us. Not Carmen.”
The nanobots. They were back to the nanobots and Carmen didn’t see a way around the request which was about to come.
“But this ship isn’t our mission, is it?” she asked. “While it would be good to know who it is, it can’t be the reason we came out here.”
“It’s coming from the same direction as the original signal,” Ovo said. “And I’ve created a laser scan of the ship’s surface and ran it against my files. It belongs to the Grylla. The Melded doctor was one of them.”
Carmen remembered the doctor. He looked like a bloated cricket who stood on two back legs, had wings, and had been the Pro Tempore Primary Executive of the Melded, even though the feckless creature seemed to obey every order given it by either the worm or Carmen’s mother. But what the doctor lacked in leadership skills, he made up for in knowing how to turn other races into more Melded.
“So it’s a Framework-friendly ship,” Captain Macamic said. “Before we risk everything on chasing it down, how about we try to say hello?”

THEY LAUNCHED ANOTHER probe. As per its programming, the probe immediately relayed a message prepared by Leavitt and Ford. And minutes later the probe sent back an answer.
“Just a lot of noise,” Ford said.
Carmen confirmed it. A transcription showed a line of numbers, a waveform reading of the signal, and a rough audio track, but none of it made sense. It sounded like a series of rapid clicks.
“Ovo, you worked with the doctor,” she said.
“Yes, but he spoke the Melded language, for a lack of a better term. It was what we all spoke over our internal com link. We should ask She Who Waits. It would take her but a moment.”
“Let’s hold off,” Leavitt said. “We shouldn’t risk triggering her to shut us down.”
“I’m inclined to agree,” Carmen said. “Do what you can, Ovo. Maybe the One has something in the ship’s software or memory banks which will help.”
Ovo croaked. It didn’t translate, but Carmen had heard enough from him that to her it sounded dismissive. “I doubt it. The One barely tolerates other races. But I will search.”
Leavitt winced as she sat up. “Which brings us to our next decision. The nanobots. If we don’t take them, we don’t go after the Grylla. Carmen, you’ve expressed your reservations. But Dr. Lum’s assessment is that they are harmless. And Ovo has prepared a batch of them which can be programmed to duplicate the effect of the ones you’ve taken.”
“I heard,” Carmen said. “My opinion hasn’t changed. I’ve got alien technology inside me which could be dangerous, even exploited, and there’s no sure way to get them out of me, at least not without the Melded doctor.”
“My crew has discussed the danger. Taking them will allow us to better accomplish our mission.”
A murmur of agreement from the others followed.
“But the final say remains in your hands,” Leavitt continued.
“You can’t put this on me.”
“That’s precisely what I’m doing. This is your ship. These are the choices you have to make.”
Carmen absorbed the words and searched the projected image of the woman’s face for any sign the request was less than genuine. But she realized Greta Leavitt didn’t have an ironic bone in her body. And there’d be no hand-holding. She wanted Carmen to give up the star runner and wasn’t about to make things easy on her until she did.
“If Dr. Lum says it’s safe, and if Ovo agrees, then go ahead. I want to know what that ship is before it gets away from us. That’s my decision.”
“Excellent. Then if you can instruct Ovo to go ahead with administering them to us, we can make preparations to pursue that vessel.”

CARMEN FOLLOWED OVO out of the control room, but let him go to care for the nanobots with a final admonition.
“Double-check that they’re safe. Triple-check.”
She went to She Who Waits’ room and listened for a moment. Felt a twinge in her heart. Had she somehow betrayed She Who Waits? Done something to warrant her friend cutting her off from the choices she was making with their spaceship? By her own admission, the Dragoman was inexperienced, and Carmen couldn’t help but wonder if someone was manipulating her. Why else cut them all off from the Framework and Earth?
None of it made Carmen’s request that She Who Waits isolate herself in her room any easier.
“Are you there?” Carmen called. “If you can hear me, we’re going to be making some maneuvers which will be hard on everyone. I just thought you should know.”
She wanted to knock, wanted to make sure She Who Waits was okay. But assuming the alien hadn’t figured out what they were doing, Carmen didn’t want to invite questions. Didn’t want to lie. Hated that Leavitt might be right and that they couldn’t let anything stop their mission. Too important. Blah-blah-blah.
“I’m worried about you.”
With that, she made her way back to her flight chair. The next few hours were going to get interesting.

DR. LUM SHARED HIS screen with the others. On it was a diagram of a man. “I’ve estimated the nanobots will reach all points inside our bodies in less time than it will take Ovo to finish his injections.”
Ovo had given Lum and Macamic their dose of nanobots via a handheld injector that looked like a large cigarette lighter.
“Thought I’d feel something,” Macamic said.
“You shouldn’t,” Lum said. “Each dose is a milliliter of fluid. Most of the liquid in the injection is a buoyancy agent which is harmless. We should expect the nanobots to be active instantly, and our bodies should realize the benefits in about an hour.”
“That quick?”
“Perhaps quicker. But excess caution is key, so we will wait two before we begin the hardest maneuvers. I will monitor all of your vitals. Report any dizziness, nausea, blurry vision, racing heart.”
“I’ve had most of those since we took off,” Ford said drolly.
Lum’s lecture continued, but Carmen tuned him out and stopped watching the screen. She had forgotten about the One. Neither she nor Ovo had checked on the front compartment. But without the benefit of translation, she knew it would be almost impossible to talk to the creature, assuming it was even awake. Or alive.
The conversation was a low buzz that became part of the background. Ovo came and went and was softly keening to himself, a shrill, sad sound. The hum of the ship grew louder as their course change began, a steady thrum and pulse that she found relaxing. The pressure on her body built. She dozed through the next hours. Only when Lieutenant Ford started shouting did Carmen snap fully alert.
“Someone help!” Ford cried. “He’s not breathing!”







Chapter Twenty


“I CAN’T WAIT ANY LONGER, not without knowing what’s happening.”
Jenna stooped next to the desk across from Dr. Bell, her slim form easily holding its position and balance. The doctor was asking a series of questions about her mood and expectations and coping skills. Jenna answered each without ever letting the army physician know she was having an entirely different conversation over the radio.
A conversation with herself.
The other her, the sim Jenna, took a moment to reply, an odd pause as if in the sim world she had a baby to put down or a stove to turn off. “The Cordice lost touch with Carmen’s ship the same time Earth did. The star runner is running silent on its intended course and not responding. The Framework council is frantic. I’d imagine the army people are freaking out.”
“I don’t care about them. What do we know about this signal?”
“The Cordice are worried. Their priority is to protect the sim. It’s their civilization inside. And they’ve prepped their home ship. The rest of the Framework isn’t pleased.”
“They’re leaving?” Jenna asked.
Her sim self spoke crisply, using her well-practiced customer service voice that betrayed nothing about how she really felt. “Not yet. But they were the first to run after the Big Wipe. At least until the Melded made their play for the harvester.”
“I want to know what the Cordice know. Is this for real? Is it the enemy?”
“They’re not saying. But that doesn’t mean we wait. We can get the boys.”
“We?”
“You and me,” sim Jenna said. “Us.”
“You’re talking about taking them to the Framework.”
“They can have a place on board the home ship. I’ve talked to the Cordice engineer. They can accommodate us.”
“You mean bring them into the sim. I don’t want that.”
“What if there’s no choice? If we’re wrong about what’s coming, then it’s nothing more than an adventure. But if we’re right...”
Jenna stood up straight and forgot about the low ceiling. The foam board paneling buckled and dust cascaded down over her and the desk.
Dr. Bell almost fell back in his chair. “Jenna, what’s wrong? Do you need a break? We can take ten minutes if that’s what you need.”
She ignored him, slouching so she could move. She stepped outside and gazed up at the hazy sky. Couldn’t imagine it being filled with fire and brimstone. Her life, her boys, her dad, and everyone she knew and would ever know, dying. And now her sim self was offering her children a place in a lifeboat.
The churning inside her was virtual. She understood she had no central nervous system or stomach or guts, but the rational thought fell by the wayside as a steady cramp grew and wasn’t letting up. She longed for a real breath of air.
“No choice,” her other self said. “We have to move and do it quickly. I can’t do this without you.”
“What do you need from me?”
“You’re the only one who can bring the boys here. The Cordice have a shuttle which they’ve offered. But it means coming down there and picking you up. And that’s going to piss your air force and army friends off.”







Chapter Twenty-One


FORD STOOD OVER DR. Lum’s crash couch, awkwardly leaning in and attempting chest compressions. “Somebody do something!” he kept saying.
Captain Macamic and Squadron Leader McKenzie remained fixed in their seats. Only Greta Leavitt had managed to stand. She wasn’t even leaning on anything, which Carmen found remarkable considering they were in the last hour of high g maneuvers. Even Carmen had trouble standing and had to wait for a wave of lightheadedness to ebb.
Dr. Lum lay reclined with his mouth open and his eyes rolled into the back of his head. Ford must have zipped open Lum’s jumpsuit as his chest was bare. He continued with CPR, but each push only succeeded in pressing the doctor’s body further into the chair.
Pressure had built on Carmen’s ears. She worked her jaw to clear it. “What happened?”
“I thought he said something,” Ford said. “He called out. But then he wouldn’t answer me. I found him like this. Oh, god. He’s dead, he’s dead.”
“Lieutenant...” Leavitt said calmly.
Ford renewed his efforts on the doctor. “He said it would be safe. He said. He promised.”
“Lieutenant Ford.”
“We put those things in us and now look what happened!”
She seized his arm and pulled him away. “Get a grip, Richard.”
He nodded. “Yeah. I think...I think I’m going to lie down.”
Carmen couldn’t take her eyes off the doctor. “What do we do?”
“Standing up isn’t safe,” Leavitt said. “Dr. Lum will keep.”
They returned to their couches. No one spoke. The ship had matched trajectory with the Earth-bound vessel. And they were about to catch it.

OVO WAS THE FIRST ONE up. He checked each passenger and gave Lum’s couch a wide berth. He paused at Carmen’s bunk and tried to communicate via his drawing app. It was taking forever and his hands were trembling.
“Just say it,” Carmen said. She had a headache. Even her bones hurt. And although she had been napping, it wasn’t good rest. She wanted proper sleep and no doubt they all could use it.
“The body,” Ovo said. “What’s the appropriate way to handle it?”
“Is there a way we can place it in storage? Someplace cold?”
Ovo went to Dr. Lum’s couch and had started fiddling with it when Ford said, “Don’t you touch him. It was the nanobots you gave us.”
Leavitt got up and out of her couch. She went to Ford and began having a soft conversation with him. Carmen thought she heard the man sob. After a moment, Leavitt finished and helped Ford up and took him to the bathroom.
“He’ll be fine,” Leavitt said when she returned. “He’s going to need time to adjust to what’s happened.”
“Did he know you were going to ask him to take the nanobots?” Carmen asked.
“He understood the assignment. It was always a possible measure we would take if we had to travel in space. And we don’t know what killed Doctor Lum.”
Ovo had the couch detached from the floor and was floating it past them. “I will analyze what happened and share it with you. The bots can perform a necropsy.”
Carmen shuddered at the thought of the tiny machines investigating the death of their host. But she knew from her mother’s astronaut training that the human body could only tolerate so much stress. And the nanobots weren’t magic.
“I’m sorry,” Ovo added.
Carmen went to him. “This isn’t your fault, Ovo. We all took the risk of coming here.”
His fur remained flat as he took the doctor out of the room.
“I’d like to see Ovo’s report,” Captain Macamic said.
Leavitt moved to the main console and began hunting and pecking at the interface. “The necropsy will be analyzed later. The doctor will be mourned. All our vital signs are normal. We’re alive, so let’s get to work. I’m sharing the probe data. Observations?”
Screens appeared at each flight couch. Carmen watched over Leavitt’s shoulder.
Captain Macamic said, “This ship looks small. I have Ovo’s original scan and the reference data from his files on the Grylla. While they have dozens of ship designs from before the enemy wiped out their world, the one we’re chasing isn’t anything they would use to go from star to star. Too slow, not enough fuel. It seems to be something they’d use as a ship or shuttle within a system. If these readings are correct, that reactor has enough oomph for a couple of big burns and then they are coasting without the option of slowing down.”
“There’s something else that’s strange,” Squadron Leader McKenzie said. “I’ve been looking at all the data we’ve accumulated about the alien vessels we’ve observed. Most have a forward shield to deal with the inevitable particle collisions during travel. That boat doesn’t have any I can detect.”
“Conclusions? Guesses?” Leavitt asked.
“Like the captain said, it’s a skiff or runabout. Which means it launched from our signal source.”
“Carmen, we have a choice. We either let this bogey continue flying or we intercept it and try to learn more.”
“Or we destroy it,” Macamic said.
Carmen felt her face get hot. “That’s not an option if there’s someone on board. Isn’t there a way to check?”
Leavitt studied the screens. “It’s ignoring us and our probe.”
“Then we assume it’s a manned craft. We have to.”
“I agree. No one’s seriously talking about shooting it down. But you or Ovo are going to have to fly us in. Unless you want to hand over the control permissions. Squadron Leader McKenzie is this crew’s most practiced pilot.”
Carmen activated the intercom. “Ovo, get up here. We’re going to dock with the other ship.”

OVO’S INPUTS FOR THE docking maneuvers involved little more than making a selection from a few screens and accepting whatever the computer was suggesting. The ship experienced no noticeable change in speed, but the projected image showed them bearing down on the smaller vessel fast enough to ram it.
Ford had finally emerged from the bathroom. He carried a cloth with him and was dabbing his face. He retired to his couch without a word. He spent a moment blinking at his screens. “There’s an electromagnetic distortion we’re riding into. Is that from their engines?”
“Negative,” Ovo said. “It appears to be a steady trail of antimatter particles.”
“Is that dangerous?” Carmen said.
“No. We have good shielding. But it’s strange. The Grylla, the Melded...in fact, besides the One, the survivor races of the Framework don’t possess antimatter drives. This star runner does. It’s our main reactor.”
“Which is broken. So why is the Grylla leaking antimatter?”
“Unknown. Perhaps they are dragging the particles with them from another source.”
“And if we dock with them, will it hurt us?”
He pointed at his screen. “It’s a broad field, and the particles are scattered. And we will be inside of its wake and will miss most of them.”
Leavitt went to consult with McKenzie and Macamic. If there was something about their intended course of action that she didn’t like, the major wasn’t sharing it with Carmen and Ovo.
“Tell me we’re safe, Ovo,” Carmen whispered.
Ovo remained fidgety. “Safe enough. But what’s ever certain?”
“Did what happen to the doctor upset you?”
“I’ve seen death.”
“That doesn’t mean we have to be comfortable with it. And don’t pay attention to what Lieutenant Ford said. It’s not your fault. It was Major Leavitt’s decision to give everyone the nanobots. And Doctor Lum could have refused.”
“I’m okay. In my tribe, we’re accustomed to losing part of each litter. They did not name me until I was five years old. The younger ones are expendable. Anyone who fails in their trained tasks are replaced.”
“You didn’t fail. And your old crew’s sensibility extends to anyone who gets injured, doesn’t it?”
He raised one of his metal hands as if it made the point. If not for the Melded, he would be dead. Expendable. Perhaps they all were.
A shudder ran through the floor. Metal clangs echoed around them.
Leavitt returned to the command console. “We’ve attached to the Grylla ship.”
Ovo finger-combed his hair. “If there are Grylla, it would be helpful to have She Who Waits alongside us. Or at least providing translation.”
“It means trusting her.”
“Without her, we risk much. We haven’t been able to communicate. Our intentions will be viewed as hostile.”
Leavitt was zipping up her jumpsuit. “We need to know what’s going on out there. Isn’t there a good chance that ship has heard and recorded every message we’ve missed? And if She Who Waits is intent on doing her job, we need her.”
This from the woman who would have allowed Captain Macamic to pry She Who Waits out of her protective suit. “Okay, I’ll ask her to come. I’ll meet you at the airlock.”
She Who Waits emerged into the hallway and hovered towards Carmen.
“You were listening?” Carmen asked.
“Not on the communication channel, as requested by you, Carmen Vincent. But your voice carries.”
“And you’re going to cooperate and not try to interfere?”
“I will perform my function. As requested.”
Carmen trailed after her and they met Ovo, Macamic, and Major Leavitt by the airlock. Leavitt was pulling on a pressure suit they had packed. Hardly a full-blooded space suit, the head-to-toe garment would only afford her thirty minutes of air. Macamic helped her with the collar and handed her a helmet.
“Is there breathable air over there?” Carmen asked.
Ovo checked his wrist. “Grylla have a compatible atmosphere. The ship is pressurized and a scan confirms it has good air.”
“We read your statement about the Framework atmospheres,” Macamic said. “Best suit up and not risk it.”
Ovo attached a face mask to his mouth and nose. “I will board first and assess.”
“Let me suit up and I’ll go with you,” Carmen said.
Leavitt donned the helmet. “It might be best if you stay here. We need you to fly the ship.”
“If anything happens to any of us, we’re in trouble. And I want to be there in case we need to talk to someone.”
“Against my better judgment, but okay.”
They had a NASA pressure suit for her too, but Carmen opted for one waiting for her in a nearby storage closet. Lighter, with adhesive gloves and magnetic boots, it was like one of the Melded models, and she guessed Ovo had manufactured it based on that design. Something else humanity would have to reverse engineer. And as requested, Ovo had provided a belt with a sonic weapon and sensor tuned to the physical properties of the shadow monsters.
Ovo was similarly armed.
Carmen gave She Who Waits a nod. “Talk to them. Request permission to board.”
A spray of sparkling diamonds lit up the inside of the Dragoman’s suit. “I will alert you if there is a response.”
“How long do we wait?” Macamic asked.
Leavitt checked the dials on her arm and looked satisfied. “They have to know we’re here. Go ahead, Ovo.”
Ovo looked at Carmen. She gave him a nod. He had been around her and other humans enough that he understood. He entered the airlock, waited for the atmosphere to cycle, and stepped through to the Grylla’s spaceship.
It didn’t take long for him to report. “There are thirty suspension modules on board. All are full.”
“Is anyone awake?” Leavitt asked.
“Negative. I...oh.”
Carmen realized she was hearing Ovo through an accommodating translation light. “What’s wrong?”
“I’m checking each module. No life signs. The Grylla have all perished.”







Chapter Twenty-Two


A COUNTDOWN BEGAN.
As the amber numbers ticked off in Jenna’s field of vision, she showed no outward sign of her restlessness. She wanted to be up and pacing. Looking outside and up at the sky. The Cordice were launching a shuttle and it was coming fast.
All she had to do was climb aboard and it would take her to see her boys.
Staff Sergeant Raines was on duty minding her. She had her lunch out on the table. Turkey burger, kale salad, an apple, a cup of steaming coffee. She was about to tuck in when she glanced guiltily up at Jenna.
“Go ahead,” Jenna said. “It looks good.”
“It looks edible. Good is pushing it. When you’re trying to be good and you get the healthy stuff, you at least want the burger to be warm. God, I’d kill for a slab of melted cheddar on this thing.”
“What’s stopping you?”
“The need to shed twenty, according to the Medical Evaluation Board.”
“You look great.”
“And you’re sweet for a giant robot.” She took a bite of the burger and chewed with little joy. When her phone chirped, she looked glad for the interruption.
Jenna kept watching the virtual numbers scroll by as Raines gave up on lunch and started texting. Then a scowl crossed her face.
“What’s wrong?”
“Base is on lockdown. We had a few crazies at the gate some ten kilometers out. We figured one arrest because of an idiot flying a drone into base airspace should have discouraged them, but something’s up.”
“What do you have to do?”
“It’s an air force matter. I’m sticking here with you.”
Jenna threw open the door. While there were plenty of people about, no one seemed to be in any hurry. No alarms. No cadre of soldiers coming to lock her down.
But any one of them might be another Peace Patrol sympathizer, or a terrorist with similar beliefs.
They see the world might be ending and they’re worried about me?
Correction: they were worried about all the aliens. She was but one of an entire cast of extraterrestrials who were dropping by Earth of late.
“Come back inside,” Raines called.
But Jenna started walking. A radio burst pinged in her head. Not her other self, and no one was trying to talk this time. A marker appeared in her field of view, showing a portion of tarmac beyond the last of the trailers.
A pair of guards armed with rifles trotted alongside her.
“Ma’am,” one of them said, “we need you to take shelter. The base is under lockdown.”
Raines kept calling her name. The young soldier raced in front of her, backpedaling and waving her arms. “Jenna, hey! What are you doing? Let’s get inside and let the airmen do their thing. We’re just getting in the way and you don’t want to step on anyone, right?”
Jenna brushed past her as she stepped up to the concrete runway. The gleam of the sun made the concrete shimmer as heat rolled upward, almost obscuring a line of five jets in the distance as they taxied forward, accelerated, and took off, each only a few seconds behind the next.
“Come on, we can’t be out here! It’s dangerous!”
Dr. Bell was sprinting her way, white lab coat flapping, his hand ridiculously on top of his head despite there being no hair.
The waypoint in her vision was a short distance away. A Hummer was racing towards her from the nearest hangar. Raines, the doctor, the soldiers—they kept calling her name as if she couldn’t hear them.
She walked faster. Looked up. Saw a plume of white trailing a descending object speeding downward.
“I’m here,” she said over her radio.
When she made it to the spot, the object in the sky took shape: a shoebox with rounded corners, streaming hot air in a wide silver arc. As it plummeted closer, she could make out long spires jutting from one end of the Cordice shuttle. Like their home ship, this smaller vessel had little in the way of aesthetic considerations. Yet it flew and it was coming for her.
The Hummer pulled in front of her, blocking her path. A soldier was in the turret and pointing the mounted machine gun. The doctor and sentries scattered.
But Staff Sergeant Raines held her ground and walked between Jenna and the Hummer, her hands waving. “Hold on! Just stop! No one’s going to hurt you. Jenna, we have the situation under control. Talk to me. What’s going on? What’s wrong?”
Jenna paused. If the soldier on the mounted weapon opened fire, it would certainly kill Raines. But would it harm the spindlebot? She didn’t know. She couldn’t risk it. While her other self might live on, they needed the robot body. It was the only way she’d ever bring her boys to safety.
“I won’t be a prisoner here.”
“Okay. Okay. We can talk about it. You know you can’t just walk out of here. We’re in the middle of the desert. They’re working on a way to have you see your kids safely. It’s messed up, but you have to be patient.”
“I’ve been patient. I won’t wait any longer.”
“There’s nowhere to go,” Raines said. “You said it yourself. Your boys can’t see you like this. We’re going to figure this out. I’m going to help you. I promise.”
The last of the jets had taken off, their thrumming roar shaking the air. They were almost out of sight, climbing and banking over the low pastel shadows of the distant hills. The object above grew larger still.
More Humvees drove her direction. Behind them a larger armored vehicle rolled out from the far side of the reception hangar.
Raines glanced up. A flicker of recognition crossed her face as if she hadn’t noticed the incoming shuttle. “That’s for you, isn’t it?”
“I’m leaving. I’m sorry.”
Jenna walked around Raines and rounded the Hummer. The soldier in the turret pivoted and tracked her. Their radios kept buzzing with a steady stream of chatter. A peal of thunder rolled through the air.
A sonic boom, she realized.
The slowing Cordice craft arrested its fall. As it descended on top of her, it continued to grow and cast a shadow across the concrete tarmac. The vessel was as large as a jumbo jet.
Raines and the soldiers retreated to the line of buildings. The Hummer driver reversed the vehicle but the machine gunner kept her as his target.
Dust blew around Jenna like a tornado as a soft pulse shook her body. The craft inched downward until it almost touched the ground before achieving a perfect hover. A moment passed before a ramp appeared leading into an airlock.
Someone was calling to her on a bullhorn. Dr. Bell. But Jenna wasn’t listening. Her other self was talking and Jenna tuned everything else out as she climbed aboard.
“We’re together,” the sim Jenna said. “Now let’s go find our boys.”







Chapter Twenty-Three


CARMEN AND LEAVITT stepped on board the cramped Grylla vessel.
Whereas the One’s ship had sweeping hallways that were as artful as they were accommodating, the Grylla apparently believed in small, efficient spaces. Which made sense for a runabout piloted by a bunch of knee-high crickets.
“Where are you, Ovo?” Carmen called.
“Here. I’ve scanned for shadows. Negative signs.”
The ship didn’t have many options. A main corridor thick with encroaching plumbing and other pieces of jutting hardware. Switches and valves everywhere. Like the Cordice ship with its low ceilings, the tight space Carmen wended her way through made her jittery. And with Leavitt on her heels, a quick retreat would be impossible.
Ovo waited in an oval room with stacked pods which looked like chrome eggs. He stood on his toes and was examining the topmost module. While none of the containers had windows, based on Ovo’s report Carmen knew what each held.
“Do we know what happened to them?”
“Not yet. If we can translate their computer’s log, we’ll be able to find out.”
Leavitt didn’t appear willing to wait. She inspected a series of small devices attached to a rack on one wall. Each gadget looked like the handset to a radio. She picked one up and began tapping at the screen, eventually turning it end over end as if checking if she was missing something on the simple device. Finally, a thumbnail-sized screen illuminated.
Leavitt said, “We don’t just need a translation, we need a magnifier.”
Captain Macamic examined one too and kept comparing what he was seeing with his own tablet fixed to his suit’s wrist.
Carmen’s suit confirmed a breathable but thin atmosphere. In a corner a thick conduit concealed another hallway, this one waist high. Carmen crawled in and played her headlight about. She swept her shadow sensor to and fro. Her breath reverberated inside her suit. She forced herself to not think about something snagging her or getting stuck if there was a bend she would have to navigate.
The corridor dead-ended in a cubbyhole that reminded her of a car trunk. With barely enough room to turn around, she couldn’t wait to head back out. But an object among the ship’s internal apparatus caught her attention.
Another egg, and this one was black.
Like the others, it had no obvious controls. One of the portable devices was clipped against a pipe. The dinky screen lit up when touched. Carmen’s suit zoomed in, but the circle of dots made no sense.
“I can assist,” She Who Waits said over her suit’s audio.
A mirrored screen popped up in her display. But thanks to She Who Waits, this one read in English. The Grylla device was telling her that the egg held a single occupant, and he or she was alive.
Ovo took over and Carmen had to stop herself from not crawling at top speed back to the main room of the Grylla ship. Sweat bathed her face, which her suit dutifully cooled and recycled. But waiting for Ovo’s analysis while standing in the room full of chrome coffins did nothing for her sense of calm.
Leavitt was having no luck with the Grylla devices. “There’s an encryption. We can’t access anything, no radio logs, no navigation records. If that Grylla you found is the pilot, we need to wake him up.”
It took Carmen a moment to realize she was talking to her. “Ovo, is that possible?”
A moment passed before he replied. “Yes. While most of their systems are behind a wall, this suspension module has a mechanical override. But I don’t see a way to confirm with their computer if it’s safe. The Grylla inside may have suffered injury. They might need the procedure to be handled by a doctor or engineer. I’m neither.”
“The Melded used you as a medic.”
“I was a technician with a software assistant. Here I don’t have access to the Melded mainframe. I won’t risk killing whoever’s inside the module.”
The solution was an obvious one. If they could communicate with the Grylla on the Framework, they could revive the pilot or whoever was inside the egg.
“She Who Waits, we need to talk to the Framework. They could tell us what we need to do here.”
The red light pulsed. “Request confirmed. I am communicating with designate Grylla prophet.”
“Prophet?” Carmen asked.
“Similar to your president, but with religious overtones.”
Carmen didn’t want to get into a linguistic argument. “This prophet is the one alive inside that compartment?”
“No. The prophet is their ranking minister on the Framework.”
Leavitt shot Carmen a hard look. So She Who Waits was willing to talk to the Framework but was keeping them sequestered. But they couldn’t discuss it without the Dragoman eavesdropping. Carmen, Leavitt, and Macamic waited, busying themselves with the Grylla devices and confirming each remained locked.
A while later, She Who Waits had an answer. “I’ve received word. Designate Grylla prophet relates her fondest wishes for her subjects to be brought back to her.”
“Does she know that they’re dead?”
“She made no differentiation between those who are dead and the one who isn’t. But she’s given over the computer access key so we can restore the pilot.”
“I want to hear her message for myself. It’s what you’re supposed to do, isn’t it? Let us talk to her.”
No response.
“She Who Waits, I’m requesting you to let us talk to the Grylla prophet.”
But She Who Waits stayed mute. Carmen felt as if the translation light were taunting her. She had plenty of old and new emotional calluses from dealing with her mom and her lies. But after everything Carmen and She Who Waits had been through, getting shut out like this made Carmen’s heart ache.
“I have access to the Grylla mainframe,” Ovo announced. “I can request it wake the pilot up.”
“Wait,” Carmen said. “If we do this, we’re trusting we’ve heard what we need to know about this ship and the Grylla.”
Major Leavitt tapped on her suit’s wrist pad. “We went over the other options. We can’t let this ship go without knowing what they know. And we’re running out of time.”
She showed Carmen what she had typed: “Cede ship control to me.” The message sent a fresh wave of nerves down Carmen’s spine. What would that accomplish? It wouldn’t grant Leavitt and her crew access to anything they didn’t already have. And She Who Waits would continue to obstruct them. Or did the major have something else in motion Carmen wasn’t aware of?
Carmen asked, “She Who Waits, will we be able to talk to the pilot when he comes out of hibernation?”
“I will facilitate communication.”
Carmen wanted more than that. But what kind of oath could She Who Waits give that Carmen would believe? Swear on what? A pinkie promise like they were in kindergarten?
She couldn’t do what Leavitt asked. Not yet. She had to believe her friend ultimately wouldn’t hurt them and there was some part of She Who Waits’ sense of duty that was being addressed by her actions. And somehow Carmen would navigate that maze.
“Okay, Ovo, wake him up.”
“Engaging extraction procedure,” Ovo said.
When Ovo began croaking and shrieking, he sounded like an animal that had been caught in a snare. He came bolting out of the small corridor to the pilot’s compartment. He was bleeding. With one hand he pressed on a wound on his chest where a long laceration ran crimson.
Something was following him. The corpulent insectoid that stepped into the room tilted his head back and forth a few times. He had four vestigial wings which shivered spasmodically. The Grylla pilot’s petite mandibles popped and clicked. But what caught Carmen’s attention were two of his arms. They looked like sharp hooks, and one of them was red with Ovo’s blood.







Chapter Twenty-Four


THE CORDICE SHUTTLE pilot was a dog-shaped version of a spindlebot in remarkably better condition than the caretaker which had assaulted Jenna on her initial visit to their home ship. This one wasn’t covered in any of the Cordice fungal growth. From what Jenna had learned, most of what made the Cordice alive outside of their sim had suffered a catastrophic die-off, and their people would be extinct but for their computer servers.
The pilot didn’t respond when Jenna addressed it.
The shuttle interior was bare bones and featured little in the way of furniture. Tiny fingerholds were everywhere, corresponding to the pilot’s pronged fingers. These accommodated Jenna’s toes and hands perfectly. After all, her spindlebot body was of Cordice design.
She anchored herself as the shuttle lifted into the air.
“I’ve given the pilot what direction I could,” sim Jenna said over the radio, “but you’ll have to take it from here.”
“What about the jets?”
She received no reply as the shuttle picked up speed. With no porthole or window, she couldn’t tell where they were flying or how fast. A wave of queasiness rolled through her. A phantom sensation, surely. But try as she might, she couldn’t shake the growing vertigo.
A map appeared on an interface she didn’t know she had. A prompt waited for input. Was this the pilot asking for directions?
“Garden Village. My home. Zach and Landon are there. That’s our destination.”
As soon as she thought about her hometown in relation to the rest of her home state of California, the map changed, zooming in and scrolling with every thought she directed towards it. The interface worked as long as she didn’t force it, but it also didn’t guess at what location she had in mind.
Home.
That didn’t work. It also wasn’t where her boys were. They were staying with Pam Young, her former mother-in-law, the boys’ Nana. Street signs and landmarks were of no use. It took a few minutes to orient herself, but once she started thinking of the map in terms of an internet real estate engine, navigation grew easier.
Soon she spotted the single-level ranch-style home with its two plum trees out front. They spawned their tart fruit every May, which the kids would devour with relish. By June the plums were gone, either picked or devoured by the jay birds and chunky squirrels that dominated Pam Young’s yard.
She felt the overwhelming urge to call Pam. But even if she could, what would she say?
Get the kids ready. I’m taking them with me into space to meet both halves of their mother.
And how would Pam reply? What did she even know? The army people had assisted with the video conferences, and her mother-in-law wasn’t stupid. She knew something had happened to her grandsons’ mother and aunt just as something had happened to her son.
The thought of the Cordice ship descending over Pam’s home and Jenna’s spindlebot stepping out to ring the doorbell triggered a fresh wave of doubt.
As if knowing her thoughts, her other self asked, “Are you okay?”
“I don’t know if we should do this.”
“If there were other choices, then no, we wouldn’t. We don’t want to scare them. But if we wait, we could lose them. Better scared now and alive.”
“I know.” We know.
The thought of what she’d tell her own detached self if the situation were reversed made her feel even queasier. Her words. Her thoughts. Dr. Bell had spoken of a path to a normal life. Her current path had smashed through the guard rails and was plummeting down a ravine.
But there was a hazy familiarity in what she was about to do. When she had left Peter and taken the boys, during the hectic days which followed, Peter had shown up at all hours at her rented condo, calling, following her, intercepting her while she was picking Zach up from kindergarten. Once she had gotten past her fear she had acted decisively.
“Land there.”
She fixed her attention on the house. She realized she didn’t know the time or even what day it was.
The pilot sent a landing solution which showed their ship hovering over the street above the power lines. A chute with an elevator would conduct her down.
As the minutes peeled away, the system replaced the map with a virtual model marking not only the home, but cars on the street, a postal worker, and a cat sprinting for cover. And there, parked in front of Pam’s house, was Peter’s blue pickup truck. The Ford sat high on its raised suspension, impossible to climb into for anyone without mountaineering experience. The large tires were set with chrome rims, and a roll bar replete with fog lights finished the package. At least Jenna had talked him out of a vanity plate, one of the few arguments she had ever won.
The postal worker almost tripped over his feet as he scurried away. The nearby pine trees spewed dried needles and the branches swayed. Dust rose in a widening circle, blowing across manicured yards and driveways. The smallest tremor shook the shuttle as it hovered. The time for hesitation was over. She let go of the hand- and footholds and stepped into the airlock. The elevator in the lower bay dropped quickly. When the door opened, she walked out of the ship and into the middle of the street.
The ship blotted out the sun.
The front walkway was set in pink mottled paving stones. Except for the plum tree, Pam’s yard looked similar to the rest of the street, planted with sage, lilac, and bird of paradise. From inside came a muffled song from one of the kids’ DVDs.
So the neighborhood had power. Far enough from the hospital to have been spared from the Melded bomb that had taken out the electricity of much of the county.
Jenna jabbed the doorbell. A soft chiming song began on the opposite side of the white double doors. Frere Jacques. Are you sleeping? The refrain played three times before quitting.
No one answered.
She rang again. “I know you’re home. Please open up. It’s Jenna.”
She tried the door. The latch wouldn’t budge. She turned up her acoustic inputs. Listened.
“Peter? Are you in there? Can you hear me?”
Someone was sniffling. Muted sobs. Her younger son, Landon.
She knocked. “Boys, it’s Mom. I’m here to see you. Peter? Pam? Open the door.”
A siren wailed in the distance. What would the police do if they arrived to find a spaceship and robot in one of the wealthiest neighborhoods in Ross County? After the events at the hospital, the response could be hostile. And what about the military? Could the jets follow them this far?
Jenna cocked her arm. A shove knocked the door in, splintering the doorframe.
Pam stood in the hallway with a shotgun held at waist level and pointing at Jenna. “Stop right there!”
From the living room beyond (a muted cream sofa set, a mint-patterned rug, and a TV as large as Jenna’s family room wall) came the voices of her boys.
“I’m not going to hurt them,” Jenna said. “But I am here to see them. Pam?”
Pam’s hard lines had deepened from the last time Jenna had seen her in person. But her hands were steady. She had once been a park ranger and had taught a firearm introduction course for women. And as much as Peter and Jenna’s divorce had put a strain on her and Pam’s relationship, Jenna liked her.
Pam raised the weapon. “Get out of my house.”
“They’re my boys. I’ve been through too much. Put that down.”
“I don’t know who or what you are, but one step further and I shoot.”
Jenna confirmed her face was displayed on her head screen. Despite that, Pam’s finger caressed the trigger.
“Pam, I’m guessing the army didn’t tell you what happened to me. I was hoping Peter did. But he missed the last part of my trip home. I almost died. I’m being kept alive by this machine. This is me now.”
“Stay away from my grandsons.”
“Peter, can you hear me? It’s me. It’s Jenna. Tell your mom to lower the shot—”
The weapon boomed. The blast caught Jenna high in the chest. The deafening report should have caused her to flinch and the deer shot should have shredded her. But her body stood unfazed even as her mind fought to respond.
It was as if everything began moving slowly.
The recoil raised the shotgun barrel high. Pam lowered it again while racking the action and sending a smoking, exhausted shell tumbling to the floor. Jenna’s decision to act was all her spindlebot needed. She sprang forward, snatching the weapon and ripping it away from her mother-in-law. Pam screamed. Her finger had gotten caught in the trigger guard and the sharp click-pop of a breaking bone was unmistakable. Jenna took the shotgun in both hands and broke it in two before discarding it. She shoved Pam aside hard enough that she tumbled into the hallway.
Peter was huddled with both boys in the corner of the living room. Jenna stopped, taking in the sight. Tears and snot poured down both boys’ faces. But it was Peter who wore a mask of terror. Somehow, seeing her there was all it took. He looked like a cornered rabbit. His lips were moving, but no words came out.
The part in his hair was gone. A cowlick stood straight up, which his hair did when Peter didn’t brush after his shower. The skin of his face was pale and his eyes underscored and puffy. This wasn’t just from Jenna showing up. He was still recovering from his own experiences following his abduction.
“Peter, it’s me. I’m here to see the boys.”
His voice was scratchy as if he didn’t have the breath to speak up. “I heard what happened to you.”
“The army told you?”
“Friends. Everything that happened to me, everything I saw. Then the creatures came, disguised as angels and now you’re here. You’re not Jenna.”
Zach was staring at her over Peter’s shoulder, while Landon had his head buried and was sobbing.
“I thought you got help,” Jenna said.
“I saw what I saw. And if you were really my wife, you’d understand.”
“Ex-wife.”
“It was a vision of the end. Fire rained down. We’re seeing the signs before our eyes and only the faithful will be drawn up.”
“What ‘friends’ have you been talking to? Your Peace Patrol buddies? You’re the one scaring our boys.”
“Leave! Just leave!”
She leaned closer. “Zach? Landon? It’s Mom. I don’t want to frighten you. But I’ve come a long way to see you.”
Zach wiped his nose. “Mom?”
“That’s not your mom,” Peter said. “Your real mom wouldn’t hurt Nana.”
Their Nana was on the phone trying to explain the nature of her emergency. While Jenna felt confident her body could endure much of what the police might throw at her, having her children nearby during a shootout was the last thing she wanted. But she couldn’t just tear them out of Peter’s arms.
“It’s me, Zach. I was away, but I’m back now. I had an accident. They hurt me. But I’m alive inside here.”
Landon finally looked up. “How can that be you?”
Jenna showed them one of her carbon steel hands. “It’s like a rain suit, only way cooler. Won’t you give your mommy a hug?”







Chapter Twenty-Five


CARMEN HAULED OVO NEXT to her and they backed away from the lethal-looking Grylla and into the main corridor. Macamic and Leavitt had preceded them. The airlock began cycling.
But the bug wasn’t following. He continued to stand fixed in the room with the hibernation chambers, his wings and limbs jittering. The Melded doctor hadn’t had so many tics.
Ovo kept tugging at Carmen as he kept a hand pressed to his wound. They made it to the corner where they could keep an eye on the Grylla.
“What happened when you opened the egg?” Carmen asked.
“I said hello. I identified myself on behalf of the Framework.”
The Grylla scurried into the hallway and cocked his head to one side as he peered down towards them.
“She Who Waits, we need you,” Carmen called.
While it was possible the Grylla might be brain damaged or had suffered some episode while in hibernation, having a strange Melded with a glowing eye greet him upon waking up might explain the violent reaction. They had to talk to it and explain their presence.
The bug squeaked a stream of popping and clicking sounds and then he headed for them. Ovo croaked and yanked Carmen so hard it threw her off balance. She caught herself on a section of pipe and moved to follow. The bug slashed one of his bladelike forearms as he advanced. Clicked. Clicked louder.
“She Who Waits, you can’t ignore me. This is your job. That creature is angry and confused and we need to tell it we come in peace!”
They made it to the airlock. Leavitt was inside, while Captain Macamic had turned and appeared ready to defend himself with a wrench. But there was no room to fight. If they didn’t get inside and close the door, the Grylla would slice them to pieces. And he was moving faster, the tics causing his head to turn and jerk repeatedly.
“Where’s the translation?” Leavitt asked.
“It’s gone,” Carmen said. “She Who Waits told me she’d help. She promised.”
Macamic waved them into the airlock. “Worry about it later.”
Carmen hesitated. “Ovo, come on!”
Ovo was fussing with his device. It let out a stream of the popping sounds. The Grylla paused at the mouth of the passageway. Glanced left, then right, then straight at Ovo. The Grylla’s eyes blinked and he stared wide-eyed. Then he answered Ovo. The pops erupting from the Grylla’s throat were a rat-a-tat-tat of strangled bubble wrap.
“What’s he saying?” Macamic asked.
The Grylla jabbed the floor in Macamic’s direction.
“Shh!” Carmen hissed. She motioned for him to join Leavitt in the airlock. Put a finger to her lips.
Ovo tried again with his device. More pops, slower this time. The Grylla responded instantly, an urgent few loud clicks punctuated by one of its blade hands slashing irritably in the air.
Macamic raised his wrench. “If we retreat, we might not make it back onto this ship,” he whispered.
The comment caught the Grylla’s attention. The bug had backed Ovo against a wall. The Grylla kept pivoting his head from side to side, disc eyes wide and mandibles chewing the air. But now he turned, tapping the tips of his blades on the floor as he approached the airlock.
Macamic remained ready to strike. He flinched when Carmen seized his hand and peeled the wrench from his grip.
“No,” she mouthed.
The Grylla eyed them up and down, left and right. The pops came at regular intervals, but were slower now. Ovo said something in his own tongue and his device churned out a short phrase of bug sounds. The Grylla’s attention turned back to Ovo. The bug straightened, thrusting his abdomen in front of him as if showing off his belly. The blades folded. The alien popped and popped again, gesturing with several of his smaller arms and punctuating the speech with a final sharp click.
Ovo answered back. A longer exchange began.
Carmen leaned out the airlock. Signaled Ovo. But she didn’t want to upset the delicate peace.
“It’s safe,” Ovo said. “Jari won’t attack. He greets us.” As if to make his point, Ovo moved to pat the bug on the head, but Jari swiped at him, causing Ovo to recoil. “But he doesn’t like to be touched.”
“Hello, Jari. I’m Carmen. This is Art Macamic and Greta Leavitt.”
Ovo’s translation took a moment. Jari’s head twitched several times as he listened. Then came a string of pops in reply. Ovo’s throat pulsed several times and he tried in vain to interrupt the torrent of sounds. Finally the harangue ended.
Ovo took a moment to compose himself. “Jari speaks in a similar tongue to the Melded doctor. I had a program reconstruct every exchange I had or overheard. But there are divergences. Jari’s ship—his fleet—of refugees had been isolated for almost two hundred years before they received the transmission to come to the rendezvous.”
“His fleet?” Leavitt asked. “Are there more of his kind coming?”
Ovo consulted with Jari. “There were. They were intercepted.”
Macamic continued to grip the wrench. “By what?”
“He refuses to say. He demands to know the status of the rest of his kind which made the rendezvous.”
“They’re safe,” Carmen said. “Tell him they’re with the others on the Framework and his kind and my kind are working together.”
“I did, at least as best I could. But he doesn’t trust us.”
“He told you that?”
“The Grylla are plain-spoken. At least, Jari is. He regrets his act of violence. But when his ship detected we had a Dragoman acting as translator and that she was assisting me when I spoke to him, he said he needed to defend himself.”
“You mean She Who Waits? Does he understand why she’s here and what purpose she serves?”
More pops between the two. More clicks. Jari ended his last sentence with a flurry of wingbeats.
Ovo stammered before answering Carmen. “It was not the act of translation itself, but the translator. One of She Who Waits’ kind is responsible for the destruction of the Grylla fleet.”







Chapter Twenty-Six


WHAT PETER COULDN’T achieve with his weaponized mother or emotional threats, he almost accomplished with tears. He was bawling by the time Jenna escorted her sons past the baleful stare of their Nana and out the front door.
Both boys froze when they looked up at the hovering shuttle. The sirens were coming from down the hill. They’d be there in seconds.
“That’s Mommy’s spaceship,” Jenna said. “What do you say we take it for a ride?”
Zach’s eyes were wide with wonder. Landon’s tears had dried up, but he was trembling. Both turned when Peter called their name.
He made it to the doorway, where he collapsed to his knees. “Don’t go. Don’t go with her. Not there. Not to the bad place.”
“Mom?” Zach said. “Why can’t Dad come?”
“Because he doesn’t want to, sweetie.”
When Jenna tried to lead them forward, Landon dug in his heels. “I don’t want to go.”
Peter sobbed from the doorway. “You can’t make them, Jen. You can’t force them.”
Jenna got down into a crouch. Ignored the squeals of tires and the roaring engine of the police cars. “Landon, this is how I get to see you. You have to be brave.”
“Then why is Dad crying?”
“He’s sad because you’ll be staying with me for a little while.”
Landon’s eyes brimmed with fresh tears. But then he nodded and took her hand. Both boys walked with her towards the shuttle. Two cop cars had pulled across the center of the lane at the edge of the shuttle’s shadow. The officers peered across the top of their vehicles. No guns were visible. She remained ready to shield the boys with her body if anything happened. Both boys shuffled their feet as she shepherded them into the elevator.
They both gasped when the door closed. The elevator began moving upward.
When they cycled through the airlock and entered the passenger compartment, Zach was all eyes and looking around with unabashed wonder. “Whoa! Will we get to look outside into space?”
“I’ll make sure it happens,” Jenna said. “Now which one of you wants to get strapped in first?”

THE CORDICE PILOT ACCOMMODATED Jenna’s request for a view. The wall before them showed the world outside the shuttle as they began their ascent. Both Zach and Landon fell mute as they gripped the armrests inside their flight chairs. Nothing as comfortable as the harvester.
Jenna stood over them. Were they going too fast? Would pulling away from Earth hurt her boys?
But as the speed built, Zach began laughing.
The screen showed they were piercing through white clouds and heading towards a darker sky. In moments the stars became visible, first a few fighting to shine through the haze, and then the multitudes. The sun blazed copper but was on its way down. The moon was a distant glowing orb low on the horizon and the Framework a small shadow in front of it.
“You’re both astronauts now,” she said.
The Cordice home ship came into view. Like the shuttle, the vessel was boxy and ungainly with no smooth lines. Twin rings turned about the axis of the hull. Sensor arrays jutted out in front and behind. Her boys had built better spaceships with their knockoff Lego sets. But as it grew larger, she was reminded of its true size.
Docking took a few minutes as the shuttle began a set of jarring maneuvers. Neither of her sons seemed to mind the back-and-forth buffeting or the low rumble as the pilot applied reverse thrust to bring them in on a final glide.
A series of clatters and a soft hiss. They docked. Jenna got the boys unbuckled. Gravity was low, and they’d need to head for the ring where they could connect to the sim.
Zach bounced to his feet too quickly and almost fell. “That wasn’t like when Grandma Syl went into space.”
Jenna kept a hand on him until he got his footing. “No, sweetie, it wasn’t. That was much faster, much smoother, and soon we’ll have our own spaceships just like that one. Better, even.”
“Like the one Aunt Carmen is on.”
“Yes, like that one. I guess some of that made it on the news, didn’t it? Now help me with your brother.”
Landon needed someone to lean on. He was sweating and began to burp.
“Is there a bathroom in this place?” Jenna cried.
But it was too late. Her youngest hurled. Whatever orange juice and mac and cheese combination he had been eating went everywhere. Jenna made a quick search for a bathroom, a towel, anything. But the Cordice shuttle had made no preparations for her passengers.
Zach reached into his pocket and pulled out a crumpled tissue. “It’s mostly clean.”
Jenna took it and dabbed Landon’s face. “That’s good enough for now. We’ll get you washed up soon.”
The pilot dislodged itself from the cockpit and followed them into another airlock. In moments they were on board the home ship. A dark sense of déjà vu made Jenna hesitate. The last time she had been aboard, they had nearly died and she had lost her leg to the malfunctioning caretaker. Whereas before the ship was overgrown with the deceased remnants of the expired fungal colonies, now the air reeked of sharp chemicals. But the walls, floor, and ceiling were mostly clean. Still, several vibrant patches marked sections of the paneling.
Another four-legged bot waited for them, less sleek than the pilot. “Hello, boys,” a male voice said. “Welcome aboard. I know it’s a lot to take in, but we’re going to make you comfortable.” He sounded vaguely familiar, American, with the hint of a Texas twang. “We heard you were coming and you’re our special guests.”
“You’re not Cordice,” Jenna said. “Who are you?”
“Hamish Townes. I was on the mission with your mother.”
“I remember.”
“The Cordice are letting me talk to you since there are issues with the translation service. And we all agreed it would be best if they could hear a friendly voice.”
“Why was I the one who...why didn’t my other self volunteer?”
“Then there’d be two of you. We wouldn’t want to confuse anyone.”
“I was sick,” Landon announced.
“Happens to the best of us, sport. Now what do you say we explore this ship. And afterwards we’ll have a big reunion. Sound good?”

THE BOYS HAD LITTLE trouble climbing down the chute to the second ring. Having gravity appeared to help. Zach went straight for the first door and jumped when it shushed open. He was smiling ear to ear. Landon puttered along next to Jenna but flinched when she touched him.
“What’s wrong, sweetie?”
“Want to go home.”
“Mommy wants that too. You’re going to like where we’re going. This is just a little adventure we have to do first.”
She could only hope her tone didn’t betray her misgivings. She could barely believe she had done what she had. She had escaped the air base, had found her sons. And now all she had to do was trust herself, or the part of her which lived inside the Cordice computers.
Hamish scampered ahead with Zach, chasing him and laughing.
“This way!” Hamish said.
“Zach, don’t run!” Jenna called, the words slipping out as if by reflex.
They arrived in a long room which occupied enough space on the ring that the walls and ceiling curved upward. A row of the cocoon beds waited. Two had their lids standing open.
Hamish went to each bed and powered it up. “This is our first stop. I want you boys to lie down as if you’re about to take a nap.”
“I’m not tired,” Zach said.
“Don’t worry, this will only take a minute.”
“Wait,” Jenna said. “I have questions. Is this safe?”
“I went in, your sister did, and so did you. Nothing’s changed. You feel nothing. You close your eyes one moment and open them and you’re there inside.”
Inside. It sounded suddenly claustrophobic. Doubts crashed down like a cascading waterfall. What would entering the sim do to their bodies? What would it do to their brains? Their souls? And what if this world was nothing like sim Jenna had described? She imagined herself hyperventilating at the notion of living in a low-res picture book meant to replace reality.
“I can only guess what you’re thinking,” Hamish said. “I have a son and a wife.”
“Did the Cordice make you the same offer?”
“No. You win the lottery on this one.”
“Then why not them? Your son, your wife. Why just us?”
“We save some. We can’t save them all. If there’s time, we do, but from what we know, time has run out.”
“And the world inside...?” she asked, unsure of how to complete the question.
“Is perfect.”
“So the boys lie down and then what?”
“It’s like falling asleep, only faster. It’s like I said. They’ll open their eyes and you’ll be together.”
She examined each of the beds as if they might hold some unmentioned hazard. She had been inside one herself and remembered the spiderlike bots which had been part of the Cordice first-aid procedure.
As if sensing her thoughts, the sim Jenna spoke inside her head. “Don’t worry; there’s nothing crawling in there like when we were inside.”
“And what about me?”
“We plug you in. Not a real plug, the engineer says. You give a virtual nod, and its done. We wake up here.”
“We?”
“You. Me. I,” sim Jenna said.
“Which one of us will be real?”
“It doesn’t work like that. I had time to read up on this. We both become real. It’s like two pictures which almost perfectly match merging. No one loses anything. No one dies. I can talk you through this. It’s the right thing to do. It’s our only choice.”
“You don’t have to convince me. I’m here.”
“Good. Hamish knows what to do. I can’t wait to see them. To touch them.”
“You mean we can’t wait,” Jenna agreed.
With Jenna’s help, Zach and Landon climbed into their respective beds with a minimal amount of fussing.
“We don’t brush our teeth first?” Landon asked.
She wiped a speck of throw-up from his shirt. “Not today.”
The beds slid shut.
Hamish didn’t appear to do anything, but a set of tiny lights on his face shifted patterns. “It’s done. They’re in. It’s your turn now. All you have to do—”
“I heard. Give a nod and I’m in. You’ll be there?”
Hamish didn’t reply. He climbed up a nearby wall rack and his bot connected. It reminded her of a charger for a cordless vacuum cleaner.
“Did my part,” he said. “Now you do yours. Let me have that bot.”
“I’m still here,” Jenna said. “What’s happening?”
“Why is she awake? Come on, I delivered her and the boys as promised.”
Jenna attempted to move. Couldn’t. No matter how hard she tried to do anything, she was suddenly a prisoner inside the spindlebot and the world felt like it was melting around her.
“Hamish? Hello? I don’t want to do this! I don’t want—”
Her voice failed her. She couldn’t speak. The procedure room went dim and then the lights were out, casting her in darkness. And then the sounds faded. A distant voice, Hamish’s, was the last thing she ever heard.
“Wipe that bot’s memory clean and get it ready for me. It’s not like those boys need two mothers.”







Chapter Twenty-Seven


THE GRYLLA NAMED JARI agreed to Ovo staying on board and acting as liaison.
Communication was stiff and Ovo sounded like a stuttering mess as he tried to keep up with the bug’s machine-gun patter. But he shared Jari’s request that Carmen, Macamic, and Leavitt leave his ship. It sounded to Carmen like Ovo was softening the phrase “Leave now.”
She Who Waits remained where they had left her inside their ship.
Captain Macamic closed in on her. “We needed your help back there. You left us high and dry.”
“The pilot made it clear my presence wasn’t wanted,” She Who Waits said.
“And you’re suddenly listening to other people and what they want. But you’re still keeping our communications on lockdown.”
“Leave her alone,” Carmen said.
Macamic turned on her. His helmet’s glare shield was up, revealing his flushed face. A vein was visible on his forehead. “This isn’t playtime in space. The billions of people who are counting on us won’t wait while we pussyfoot around, with her deciding when and who we get to talk to.”
Major Leavitt led him aside and whispered to him. He let her help with unclipping his helmet. Once it was off, he tossed it aside, along with the wrench, before storming off.
“And I thought my sister got angry,” Carmen said.
Leavitt hooked her own helmet into the storage closet. “It’s not funny. He’s stressed and upset, and rightly so. You know what I think as far as making this mission a success. We’re going to need to know everything about the Grylla, and soon. Because right now we’re heading the wrong way. You need to get through to She Who Waits.”
The “or else” went unspoken. 
“I’m going to make sure Captain Macamic gets sorted out,” Leavitt said. “I’ll brief the rest of the crew. And then we’re going to learn what the Grylla knows.”
Carmen was now alone with She Who Waits, whose colors were completely gray. Carmen wasn’t sure if it was a good thing that the translator appeared to be at rest and at peace with what was happening.
“What was the Grylla talking about?” Carmen asked.
“Designate Grylla pilot is referring to an unknown and unsubstantiated encounter with another of my kind.”
“Which he says attacked his fleet. So who would that be? You told me your kind is sworn to peaceful service.”
“Yes.”
“So what aren’t you telling me?”
The air in She Who Waits’ shell grew stormy and took on the color of a bruised sky. But then, just as quickly, it cleared. “I am sharing what I can.”
“Then why the deception? Give me a hint, at least. Your job is to help the Framework, and you were willing to do it even if it risked your life.”
She Who Waits said, “I sense distress in your voice. I regret my actions are causing you pain.”
Carmen watched helplessly as She Who Waits retired to her room.

“WE HAVE AN UPLINK,” Lieutenant Ford announced. He had regained his composure after Dr. Lum’s death and sat attentively in his flight seat with a suite of screens before him.
“Is our communications back online?” Leavitt asked.
“Negative. Whatever conversation She Who Waits had with the Framework didn’t put us in the loop. But the Grylla has shared his ship’s com system. We can talk to Earth. Sending crew and ship status now.”
It was a workaround and one She Who Waits had to be aware of. At least until she changed her mind. 
“How’s it going with Jari, Ovo?” Carmen asked via the link.
“The Grylla pilot Jari is busy running ship system diagnostics. Speaking with him remains limited. I need more time updating my translation software.”
“You’re doing great. But let him know we need his full attention.”
The rest of the crew were awake. Captain Macamic was all business, but he wouldn’t even look at Carmen as he studied the new com screen. They all listened as Ovo and Jari carried on an exchange in the Grylla tongue.
“Imagine trying to learn that language,” Ford said.
Leavitt turned up the speaker volume. “Quiet down.”
Ovo fed the Grylla’s replies piecemeal through the intercom. “Our ship was attacked at a laser relay. The one on the outer reaches of this star system.”
“What laser relay? Carmen, can you ask that?”
“Ovo, did you hear the major’s question?” Carmen asked.
“Just a moment. Yes.”
The Grylla made so many dry popping mouth noises that his voice sounded like static interference. “The relay was incomplete and appeared to be under construction by automated robots. The construction began within the past few years by my estimations. But it was active and had a laser in operation. Our sensor sweep triggered the attack on our ship. Whatever the vessels were, they were fast. Drones, perhaps, or mines. We were obliterated. Only four of the prophet vessels escaped, including my own.”
“Is that when your crew died?” Carmen asked.
“No. I am the crew. I am the pilot. I am the caretaker of the prophets. Those on my vessel, on all our vessels, are the ones who served God before the destruction of our home. We preserve them and will carry them with us until we find a new world to serve as their temple.”
Carmen shuddered at the thought that the Grylla ship was nothing more than a flying crypt. “You said a laser. Did it fire at you?”
“Negative. It is only a relay. Communication is one application. And its design can also push a vessel between similar relays.”
“What distances are we talking about?” Squadron Leader McKenzie asked.
“Between solar bodies, between clusters, between rogue planets. Vast distances are possible as these light propulsion systems can be robust, if slow.”
“Sounds like a light sail,” Major Leavitt said. “Is this the enemy we’re talking about?”
More clicks and pops. “We don’t know. But this isn’t similar to what we experienced when we lost our core worlds and colonies. We fear this is another hostile entity which laid a trap. As we fled, the attackers sent a message. It was a demand for surrender, and a promise of mercy if we did. The message said our lives and our memories and those of our prophets would survive if we allowed ourselves to be overtaken.”
The Grylla made a choking noise before uttering a staccato series of rough mouth sounds.
Ovo spoke hesitantly. “Jari’s next sentence carries more than the usual emphasis. But Carmen, I don’t think I should say.”
“Translate it,” Leavitt said.
“It’s your job,” Macamic added.
“Go ahead, Ovo,” Carmen said. “It’s all right.”
“Jari says the message was in the Grylla language. It came from one of the Dragomen, and Jari accuses us of having one of those murderers on board our ship.”







Chapter Twenty-Eight


MAJOR LEAVITT CLOSED the com link with Ovo and the Grylla ship and shut down her screens. She heaved herself up and out of her couch and sealed the door to the control room. While she still moved slowly and her tight face might have been masking the discomfort all of them felt under high g’s, it didn’t stop her from pacing as she considered Carmen.
“We need to talk,” Leavitt said. “We knew there was something about the message She Who Waits doesn’t want us to know. But after what we just heard, we don’t have a choice but to assume the worst. The Framework isn’t some big happy family but a loose confederation, and that’s going to end soon once word about the Dragomen spreads. That’s assuming the cat’s not out of the bag already.”
“That’s a lot of assumptions,” Carmen said.
“Let me finish. We know nothing about her, or her people, or whatever orders she might be following. We don’t have the luxury of making mistakes. And letting her take us this far without knowing what she knows is an error we need to rectify.”
The rest of Leavitt’s crew listened in silence. But Carmen guessed there wasn’t one of them who disagreed or would question the major.
“We’ve learned a lot about this ship and how it operates. And while it’s commendable that the One chose you as an heir of its vessel, it’s time we became more deliberate about how we proceed.”
“What are you suggesting?”
“We’re past suggestions. You need to hand over your authority. We need to deal with She Who Waits and separate her from this ship and its controls before she can interfere with our mission further.”
“I’ll talk to her.”
A cool smile crossed Leavitt’s face. “We tried that. Carmen, we can either have you fly with us or we can arrange for the Grylla ship to take you to Earth. That’s what you want, isn’t it? To be reunited with your sister? You’re a brave woman and have accomplished a noble thing. Now go home.”
“And how do you propose to relieve She Who Waits of her half of command?”
“The software will allow a temporary replacement to assume control if the captain of the ship is incapacitated.”
“About time,” Captain Macamic said. He got up and headed for the corridor.
“No!” Carmen caught up with him. “I won’t let you hurt her.”
“We’re not talking about killing her. Just putting her on ice where she can’t do any more damage than she’s done already. Now stay with the major and do as you’re told.”
When she got in front of him, he shoved her aside. Were his eyes baggy or did they have dark marks around the edges? Macamic picked up a waiting tool kit and went towards the airlock.
Major Leavitt followed them. “Let him do what needs to be done.”
Macamic slipped his helmet on. If She Who Waits tried the gas again, he’d be protected. He marched up the corridor and stopped before She Who Waits’ door. He got the door open and tapped a wedge in the doorway so it couldn’t close. She Who Waits stood in her place but didn’t react. Diamonds filled her suit.
“She wasn’t the one who attacked them,” Carmen said. “Major, stop him.”
“No, Carmen. This is necessary. There’s too much we don’t know about her. You heard the Grylla’s report. Saw her interference with the ship. We’ll separate her from her suit and place her in a sealed flight chair so she’ll have her atmosphere.”
“She’s doing her best to follow her instructions to serve the Framework. She’s not capable of harming anyone!”
“You’re exhausted. Come back to the control room. We have the ship key ready. Your responsibility here is over.”
When Leavitt tried to guide her away, Carmen slipped free and ran to She Who Waits’ side.
“Wake up!” Carmen cried.
“That’s enough,” Leavitt said. “It’s over.”
Macamic tried to grab her. Carmen stayed out of reach of both of them and returned to the corridor. She ran for the front compartment and opened the door to the One’s room. The massive blob lay sprawled out and looked like a pile of sagging dough.
Carmen caught a whiff of sweat mixed with vomit. Drying piles of some unknown secretion dappled the floor and walls. She touched the One. The skin was like dry leather and hot.
“Are you there?” She pushed, shoved, and patted at the creature. “I need you. She Who Waits needs you. They’re trying to steal the ship.”
Like the other aliens of the Framework, the One had used the translator’s services. But when it had been under the shadow’s control, it had mimicked human speech. She slapped it. Released a flurry of blows, which did little but hurt her hand. She ignored the pain and began kicking.
A bleary giant eye sandwiched in a fold of skin popped open. And then a red translation light appeared.
“She Who Waits, you’re there? The major is trying to pry you from your suit and isolate you from the ship controls.”
Whether She Who Waits would do anything, Carmen didn’t know. But the One seemed to get the message. It groaned in an amplified sound of exhaustion and discomfort as the thing shuddered and heaved itself towards Carmen and the door.
“Blorp.”
Carmen gasped as she saw it was leaving a large portion of its body behind. A small mountain of desiccated rolls of skin the color of butterscotch pudding filled much of the room where the One had lain.
It extended a quivering pair of arms with hook fingers and pulled what remained of itself into the hallway. Even after losing so much of its mass, the One was the size of a small elephant with its legs missing. A trail of goo lay in its wake. It clamped a hand onto the frame of the doorway to She Who Waits’ chamber.
“Blorp!”
The One’s cry was nothing like when it had chased Carmen through the circular hallway of the harvester. Its body shuddered as unseen mouths wheezed. Puffy red sores marked the bottom of its skin. Bedsores, Carmen realized.
Macamic stood next to She Who Waits. A tool clanged to the floor. His eyes went wide as the One pulled itself further into the room. He began backing up.
“Good lord!”
Leavitt set a pry bar down. “We weren’t hurting her. Carmen, tell the One we weren’t going to hurt her.”
The One paused as ripples ran through its form. The two long arms gripped the floor and the hook fingers scratched at the metal.
“Blorp.”
“I’m Greta Leavitt. We haven’t formally met. We’re friends with Carmen and friends with you. Allies.”
Carmen eased past the massive form. “Explain to the One what you were doing.”
“This magnificent ship you gave to Carmen and She Who Waits is the only starship of its kind our world has to help us and the Framework in our fight against our common enemy. Your act of generosity will never be forgotten. But She Who Waits has interfered with our communications. Without it we can’t carry out our mission.”
The translation light inserted itself between Leavitt and the One. Yet She Who Waits still hadn’t moved, the diamonds now filling her.
The One’s fingers drummed on the floor. Rat-a-ta-tam. Rat-a-ta-tam. Rat-a-ta-tam.
“We need to know what’s coming our way. We’ve intercepted a Grylla ship which was attacked. Carmen can tell you. We have information which needs to be shared. We need to freely consult with the Framework council and with our superiors—”
A third arm (or leg, Carmen wasn’t certain and it moved too fast) erupted from the One’s body and struck Leavitt, knocking her back and almost into Captain Macamic. He grabbed her and pulled her back but there was nowhere to go.
“Blorp!”
The One drew itself upright and it pressed against the ceiling. Mouths opened along its trunk. The lips parted, showing rows of flat teeth, gummy with foam and dry gobs of spittle. A hand slapped the ground between Leavitt and She Who Waits. Slapped again. And then the giant creature deflated. A chorus of whining moans escaped from its lips. Its limbs retracted. Its eye and mouths closed.
Carmen ran to help Macamic with Leavitt. The major’s head lolled and her eyes couldn’t focus. Her nose bled. Macamic snapped his fingers and Leavitt nodded weakly.
“I’m okay.”
They hurried past the One and brought Leavitt to the control room.
“You had that thing attack us,” Macamic said through clenched teeth.
“It wasn’t your place to do what you did. I regret what happened. But you forget that you’re a guest on board my spaceship.”







Chapter Twenty-Nine


“I’M SORRY IF THEY ALMOST hurt you.”
Carmen inspected She Who Waits. Her shell had scuff marks. Either Captain Macamic hadn’t had enough time, or he had overestimated his ability to break into her protective suit.
Her stomach was jittery and she knew she’d have to face Leavitt and the crew and own up to getting the One to attack them.
The One had barely slunk its way back to the forward compartment. The creature sealed the door with little more than a flatulent series of raspberries as its final words. Perhaps She Who Waits would record the comment for the dying creature’s saga.
The translation light that had popped up earlier followed her now.
“You can hear me, can’t you? Tell me I’m not talking to myself.”
“I am listening,” She Who Waits said.
“What are you doing? I see the diamond shapes. So who are you talking to?”
Carmen bit her lip as she waited for a response, which didn’t come.
“Why didn’t you defend yourself? You could have locked Captain Macamic out.” When the Dragoman still didn’t reply, Carmen added, “So what do you want to do? You won’t share what message you received. But we’re all the way out here. We have a mission to find out what’s coming. Will you stop us from finishing what we started?”
Frustrated at the silence, Carmen stepped out into the hallway. She wasn’t up for facing Leavitt and the others. Talking to Ovo would help, but that meant crossing over to the Grylla ship where he was working with Jari. Trying to talk with She Who Waits was as exhausting as wasting energy walking about the ship aimlessly while pulling extra g’s.
It was time to get the mission over with.
Captain Macamic, Squadron Leader McKenzie, and Lieutenant Ford were in their couches and didn’t even look up when Carmen entered the control room.
Major Leavitt was nursing her nose, but it was no longer bleeding. She had converted her couch so she was sitting upright. Inexplicably, she had a translation light before her.
“What’s happening?” Carmen asked.
“She Who Waits is assisting us with the Grylla. It just started. Did you say something to her?”
Carmen was about to answer when the light winked. The Grylla pilot Jari spoke with a jittery simulated voice that sounded like a prepubescent boy who had consumed a couple of shots of espresso.
“Your Dragoman She Who Waits has asked me to speak with you,” Jari said. “I don’t understand the purpose of this new exchange. I find it distasteful dealing with her. I want to see my people who made the rendezvous and tell them of the disaster and I’m fearful that my ship will be destroyed and my prophets lost.”
“Has she explained why she’s now assisting us with communication?” Leavitt asked.
“She says she has no instructions prohibiting her from sharing what she knows through me. Again, I don’t understand. I’ve explained what I could and have been forthcoming.”
Sharing what she knows through me?
“A loophole,” Carmen blurted. “She Who Waits is trying to follow her designation—her purpose as instructed. She Who Waits, who else are you talking to?”
“One who wishes not to be named.”
“Are you not able to say?”
“It is one of my kind who holds authority.”
“And what has she asked you to do, this one who you won’t name?” Leavitt asked.
“To no longer facilitate communication for the Framework and Earth. To meet by any means possible.”
“She’s going to take the ship,” Captain Macamic said softly.
Leavitt raised a hand for him to be quiet. “Will we be allowed to meet them?”
Through the translation light, Jari uttered a string of pops. “I am angry, perplexed, and unable to continue this. The Dragomen have shown their colors. They’ve murdered my people. They may have sided with our great enemy, and you wish to parley? Enough. I’m done. I’m done with this. Order your technician Ovo off my vessel. I am ejecting your docking clamps. If you decide to respond with violence, so be it. My people will learn what happened. May the prophets frown when you face them in your last test.”
The red light hesitated for a moment and vanished.
Leavitt jabbed the com panel. “Ovo, are you still there?” 
“I am. Jari is attempting to shepherd me towards the airlock—ouch!”
A series of Ovo’s chitterings followed. Even without the benefit of his translation app, it sounded like whatever was going on aboard the Grylla ship wasn’t going in Ovo’s favor.
“We can’t let Jari go,” Carmen said.
“Why not?” Lieutenant Ford asked. “He’s hostile and a needless complication.”
“Because without him, we don’t talk to She Who Waits. And we’re going to need her if we run into her boss.”
Rustling, shuffling, and a long hiss broadcast through the com link. More chittering.
“Ovo here. I’m in the airlock. But Jari has agreed to speak some more, just not with She Who Waits.”
“Great,” Macamic laughed. “Our translator will only talk through a third person and only if we avoid certain subjects, the bug which has actually seen something important wants to take his cargo of dead bodies and leave us hanging, and we’re back to using a Melded tech as our go-between.”
Carmen dug her fingernails into her palm. “At least Ovo is doing something useful. Ovo, is your suit on?”
Muffled activity punctuated Ovo’s voice. “Yes.”
“Good. You’re doing fine. We’re going to keep talking to Jari. Jari, this is Carmen. She Who Waits and I have joint control over this ship. No matter what happens, you and your spaceship won’t be harmed. You can talk to the Framework, can’t you? Then you can confirm that the Grylla are part of the council there and you have a safe place for you and your prophets to go to. And Earth and humanity are your allies. But what we’re doing out here is important. There was a possible sighting of the enemy and we need to know if you saw anything on your sensors.”
Jari’s response was terse. “The sensors on my vessel are limited. I saw little besides what I reported.”
“The small drones who were constructing this laser attacked you.”
“Yes.”
Leavitt leaned forward and lowered the blood-soaked cloth from her nose. “This is Major Leavitt again, Jari. Do you have a way of locating the source of the Dragoman message which was sent to She Who Waits? Jari? Ovo, did he hear the question?”
“I don’t know. Jari is listening to an incoming radio message. I believe he called the Framework and is now receiving an answer. He’s...wait a moment. He’s heading for the airlock joining our ships.”
Carmen was the first to rush out to meet the incoming Grylla pilot.
Leavitt was right behind her. “If you let him in here, there’s a chance She Who Waits stops helping us by the fact he’s on board with us. It closes the loophole. And we don’t know what he wants.”
“We boarded his ship without asking. His attacking Ovo was an accident. The One gave us his ship so we could help Earth and the Framework both.”
Jari and Ovo appeared at the airlock door.
“You could risk everything,” Leavitt said.
Carmen opened the airlock. “Welcome aboard the...” The Mommy Issues. The Earth’s Last Hope. The One’s Second-Hand Star Runner. “Welcome aboard.”







Chapter Thirty


JARI BARELY LOOKED at Carmen as he scurried past, four of his legs moving comically fast. Functioning under high gravity didn’t seem to be an issue. He made a complete loop of the ship, ducking into any room that lay open, wings twitching the entire time.
Carmen was winded when the mad-rush tour was over. Major Leavitt hadn’t kept up and was waiting for them as Carmen followed Jari to the control room. The rest of the crew watched cautiously as the Grylla inspected each of their stations. He bent to sniff at a food wrapper next to Captain Macamic’s flight couch and then gave him a once-over. Through it all, the alien’s two blade hands remained at his side.
Jari let loose with a string of popping sounds. They no longer had a translation light.
“Ovo, where are you?” Carmen called.
He came running from the direction of his quarters. “Sorry, sorry. I had too many juice rations.”
“You don’t need to explain yourself. But we need you here. What did Jari just say?”
Ovo fumbled with his device, pulled up a few floating screens, and started talking to Jari. Jari’s wings twitched irritably and he replied. The exchange continued for a moment before Ovo switched programs and addressed Carmen.
“He wishes to inspect our computer records and wants access.”
“Absolutely not,” Leavitt said.
“What does he want?” Carmen asked.
“Confirmation that we had nothing to do with the attacks on his fleet. He is also concerned with the other three Grylla ships which have gone missing. He demands to know if we had a hand in their disappearance.”
“We didn’t. And we have nothing to hide.”
Leavitt inserted herself between Ovo and Carmen. “You barely know the ship yourself. And we are just learning who the Grylla are. We can’t let him go probing around the ship systems.”
“I’m not handing him the keys, Major. If this is what’s stopping him from trusting us, what do we have to lose from showing him we don’t know where his friends are?”
“It could be a story he made up to get himself on board. We can send him a report of our sensor reading since we left Earth. Send him on his way. We’re getting sidetracked and we’re wasting too much time with this.”
The Grylla popped a few more times.
Ovo said, “Jari also adds that this request doesn’t come from him, but from their living prophet on the Framework.”
Carmen went to the control panel and expanded a sensor screen. “Ovo, show him what he wants to see.”
Ovo obliged. The display scrolled through page after streaming page of ship data. Jari appeared content to stand and watch, occasionally pointing to something and making a request. Leavitt stood back with her arms crossed. Carmen couldn’t tell if her obvious displeasure was from the Grylla getting what it wanted, or because Carmen had found a way to do so that didn’t involve allowing the alien pilot complete access.
“I have further instructions,” Jari said via Ovo’s app. “I will accompany you on your mission. We will search for the cause of our fleet’s destruction and facilitate a report on the incoming threat. My ship will continue on autopilot and bring the prophets to the Framework.”
“We’re just letting this thing join us?” Captain Macamic grumbled.
“He’s a guest, just like we are,” Leavitt said without a hint of sarcasm. “There’s room and resources enough.”
Carmen nodded at Jari even as she knew the gesture wouldn’t translate. “Welcome. Ovo will see you have a room where you can be comfortable and will help you with food and drink. We expect to launch more of our probes in a few days before we head back. In the meantime we’ll use our sensors and scan for your missing ships.”
Jari scuttled to a spot between Lieutenant Ford and Captain Macamic. Swiped one of his blade hands through the air and tapped the floor. “Have the ship procure a crash couch here. I will monitor alongside your crew.”
No one said anything but there were plenty of tight lips and swift glances in Leavitt’s direction. But the major said nothing to contradict the request.
“Go ahead, Ovo,” Carmen said. “Give him what he wants.”
With a few virtual keystrokes, Ovo summoned a pint-sized crash couch. Jari didn’t hesitate to get comfortable. The Grylla continued to twitch and his wings kept fluttering against the inside of the couch.
A soft vibration ran through the ship.
“The Grylla vessel has disconnected,” Ovo announced.
The screens confirmed it. The two vessels flew so close they were practically touching. But inch by inch, they parted. The projected trajectory of the Grylla vessel would take it to Earth.
Carmen thought about Leavitt’s offer. She could have been on board the Grylla ship and heading home. “Okay. Detour’s over. Ovo, if Major Leavitt agrees, we resume our trip to see what’s out there. Which means it’s time to buckle in.”

THE SHIP’S CREW HAD a routine revolving around monitoring the sensors, sleep, and a general restlessness mixed with anxious exhaustion. The others tried a few times to stay upright, but after their second big burn to return them to their original course, each effort to rise, pace, or do anything unrelated to necessary functions proved too much.
It took Carmen a moment to discern Leavitt had asked Lieutenant Ford a question.
“So what did we hear from Earth?”
“The end of the transmission was garbled,” Ford said. “I sent a mission update. Houston received our message, confirmed our mission is still a go, and we’re to proceed as planned. But then they added a message for Carmen.”
“What message?” Carmen asked.
Leavitt shared her screen with Carmen. “Play it, Lieutenant.”
A jagged line of audio began. A steady hiss, and then an unfamiliar male voice spoke. “Glad to hear you’re okay, Lieutenant. We were worried and there’s quite a few sighs of relief. We had a situation here with Jenna Vincent and the Cordice. They sent their ship to the air base and picked her up. They made a stop near her home and we lost contact...” Static. “Ship took off again. Sources on the ground confirmed she...” More static. “With her sons. Inform Carmen Vincent. We’re attempting communication to—”
Ford touched the screen. The scrolling line of audio stopped, having reached the end.
Carmen realized she was gripping the inside of her couch hard enough that her hands hurt. “Play it again.” She strained her ears, willing the recording to clear up, but it was the same the second time around.
“I’m sorry, Carmen,” Ford said. “That’s all there is. I’ve tried to scrub the message. No luck. I’ll bounce a request off the probe for them to repeat the message. Carmen?”
Go back. She needed to go back. But the Earth-bound Grylla ship now had a half-day lead on them or more, since her unnamed star runner had completed its turn and was heading in the opposite direction towards Neptune.
“We’ll be home in a week,” Leavitt said.
Carmen’s jaw tightened. Was it her imagination, or did the major’s tone carry a hint of derision, as if to say all of this could have been avoided if Carmen had only cooperated and been a team player? She forced herself up. Went to She Who Waits’ cabin. This time there were no translation lights.
“I need to call Earth without the extra delay of bouncing it off the first drone. And I need you to allow us to hear back from them. It’s Jenna, she’s done something. The Cordice took her.”
Carmen walked around the Dragoman but saw no sign She Who Waits even heard her.
“I know you care, in your own way. This is important to me. I protected you from Major Leavitt. Can’t you help me now?”
The shell felt warm when she ran her hands along its surface. How She Who Waits endured being inside such a cramped compartment for so long was beyond comprehension. She had seen the Dragoman outside of its protective suit. So fragile.
“Give me this one thing.”
It felt like she was arguing with her mom. There was no bargain to be had here. She Who Waits wasn’t human. She had her own obligations and principles she was navigating, a sense of right and wrong Carmen only partially understood. But she had bent her rules before back when they barely knew each other.
Carmen headed out. “Let me know if you change your mind.”

FORTY HOURS LATER THEY launched three more probes.
They were well past Jupiter’s orbit and closing in on Saturn. Squadron Leader McKenzie had figured out how to project the ship’s view onto the ceiling. It took a moment to get used to, causing Carmen a bout of vertigo that required her to lie back for a few minutes, but seeing the stars was worth it.
It almost took her mind off Jenna. They had heard nothing from Earth or the Framework. The first two probe signals were lost to interference.
Say what you will about being cramped in a spaceship with a crew of contentious strangers, the view makes it tolerable.
Carmen had time on her hands. She discovered that despite the com system lockdown, the ship received broadcast radio signals. She found music and decided to share. A station out of Mexico City played a brand of rock en español she wasn’t familiar with. But the tunes had a beat and hooks and not even Leavitt complained when she turned it up.
Twenty minutes of bliss before the station faded.
The new probe signals came in clearly, but the birds were still close. It would take another day before they were looking at and listening to things well beyond Saturn.
During this interval, She Who Waits hadn’t uttered a peep. Ovo was a flurry of nonstop activity, with frequent breaks to the baño. Carmen tidied up his flight couch and threw several juice pouches into the recycler.
It was around what Carmen guessed was midnight, her time, when Ovo, back in his couch, cooed. “I see something.”
Three shapes were flagged on the screen. Carmen tried to discern a point of reference to determine location.
“Those our probes?” Macamic asked. “Are they that close together?”
Ovo expanded the view and zoomed in on the three signals. “Negative. Our probes are ahead of us. These three signals are behind us, heading our direction and closing in.”
“Can you identify them?” Leavitt asked.
“Not yet. But soon.”
Carmen wiped crusties from her eyes. “They’re coming from behind us? From the Framework maybe?”
“Doubtful. The Framework lacks a vessel which could catch up with us so quickly. And here are three.”
Macamic yawned. “The Grylla, then. It’s the only explanation. So did our new passenger call them?”
“He sent out multiple messages after we roused him,” Ovo confirmed. “I have no specifications on these ships yet to identify them or to know if they might be armed.”
Jari seemed to be alert to the situation and was softly making popping sounds. Ovo wasn’t helping with the translation for the moment.
“How long before they catch up with us?” Leavitt asked.
“Six hours. Longer if we burn and if they hold course and speed. It’s possible we can stay ahead of them and even extend the distance between us. We haven’t pushed our ship very hard. Yet.”
Leavitt opened a viewscreen to Carmen’s flight chair. “We need to know who they are and what they want.”
Carmen dismissed the screen. She could hear Leavitt just fine and didn’t want to look at her. But Leavitt reopened the visual connection and closing it again would be childish, wouldn’t it?
“Nothing’s changed with She Who Waits,” Carmen said. “She won’t let us talk to anyone.”
“If we don’t find out who they are, it means we have no way to know if they’re hostile or friendly. If it’s the Grylla, we have their pilot. They might reach any number of negative conclusions unless we ask Jari to reach out to them.”
Again, the look from Leavitt. You wanted to be in charge. This is your situation. Unless you want to hand it all over. That would put a fresh assault against She Who Waits on the table. And what if separating She Who Waits from the ship was the right choice?
Carmen straightened in her couch. “Ovo, let me talk to Jari. Jari, do your ships have weapons?”
Jari’s response took a moment. “Explain to me first the offensive capability of your ship.”
“Ovo, correct me if I’m wrong, but our vessel doesn’t have any missiles or guns, does it?”
“Correct,” Ovo confirmed. “The star runner is designed for transportation.”
Jari said, “Our ships have weapons. But they didn’t help us.”
“And if that’s them on our tail, are they attacking us?” Carmen asked.
“They will likely have seen my ship carry the prophets on its course to the Framework. They would not detour to follow us while carrying their own precious cargo.”
Too much guessing. But there were three Grylla ships missing. And now three ships were pursuing them.
Carmen rose from her couch. Motioned for Ovo to follow. Jari hopped up and scuttled behind them.
Carmen stopped the Grylla. “Please stay in the control room.”
Jari’s wings twitched. “Negative. After our discussion I will see what it is you have in mind, if that indeed is my fellow Grylla who are pursuing us.”
“All right. But keep those claws down. Because I don’t think you’re going to like where we’re going.”
Jari stopped in his tracks when they entered She Who Waits’ room. When Ovo asked him a question which went untranslated, Jari made several irritable gestures as if swiping away flies. She Who Waits remained in repose and appeared not to notice their presence.
“Ovo, how do we isolate her so she can’t interfere with the ship?”
“Separating her from her suit will do that.”
“That was the major’s solution. I will not risk hurting her. But we have to do something. Is there some way to block all of her signals she sends and receives through her shell? The military on my world was making a Faraday cage for the sphere but never finished setting it up. Can we do that here?”
“The principle is sound. While we can’t configure She Who Waits’ room, as she has changed it to her specifications, we could create a similar room next door which would give her atmospheric controls but shield the room from any communications and cap off all data ports.”
“Do it. She Who Waits, if you’re listening, know this isn’t what I want and I feel terrible. If there’s any way you can navigate through whatever orders you’re receiving so we don’t have to lock you up, tell me. Tell me now.”
Jari tailed Ovo as he went to the vacant room next door. It didn’t take long before the ship’s hum grew louder. Soft clicks told her that things were moving behind the walls and in the ceiling. And then it went silent.
Ovo returned, his hands fidgeting. “It’s done. Thank you for not...discarding her.”
“I wouldn’t do that, Ovo. I would never do that.”
“I understand now. But when the mission began and it became known she was interfering, I thought you would side with your kind against her. It was the logical course of action.”
“You’ve known me long enough to see that what I do rarely can be thought of as logical. So how do we...get her over into the next room?”
Carmen almost jumped when She Who Waits glided towards her. She brushed past Jari and Ovo and went out the door. Carmen hurried after her, wondering what they could do to stop the Dragoman, who must have just figured out what they were planning. But She Who Waits wasn’t running. She slid into the room Ovo had prepared. It was smaller than her personal chamber. A single console stood at one end but otherwise the room was bare.
Ovo said, “She’ll be able to listen if we decide to share our communications with her. Otherwise she’s cut off from ship’s functions.”
She Who Waits stopped in the middle of the room. A few diamonds appeared, then vanished. No translation light. She had gone willingly. Did she understand what Carmen was doing to her? It was as if she was accepting her fate, and this too was part of her internal struggle to obey.
Carmen felt the urge to apologize again, to say something. But words would do little to calm her if the situation were reversed. She Who Waits was being placed in a cell and cut off from talking to the first one of her kind she had spoken to in years. And while the Dragoman had a longer view of time, placing her in isolation felt cruel, necessity be damned.
“I’ll check on you later,” Carmen said, and sealed the door.







Chapter Thirty-One


A PERFECT AFTERNOON.
Was that too much to ask?
Jenna hurried about the apartment, straightening the rug, adjusting the throw pillows, and fully raising the blinds so the boys could take in the view of the mountains when they entered.
Cut flowers stood in the petite vase on the dining nook table. Cinnamon rolls cooled on a wire rack on the kitchen counter, the heady aroma guaranteed to make Zach and Landon’s mouths water. She cracked a window to let in the fresh breeze. Checked the bedroom. Two beds with ample room waited, with sheets of blue stripes for Zach and cartoon-eyed puppies for Landon.
A moment of doubt crossed her mind, but she dismissed it. Zach had outgrown his kid show obsession, replacing it with a love for planets, astronomy, and rocket ships. But not on blankets or PJ’s, Mom, I’m not a little kid anymore. The bedroom desk matched the one they shared in the condo, with a lamp, model Mars lander, and pens, pencils, and stationary. No books, though. They would have none of their books.
A gap she swore to fix.
The sim could furnish such things as requested, provided the contents were available. But while the Cordice had extensive files after observing Earth, there were omissions that would need to be corrected.
After all, everything had to be perfect.
Minutes now before the spindlebot would deliver her sons.
It should be her out there. Landon especially would be scared, and the engineer’s report of the encounter at Pam’s house did nothing to relieve her concerns. Patience, she chided herself, even as she closed the window again.
Too much breeze now. Perhaps the engineer could change it.
She went to the refrigerator and scanned the contents. She had it memorized but somehow something felt like it might be missing. Low-fat milk, OJ, peanut butter (creamy, no label unfortunately, but it tasted perfect), multigrain bread, strawberry jam, eggs, vanilla yogurt cups, baby carrot sticks, celery, string cheese, hummus.
“What about dinner?” she asked.
Duh. They had all their favorite snacks and she had forgotten that she’d have to cook something. Fried chicken? Too greasy, and it would take too long. If it were up to the boys, they’d ask for something with hot dogs or mac and cheese, but Pam cooked those for them all the time. Fish was out. Grilled veggie burgers would be good, but no grill, at least not yet.
Spaghetti? Perfect. That she could whip up in no time once she got the sim to furnish the needed ingredients. Thin, long noodles, not the tube ones, Zach had insisted the last time they had been shopping together. The canned primavera red sauce was acceptable, but she wanted to make a fresh marinara with real tomatoes, real chopped onions, garlic, and celery, and authentic parmesan grated from a block, the stuff she could never justify buying because they would always have extra packets of the freeze-dried crap from pizza night.
A knock at the door.
Jenna slammed her hip against the kitchen counter in her haste to answer it. The pain was real; would there be a sim purple mark tomorrow?
Hamish Townes stood in the outer hall with Zach and Landon under either hand. “Look who I found.”
The boys rushed to her and she dropped and gripped both in a fierce hug. Both were crying. She was crying, too. She kissed Zach’s head, felt the warmth of his neck, smelled the sweat and the remnants of the baby shampoo they still used.
“You made it. I missed you so much.”
Finally, gently, she let go, afraid they would slip from her fingers and evaporate like wisps of smoke. Yet there they were.
“Where are we?” Zach asked.
“This is Mommy’s new home. This is where I live. And now that you’re here, you can stay with me for a while.”
Her oldest boy continued to look confused. “We were in space.”
“Yes. And now we’re here.”
“But where’s here?”
He was always her brightest, the student, the reader. Carmen called him her little nerd. Jenna had never liked the term. It implied a smart boy who lacked in other areas, someone who would be picked on by his peers. But nothing like that would happen here, not in this world. Never.
This is wherever we want it to be.
But that wouldn’t be good enough. Their bedrooms, the cinnamon rolls, the flowers, and the view—if these things didn’t exist in a place Zach and Landon could understand, they would realize something wasn’t right. And it needed to be their home.
She realized she had made a mistake. They didn’t know this apartment, this town, or the mountains.
“We’re on vacation. This is the Cordice world and we’re guests. We’re going to stay here together for a few days before going home.”
And what would home be? A mansion, like the prairie palace Hamish lived in? A castle? An island like Hawaii or another tropical location she had only dreamed of visiting?
No. This wasn’t a fantasy life. It had to be their life. They needed to feel safe and everything had to feel normal. It meant she need to recreate the condo in its every detail. The thought of the massive task distracted her.
Landon had slipped away and was in the kitchen, eyeing the cinnamon rolls. “Can I have one?”
“Yes, sweetie, but just one for each of you. Sit at the table when you eat it. We’re having spaghetti for dinner and I don’t want you full on sweets.”
Zach joined his brother and they each scooped up one of the gooey treats.
“They look happy,” Hamish said.
“I have work to do. This isn’t home yet.”
“They’re young. They’ll adapt. After a day or two, they won’t know any different.”
“Unless I make a mistake.”
“You won’t. But it’s time for me to go. I’m late already.”
A fresh wave of anxiety filled her as he turned to leave. “You don’t have to go.”
Hamish smiled. “It looks like you’re doing fine. You have your sons. I want to go see my boy.”
“You mean back at your virtual house?”
“No. At my actual home. Down there. Earth. There isn’t time for me to bring him here. But I can go to him.”
It took Jenna a moment to process what he was saying. “I don’t understand. Your body didn’t survive the accident.”
“No, it didn’t,” Hamish said. “But there’s a bot I can use.”
“But that bot’s me.”
“Not anymore. You’re here. You don’t need it anymore. And I placed a condition on the Cordice that they’d let me have it and would bring me down. I don’t know what’s going to happen or when. But when it does, I’m going to spend those last hours with my family, even if it means hanging on to them with metal arms.”
“Wait. What about the other me?”
“It’s not really you, is it?”
“What about her memories and thoughts? You and Mom said we were supposed to become whole.”
“That’s something I’ve come to learn about the Cordice. Their intentions might be good. They promise a lot. But when it comes down to it, they’ll do anything to ensure the survival of their precious sim.”







Chapter Thirty-Two


“THOSE THREE SHIPS ARE getting closer. And they’re identical to the Grylla ship we cut loose.”
Squadron Leader McKenzie’s announcement was met with silence. The sensor blips were catching up and each carried a tag with a series of labels. But even without a translation of the symbols, the ship profiles matched Jari’s.
Lieutenant Ford and Ovo kept sending message after message at the pursuing vessels. “Your pilot Jari is safe. The prophet on the Framework instructed him to accompany us. We’ll bring him back after we finish our mission. Please respond.”
“Why are they ignoring us?” Carmen asked. “Our coms are working fine.”
Jari stirred from his couch. He didn’t have any screens up but his flight chair was linked to Ovo’s translation software. “Perhaps a malfunction.”
“All three ships? They look like they’re able to coordinate maneuvers. And they’ve decided to chase us.”
“Then perhaps the Dragoman continues to manipulate the communications here.”
“She’s isolated and cut off from the ship.”
Jari made a few mouth sounds before sinking back into his seat. Was the Grylla not interested in what was happening? But after the major vetoed allowing him to use the com, he appeared content to let the star runner crew handle negotiations.
Carmen studied the blips some more, but their choices were limited. “We speed up until we either maintain our distance or leave them behind.”
“Agreed,” Major Leavitt said. “Everyone get ready.”
Ovo was the only one not seated. He remained in place at the control console and brought up the navigation menus.
“Do it, Ovo,” Carmen said.
“Major Leavitt already has.”
The pressure on their bodies mounted as a new round of acceleration began. Carmen confirmed with a glance at her command screen history that the order had been given by Leavitt. For the moment, Carmen decided she wouldn’t do anything about it. Leavitt, Ford, McKenzie, even Macamic—they all needed to learn the ropes if Earth was going to build more star runners. Still, something about the major having executed the command felt off, and she couldn’t put her finger on it.

THEY KEPT THEIR LEAD on the three pursuing ships. The acceleration had been nothing as bad as when they had made their maneuver to catch up with Jari’s vessel or the follow-up when they had resumed their course.
Surely the three ships had spotted Jari’s unmanned ship passing them. Yet they kept coming.
Saturn was on the ceiling viewscreen. While they weren’t close by any conceivable standard, the zoom-in on the creamy lavender-and-peach orb and its magnificent rings captured everyone’s attention. Ovo stayed on duty, leaving little for anyone to do but monitor their pursuers, wait for the probes to send back anything interesting, and sleep or stargaze. Only Leavitt remained undistracted by the view, intent on her screens, which mirrored Ovo’s.
Carmen sent Earth another message. Same words as the last twenty times. “Tell me what happened to Jenna, Houston. Waiting on your reply. You said the Cordice took her. Took her where?” She tried again, and a third time when a few minutes went by without a response.
“Still have interference,” Lieutenant Ford said. “Even if we get a clear window, an answer once they hear you will take over thirty minutes. Think of each message like an email.”
“I know all that,” she replied too sharply. “It’s just frustrating not knowing what’s going on.”
“Everyone’s in the same boat, pardon the pun. I know we’re supposed to be ready for anything, but I’ve got a kid sister I call every night and a cat who needs to be fed.”
“You brought a cat to Area 51?”
“No, it’s just the real reason I call my sister. Look, I haven’t apologized for my freak-out. That usually only happens on Tuesdays.”
Carmen laughed. “What?”
“Nothing, just a dumb joke. My sister would get it. ‘Blame it on Tuesday.’ Beats out Monday for the worst day of the week. Weekend’s forgotten, Friday’s not even close, and the day before the Big Wipe was a Tuesday. The last normal day, and we should have savored it.”
“So where’s this sister?”
“With the rest of the family in Pigeon Ford, Tennessee.”
“I don’t hear an accent.”
“Special training. Air Force uses electric shocks anytime a recruit says y’all.”
She smiled despite herself. She had been tapping fingers on the inside of the crash couch as if it would hurry Earth’s response.
Ford adopted an exaggerated twang. “But this is how I talk with friends and family, if’n you prefer.”
“I don’t, thanks. I—shh!”
The radio murmured. Carmen turned it up. Ford made an adjustment and the signal cleared.
“Glad to hear you’re safe, Free Bird. You’ve got a room full of people at the edge of their seats, and a lot more outside and everywhere around the world. How about a full system update on the crew and the ship? How’s everything holding up?”
Had they not heard her message? But then she realized they were replying to one Ford sent earlier. “Houston, this is Free Bird. We’ll give you an update. I asked about Jenna. Where’s my sister?”
There’d be another wait. She ignored the hard looks from the other crew members. She muted them, Ford too, so they wouldn’t muddy up the radio. Minutes passed. She would have paced, but the weariness compounded and a dull ache inside her skull made getting up painful. She didn’t think she would snooze, but she jerked awake when the reply came.
Houston sounded choppy. “Stopped in Garden Village. She picked up her sons...we’re trying to determine what happened on the ground...Cordice took her to the Framework, and we couldn’t get a reply when we challenged them. Hoping you could contact our new neighbors and tell us what happened.”
Jenna took her boys to the Framework? Why? The poor connection made her want to break something.
“Please confirm, Houston, that my family is on the Framework. I’m calling them. But we’re working without a translator here. Tell me as soon as you learn anything.”
Message sent, she summoned Ovo on her screen. “How much can your software handle? I know you’re busy. But we have to call the Framework council and get them to tell us what’s going on.”
“I heard,” Ovo said. “I expected your request and have asked for an update and for the Cordice to reply with your sister and nephews’ status. This would be easier with She Who Waits. The communication may go through several channels before it is properly received. Their answer may take time.”
“It’s all we can do for now.”
She swiped and cleared everything from before her. Tried to settle down. Why the Cordice? All Jenna wanted was to be back home with her sons. The not knowing was a steady roil within her and as the minutes crept into more than an hour with no reply, darker thoughts and possibilities crept in.
She opened navigation. How far away were they? She plotted a course which would get them home the fastest.
Leavitt’s intercom remained muted so she had to call out. “What are you doing?”
“Laying out a return trip.”
“We have our mission.”
“We can launch the rest of the probes now. It’s got to be close enough. And the computer says we can swing around Saturn for a big boost for the way home.”
“You’d risk everything because we can’t get in touch with your sister? What if the probes don’t see what we need to see? That’s why we have to do this in person.”
Carmen looked at the spaghetti lines of gold that marked the star runner’s proposed navigation plan. The three pings behind them had lost ground, and the maneuver around Saturn would increase their gain. She cleared the screen.
“Just two more days, Carmen, and we turn back. Lieutenant Ford can resume radio duty if you unmute us. Let us help. Get some rest. This is a marathon, not a sprint. You won’t do your sister or anyone else any good if you exhaust yourself.”
Was Major Leavitt starting to sound like her mom? Scratch that. Her mother wouldn’t have ever told her not to push. But her dad would. How the drive-yourself-until-you-qualify-for-a-Mars-mission woman had ever gotten along with the let-tomorrow-handle-it-let’s-have-fun guy was a question Jenna and Carmen had chewed over more times than she could count.
“I was just checking how long it would take,” Carmen said petulantly. “It’s not like I was actually going to change course.”
“That’s good. It’s been a long trip and we’re not done. We’re all scared and we all want to succeed. Please unmute the lieutenant.”
Carmen unmuted everyone.
A reggae tune began playing from Ford’s crash couch moments later. “Hey, Carmen. Found a station you might like. I think I’m getting the hang of this setup. If anyone has any requests, let me know.”







Chapter Thirty-Three


JENNA FELT THE WORLD fading.
It was as if the sands in an hourglass were running out, but instead of a minute timer in one of the boys’ board games, it was her consciousness and she knew that once the last grain fell, she would be no more.
She didn’t know computers like her sister, but she felt a waiting presence which would take her place once she was gone. Overwritten. That was all she was. Data.
All this in a moment. And in the moments preceding this one, she had given up her sons so that they could all be together. But there wasn’t time to understand what had gone wrong. The Cordice were doing something to her and her mind was about to slip away into an abyss.
She called out to her sim self. “Are you there?”
No answer.
She didn’t dare wait another second. She reached under her chin. Beneath the bubble top of the spindlebot’s head was a tiny node which assisted communication and would link her to the Cordice network. But it also might be what allowed them to access her spindlebot body.
The receiver was right beneath the hard shell of armor. She only hesitated for a moment before plunging a finger through the carbon steel skin and piercing the node. There was no pain. She felt nothing. It was like plucking an errant thread from a sweater.
Like the harvester, the spindlebot had decentralized systems and could replicate any damaged portion of itself. But only if Jenna directed it to do so.
Hamish’s four-legged caretaker bot perked up. “What are you doing?”
She strode past him towards the sealed beds. “Show me they’re okay.”
“You damaged your bot. You’re supposed to surrender it. That’s part of the deal.”
“Let me see my boys. Wake them up.”
“No. Fix what you broke. You’re ruining everything.”
She ran a hand along the smooth lid of Landon’s sealed bed. “I’m not talking to you anymore. Put me through to the part of me inside the sim.”
“We don’t have time. Your boys are waiting for you. You have everything you asked for. Your mother will get to see you, the Melded get to preserve their race.”
“And what do you get?”
“That machine you’re driving.”
She looked at her hands and back at him. “Why? You said a deal. No one told me about any deal.”
“Why do you think the Cordice were willing to risk a ship just to come get you? Think they were being nice? Do you have any idea how much energy and storage it takes for just one person? They’re at capacity after their last outage. They lost part of their sim. It crashed. I don’t know how many thousands of them were dropped into the abyss. They might retrieve them, I don’t know. But you and your boys got a golden ticket and now you’re experiencing cold feet?”
“I was being erased. I could feel it.”
“It’s the upload process,” he said too quickly. “It would have been over in a second. Fix your data port and we can restart.”
“Zach and Landon...they’re inside. Let me talk to them. Let me talk to the other me. I need to know everything is fine before I do anything.”
“That will just confuse them,” her mother said. The voice came from the pilot. Jenna had barely noticed the other bot. It had stopped in the doorway to the medical bay and remained there. But now it walked towards her and Hamish. “But that doesn’t mean you can’t look and see. There will be an adjustment period for all of you. The part of you inside is still going through this phase. You can speak with her now, if you wish.”
“Mom, you’re here? What’s going on?”
“I made you and your babies safe. I’d never do anything to hurt any of you.”
“You don’t get to say that after everything you’ve done,” Jenna said.
“What Hamish said is true. The boys are alive inside their new home. Part of me is still within the sim. We’re going to be okay together. Happy, even.”
Jenna had never wanted to believe something so much in her life. “Show me.”
“We’ll need that data port on the bot.”
It took a minute, but with a little concentration, the node reformed and repaired itself. “There. I did it. Let me see the—”
Faster this time, the world drained away, and she felt nothing.

“THERE. IT’S DONE.”
Sylvia Vincent, mother of Carmen and Jenna and grandmother to two boys she would do anything to protect, watched through the eyes of the Cordice pilot bot as Hamish Townes began his upload process. The spindlebot which had once been her younger daughter stood in quiet repose, bubble head stooped and face screen dark. In moments, a light glowed anew.
Hamish’s face appeared. He looked down at his hands and touched his arms and neck. “It’s different than I expected.”
“You’re here. You have what you want. The shuttle is waiting.”
“She’s gone, isn’t she?”
“They couldn’t merge her. And there was no time to wait. There still isn’t. Now if you follow me, it’s time to take you home.”
“Yeah. But hold on, Sylvia. You were willing to do that to her. Your daughter.”
“I didn’t do anything. Jenna lives. This was just a shard of her.”
“You say that like it’s nothing. But it isn’t. As much as this is me, that was her. Did we do the right thing?”
“You want to have an ethical argument?” Sylvia asked.
“I want to make sure I didn’t just help kill a young woman who only wanted to be with her sons.”
“My daughter died on board the One’s ship when she was crushed. The shadow monster did it. And now that she’s alive inside the Cordice sim, she has a second chance no one in the history of our world has ever received. The spindlebot only held memory fragments.”
“And what if it was you who was going to be deleted? This you, the one who’s alive because of whatever Frankenstein concoction the Melded turned you into?”
“We risked our lives climbing on top of a rocket which took us to Mars. I nearly died fighting to save my girls. Now if you’re done, get moving. Our window for getting you home is growing short. And I have so much work to do if we’re going to catch what’s coming our way.”







Chapter Thirty-Four


CARMEN ENDURED THE silence.
They heard no further reports from the Framework or Earth. The music stations had gotten too fuzzy. Lieutenant Ford switched the radio off. The three blips continued to keep pace behind them.
But it was the silence which concerned her. It was too quiet in the control room. She sat up. The lights were dim. Not only were the others gone, but all the screens were off.
“Hello? Ovo?” She was alone. “Lights.”
The room remained dark. She gestured for the virtual controls above her couch. Nothing. Taking a moment to catch her balance, she hobbled to the master panel. Gestured. Swiped. Slapped the hard surface, but it ignored her.
Why was the entrance to the control room shut?
“Hey! Where is everybody?”
The control room felt as if the ceiling and walls had closed in on her. The soft vibrations and hums continued, so the ship was operating. She ran her hands along the doorframe, wondering if something had been reset, causing the star runner to revert to some mode not optimized for her and the current crew.
She began slapping and kicking at the door. “Hey! Hello?”
After a minute or more, the door slid open. Greta Leavitt stood there with a tray of food and a water pouch.
Carmen stepped back. “What’s going on?”
“Sit down. I have something to explain to you.”
“No. Where is everyone? What’s happening with the ship? The controls don’t work.”
“I said sit down.”
The sharp command startled Carmen. She sat at the table.
Leavitt placed the tray before her. “While you were asleep, I moved the control room and deactivated this one.”
“What do you mean you moved the control room?”
“A simple command, really. So much on board this ship is accessible to every user.”
Carmen waved for the virtual controls but the ship continued to ignore her. “Hello, ship? Open control panel. Major, what did you do?”
“Like I told you, I moved the control room. The ship created a duplicate with everything we needed. All we had to do was leave this one with you asleep in it. You’ll be comfortable here.”
“You can’t take this ship.”
“I’m not taking anything. But I have operational authority. Please settle down. You’re still necessary. We’ll have to deal with She Who Waits, the One, and the Grylla, along with the Framework. I’ll need you to continue as liaison.”
“You want me to help after your coup?”
“I didn’t intend to upset you. The mission is continuing. And after we’re finished, we’ll take you home. Now eat something. And if you need anything, call and I’ll hear you.”
Leavitt left and the door sealed behind her.
How? How had the major seized command? And where were Ovo and Jari? She rose again, but paused as a dull ache settled into her chest.
The ship belonged to her and She Who Waits. Neither had surrendered anything to Leavitt. Yet somehow Leavitt had locked her up. She was indeed inside the control room with its flight couches and picnic table and command console. Yet nothing responded to touch command or her voice. She gave the disobedient door a kick for good measure. Then she sat, sipped some water, and thought about what she’d need to do to take the star runner back.

SOME HOURS LATER, THE door swished open again. Jari scuttled in and stopped next to her crash couch. He appeared to be studying her. Was he waiting for something? There’d be time to solve what the Grylla might want later. She got up and hurried for the open door, but Jari was faster, racing ahead of her and stopping in her path. When she tried to sidestep him, he pushed her. When she tried again, Jari slashed at her with one of his blades.
“Hey! Watch it!”
The alien’s wings twitched and twitched again. He didn’t look like he was going to attack; the swipe was a warning.
“What? If you have something to say, say it. Are you part of this? Are you with the major now?”
More wing twitches, and the mandibles clicked as if the Grylla was chewing something. Then he went to the command console and summoned a screen.
“How did you do that?”
His reply made as much sense as the rest of his percussive performance. But if a bug alien could look proud, this one did.
“Carmen?”
Ovo’s voice from the control panel.
“Where are you?” Carmen asked.
“I’m okay. I’m sealed in my quarters. Jari can move about the ship but is restricted from entering the new control room.”
“They’ve locked me out somehow.”
“Not a lockout, technically,” Ovo said brightly. “Major Leavitt muted all verbal command functions and limited manual articulation of ship systems to the newly designated bridge.”
Carmen’s stomach felt like acid. “A mutiny.”
“She exploited the open user interface which you allowed. She has been quite attentive.”
And we showed her everything. “Do we have access to the radio?”
Ovo made some mouth sounds which didn’t translate. Jari replied with a string of clicks.
“Jari remains connected to the communication array,” Ovo said. “But he won’t let me speak through him in talking to Earth and he won’t share what he’s saying to the other Grylla in the Framework.”
“Trust issues. I get it. But he’s letting your translation software help with me. Will he help us?”
After another exchange between Jari and Ovo, Ovo’s throat swelled. “He states he finds our situation amusing.”
Carmen stared down at the saucer-eyed Grylla. “I’m glad you’re enjoying this. I’m not sure what our meeting is going to accomplish. Leavitt said she’s listening. With all the ship controls, she can stop us from doing much of anything.”
“Before he came here, I instructed Jari to mute all audio inputs outside of the new control room. Leavitt and her crew are currently there. We have our privacy.”
“Okay. But let’s not do anything crazy. As much as I want to know what’s happening with Jenna and my nephews on the Cordice ship, Leavitt’s going to launch those probes as planned and we’re going to head back.”
“Unless she doesn’t. She’s been exchanging messages to Earth. And we’ve received preliminary sensor data which might change what the major does with the star runner. Jari, please share what the major and the others are seeing in the control room.”
The mirrored command screen showed their ship, the three pursuing dots, and something new. Far ahead of them was a signal with an unknown label.
“Something else is coming towards us?” Carmen asked. “A fourth ship?”
Ovo leaned off-screen for a moment. “I haven’t been able to hear their conversations. Still can’t. And I can only see what they’re looking at. I caught a brief glimpse of the initial probe feeds. That’s a laser relay.”
“Is that the one where Jari’s fleet was attacked?”
Jari twitched.
“A reasonable assumption,” Ovo confirmed. “But this laser is active and it’s firing pulses.”
“Communication?”
“Possibly. But it might be pushing something that hasn’t shown up on our sensors.”
Carmen perched on the edge of her couch. “So what’s their plan besides look and record and get that information back to Earth?”
“Unknown. We’ve made a course correction. The star runner will be slingshotting around Saturn for a speed boost before continuing. But Jari shared additional data from his own ship’s sensors. He says we are on an intercept course with an unseen object which is the target of the laser.”
“What’s this object? Another ship?”
“He says it isn’t a Grylla vessel. It’s something else, and quite large, but he hasn’t identified it. But as the relay is pushing it, he claims it belongs to the Dragomen.”
“That’s a lot of assumptions. We need more information.” When Jari clicked, she said, “And you’re enjoying this, you little creep. Ovo, ask Jari if he’s going to prevent me from leaving.”
“He says now that you understand the situation, he won’t stop you. But he says he wants you to know something.” Ovo took a moment to absorb Jari’s next series of comments before relating them. “He claims the Grylla of the Framework have a name for you. Friend of the Translator. It has taken on an unsavory connotation considering the news of their fleet. He wants you to know that the ships which are following us have jettisoned their prophets, which will be picked up by the Framework. The Grylla ships are going to destroy the Dragoman object heading our way. And us if we try to stop them.”
Ovo hesitated. His throat quivered before he continued.
“And finally, according to the Framework, the crew of this ship has received orders from Earth to set a course to intercept this enemy of worlds and destroyer of prophets. Everyone on board will surrender their life in a glorious ultimate act of devotion and retribution.”







Chapter Thirty-Five


SYLVIA VINCENT WATCHED her grandsons run across the field.
The remote viewing window wasn’t large enough to take in the ring of mountains around the village. But the sun was bright, the weather clear, the air clean. The boys looked happy enough, the first such moment since their arrival. Neither seemed worried, their questions exhausted, their tears dry.
There would be more of all of that later, but for now they raced and shouted as their mother chased them. Jenna looked happy, too. And she would never have to know about what her outside self had given up for this reunion. What they had all given up.
Hamish Townes would soon know. But Sylvia could no longer worry about him. He hadn’t done well inside the Cordice virtual world and had been in a steady state of mourning, or drunk. Couldn’t have him moping about and spoiling life for her family. Sylvia’s sim self had checked on him regularly. She’d be the one who got to live out her life with her grandchildren.
Sylvia switched the view off. The sensor monitor on the Melded frigate showed the Cordice home ship was finally on its long burn towards them. It would be two days before their rendezvous. The frigate and the captured harvester would group up and prepare to intercept what was coming. The Cordice home ship and the simulation on board would wait for the outcome, its precious cargo safe.
The worm adjusted itself on the flight cushion next to her. “This affair with your child took longer than you said.”
“I’m not explaining it to you again. Just because we’re autonomous from the Framework doesn’t mean we need to be alone.”
“Save your justifications. The election is over, Primary. But if we ever expect to fight our enemy, it won’t be with creatures like the Cordice.”
“They may not be warriors, but without them, we’d have nothing like the harvester.”
The worm chuffed a spray of steam from a pair of vents in its helmet. “True. But their days of building factories and designing starships are over. They almost lost everything because of an exploitable glitch in their reactor’s code. You’d trust your grandchildren to this?”
“Earth is now a target no matter what we do,” Sylvia said. “At least traveling with us once we complete our task, they’ll be—”
“Don’t say safe. They’ll never be safe. The red-shifting faction who wishes to flee into the void won’t even use that word. And now it appears the burrower faction will have its way, as the Framework prepares to use the interior of your world’s moon as a hiding place.”
“Our new fleet, once it’s on the move, won’t be easy prey. We’ll be going on the hunt. And don’t interrupt me again. Ever.”
The worm snorted. “My apologies, Primary.”
“And save the fawning tone. When it’s you and I, I expect you to speak plainly and share your observations.”
“Then at the risk of repeating myself, a slow ship like the Cordice vessel is a liability. Its presence only satisfies your familial needs.”
“Perhaps you’re right. But we now have the entire Cordice body of scientists and engineers available at our disposal. Imagine a fleet of star runners. Now that we have the design, we’ll be able to scour the galaxy for any trace the enemy will leave. We’ll be able to hunt. Attack. Find allies. How much more will any other surviving races be willing to risk if they know they can live on, along with their families and culture and history? No one’s perfected sim life like the Cordice.”
“Now you’re the one being repetitious,” the worm said. “I’m glad my broods have all fallen away into death. Willingly living within such a machine where a server failure means sudden annihilation is beyond my understanding.”
She listened to the soft racket of the worm’s breathing apparatus as it cycled air through its helmet and to what she understood were gill-like organs around its neck. Without the suit, it would die.
Savor the irony.
But the former Primary was right. Living in a sim wasn’t a life. There would always be gaps. And even in a perfect artificial world, the knowledge that it wasn’t real would be enough to make it unbearable.
The Melded would use the Cordice sim as a recruitment tool. How many other systems held pockets of survivors that could be swayed by the hope of preserving their lives and memories? And to aid the Melded’s prospects, the rock coming their way promised secrets which would further the Melded war effort.
Material, for one thing. An abundance of antimatter, if their preliminary scans were accurate. The fuel they would need for the star runners. If this rock had the means of easily manufacturing more, this alone would be worth the risk to get it. And a laser network capable of pushing mass between stars drove the rock. No one on the Framework had ever attempted to build such a system. Too risky. How the enemy hadn’t discovered this was a question they needed to answer.
Another reason to go to the rock.
The viewscreen showed Jupiter blotting out the expanse of stars. A field of glowing ice dust in a broad cloud swirled nearby. The telemetry feed showed their ship and the harvester in relation to their distant target. And between them and the oncoming rock, which would pass close enough to Earth to be visible in the daytime, her daughter Carmen’s ship was a labeled blue dot hurtling towards it, with three Grylla vessels in pursuit.
Carmen. How her youngest had ever managed what she had amazed her. If only she had been willing to join her sister. They’d both be safe, or at least secure as was possible in a dangerous universe. As much as Sylvia treasured her grandsons, her girls were everything to her. But now Carmen was once again flying headlong into danger, and Sylvia didn’t know whether she could save her.
“We’ve double-checked that the Cordice navigator knows the navigation markers and any fallback points?”
“Triple-checked, Primary.”
“Good. Then command the harvester to fall in with us. It’s time to leave.”







Chapter Thirty-Six


WHEN CARMEN DARTED into the corridor, Jari didn’t stop her. But the Grylla kept pace, scampering along behind her as if her reaction to the news that their ship was on a suicide run was a game.
The new control room lay on the opposite side of the ship.
Lieutenant Ford stood waiting outside the sealed door. He looked surprised when she appeared.
“Let me talk to her,” Carmen said.
“Major Leavitt is busy. I can’t let you in.”
“You know where we’re heading? A head-on run into whatever’s flying our way?”
“It’s an option, but we had to set our course now in case we need to exercise it. Considering what happened to the Grylla, we can’t assume the thing that’s coming can be reasoned with. That object is big enough that it would be catastrophic. A world ender.”
“And why not just tell me this?”
Ford looked aside before making eye contact. “You were plotting a trip home.”
“I was thinking about it. But I didn’t do it.”
“That made the major nervous.”
Carmen fought to keep her voice under control. “Do you think I was seriously going to turn us around and not finish what we started?”
“After you got the news about Jenna, you weren’t exactly sharing what you had in mind. It was clear this is your ship. But right now it’s Earth’s only asset.”
“I get it.” Her jaw was tight. “You could have asked.”
“If I’m not mistaken, the major tried. It was her call. And it was the right one. We couldn’t risk the possibility that you would have locked us out.”
Carmen looked past him. She guessed the major was keeping the control room locked and would only let Ford in once he gave an all clear.
“I must be pretty dangerous. No wonder you all were so keyed up. How long was this on the table?”
“Using the ship as a defensive weapon was one potential choice if the enemy showed. We never thought it would be here so quickly. But you fly an object fast enough, and it can obliterate just about anything. Not my department, though.”
“This isn’t funny. And we still don’t know what we’re flying towards. The Grylla are sending their ships to get revenge. They don’t seem to care who or what it is. She Who Waits was communicating with one of her kind. Her kind, not the enemy. There’s more to this than we know.”
“There is. Our course right now allows for several outcomes.”
Carmen let out a nervous laugh. “Including us using this ship as a warhead. We have to try talking. We have the probes. I will keep trying with She Who Waits to get her to find some way to help us. Have you considered that they might interpret our current course as an attack? Maybe what happened to the Grylla fleet was a mistake. And now we’re declaring war without even saying hello.”
Jari was watching them, his head rotating from side to side as if sitting at a tennis match.
“But they said hello already, Carmen,” Ford said. “They only communicated with She Who Waits and then wouldn’t reply to anything the Framework tried to say. We’re not having much luck with the Framework telling us what they’re thinking. Like the Grylla, they might wonder if She Who Waits being with us makes us untrustworthy. But you deserve to at least know what’s going on. Because our last message from Earth tells us that the Cordice have departed the Framework. They rendezvoused with your sister’s shuttle. They’re leaving, and they appear to be in a big hurry.”
A hand of ice gripped Carmen’s spine. “Where?”
“The last message was partially garbled. But Houston estimates their current trajectory taking them towards the Melded. No one else on the Framework has a long-distance ship. The Cordice just abandoned them. And if I were to guess? If anyone else had one, they’d be leaving too. Whatever’s coming has them scared. Which means whoever they are, they’re not friendly.”







Chapter Thirty-Seven


IT WAS BIG.
The object had passed Neptune’s orbit and was falling into the sun’s gravity well at a speed almost matching that of the star runner. And unless Greta Leavitt altered course, their ship would collide with it in thirty hours. Three Grylla ships would follow them in.
Leavitt and her crew weren’t sharing data. It was up to Ovo to swipe what information he could. They had rough estimates of the inbound object. It was close enough that it now eclipsed the laser relay, which further confirmed that the large body was being pushed by the pulsing bursts of light energy.
What remained a mystery was where the relay had come from. An automation, according to Jari, but what spawned the machines which built it, and who made them? Nothing like this matched the Cordice narrative of the enemy.
Carmen tried room after room, but the ship stayed locked up. Ovo continued to be trapped in his own quarters. The One was silent in his forward chamber, and if he was dead, Carmen could only hope the ship would preserve him well.
Ford had gone back into the control room, leaving Carmen to her thoughts. Jari scuttled softly behind her, stopping when she stopped, walking when she walked. Carmen paused in front of She Who Waits’ cabin, but the door refused her.
Jari clicked his wings.
“You think this is funny.”
He responded with a sibilant hiss and a mouth sound like he was clicking his tongue.
She didn’t want to retire to the old control room. With everything that was going on, it felt like she was being thrust to the child’s table, with no more say or agency than when she had been young and complaining about her dad’s cooked cauliflower or having to go to the dentist. But the outcome wouldn’t be the nasty taste of a fluoride treatment. Her life was going to end. And what scared her more was the part of her that wanted to climb back into her flight chair and let it all happen.
She patted the door with her hand and motioned to Jari. “Make yourself useful.”
Click. Click-pop. Jari’s antennae twitched, but he didn’t move to help her. Maybe he couldn’t. He had opened her cabin before, but that might have been because Leavitt had allowed it. Then the door opened, but she remained standing in the hallway.
She couldn’t get Jenna out of her mind.
Taking her boys and flying to meet the Cordice? Were the Cordice running like the proverbial rats from a sinking ship? If the unknown object was indeed the enemy, then Carmen couldn’t blame them. Ramming it with the star runner along with the Grylla ships would be little more than a Hail Mary. The Framework had no cheerful stories of anyone forestalling their world’s destruction. If something as simple as throwing spaceships at the enemy would work, then there would have been fewer refugees.
The Cordice had tried to run before. The only thing which had stopped them from red-shifting away from the other refugees was the breakdown of their home ship, hastened by the shadow monsters.
And now Jenna was joining them. Had her sister tried to say goodbye?
Thirty hours...
The way she felt, she could sleep through all of it. Ford had made it clear she wouldn’t be allowed into the new control room.
“Ovo, are you listening?”
If the old control room remained muted, she couldn’t talk to him there. Jari trailed after her and almost tripped her up in his eagerness.
A figure stood at the bend of the hall. Carmen blinked a few times as she tried to make sense of what she was seeing.
“Doctor Lum?”
He wavered as if a stiff breeze was bracing him. And then, step by step, the dead man approached her. His head lolled to one side and his mouth was slack. His bloodshot eyes were rolled up into the back of his head. Black veins bulged on his neck as if some new, awful heart throbbed beneath his chest.
Carmen took a step back, and then another. Hallucinating. She had to be.
Ovo came jogging up behind Dr. Lum. “Hello, Carmen,” he said brightly through his app.
“Ovo, what are you doing? What...happened to him?”
He tapped his wrist. The hair on his head puffed up. “I got myself out. I was coming to see if you needed help, but you seem to have managed.”
“What are you doing with him?”
“Oh, that. I accessed the nanobots we injected and gave them a new program. They’re directing what’s left of his nervous system. But his muscles have stiffened, so his mobility is limited. Not so limited that he can’t be used to open doors. He is part of Leavitt’s crew, after all. Are you upset?”
“Yes! This is horrible. You can’t do that to a person.”
“But he’s dead.”
“It doesn’t matter! Ovo, I don’t know what you do with your dead after they pass—”
“Recycled,” he said matter-of-factly.
“I was afraid you were going to say something like that. But we don’t do that. This is—”
Inhuman? Monstrous? An indecent violation of the doctor?
The proud hairs of Ovo’s head wrapped tightly around his skull. He looked down at the floor. “I’ll return him to storage.”
“Wait.” She took a moment to compose herself. Looking at the doctor’s pallid face, she saw none of the intelligent man she barely knew. What Ovo had done was disturbing. But the doctor was here. And Carmen hated what she was going to say next.
“What’s done is done. We’ll put him to rest later. Can you make him walk?”
“Walk, move his arms, yes. He’ll fall over if I’m not careful.”
Jari made a circle around the doctor, his antennae gliding inches from the dead man’s skin.
She bit her lip. “Okay. Then have him follow me.”







Chapter Thirty-Eight


THE ZOMBIE DOCTOR ENTERED the bridge with little fanfare. Dr. Leavitt, Lieutenant Ford, and Squadron Leader McKenzie were asleep inside their couches. Only Captain Macamic was awake, and he didn’t notice Dr. Lum’s arrival.
The door had been quiet, opening with a simple touch by the doctor’s cold hand.
When Carmen, Ovo, and Jari came in behind him, Macamic sprang from his couch.
“What are you doing in here? Get out!”
He almost fell in his hurry to advance on Carmen. But then he stopped short at the sight of Dr. Lum. The others were awake now.
Greta Leavitt rose, her eyes narrow as she took in the sight of the walking corpse. “What is this?”
“I’m sorry,” Carmen said. “We did what we had to do for me to get in here.”
When Ovo entered a command on his device, Dr. Lum shambled towards Captain Macamic. Macamic stumbled back and out of the way. Carmen slipped into his command chair. For a panicked second she forgot what was where on the displays. She pulled up too many. Bright lights demanded her attention. Before she could select anything, Major Leavitt was grabbing her and pulling her up from the chair.
Carmen struck her in the face with the heel of her hand. Something crunched. Leavitt’s nose, which had a line of crust beneath it from where the One had swatted her, gushed red. In her entire life, Carmen had thrown three good punches. If Leavitt had collapsed, this might have been one of them. But the woman barely faltered as she locked Carmen’s arm and threatened to tear her from the flight chair.
Ovo was screaming. The other crew members were shouting.
“Give me my ship back,” Carmen said as she struggled to break from Leavitt’s grip. But the major proved too strong. She threw Carmen out and Macamic seized her.
Macamic had no problem keeping her under control. “That’s enough out of you. How did you get in here?”
As if answering his question, Dr. Lum took a shaky couple of steps backward and collapsed.
“What did you do to him?”
Carmen thrashed. She was breathing too hard. She spat her words. “Return control to me, or I’ll have those nanobots inside you stop your heart.”
Leavitt was dabbing the blood on her nose. “Then do it. This is your idea of being responsible? Manipulating poor Dr. Lum like this? Attacking us?”
“You didn’t leave me any choice.”
Lieutenant Ford moved between Carmen and Leavitt. “Everyone, just take a breath. This is no good. Art, let her go. Carmen, Ovo, whatever you’re doing with the doctor, stop it.”
Macamic released her. Ford remained in place, giving her a warning glance. “We’re going to talk this through. We have a mission here, and this is a problem.”
“Exhibit A on why she shouldn’t be in control of anything,” Macamic grumbled. “We can’t trust her judgment.”
“Maybe we all were a little hasty.”
“Watch your tone, Lieutenant.”
“Lieutenant Ford’s right,” Leavitt said. “We were hasty. We can’t know if we’ll need Carmen’s help with the ship. But Carmen, explain the doctor. How is this possible?”
Carmen felt dizzy from the adrenaline pumping through her veins. “I’m sorry, that wasn’t my idea. I’m as horrified as you are. Ovo and I will talk about it after we put the doctor back in storage. But it got me in your locked-down control room, didn’t it?”
Squadron Leader McKenzie crouched over the collapsed doctor. “The nanobots did that?”
“Yeah. And no, I can’t really hurt anyone with them. Nor can Ovo. I don’t want to take the ship away from you. But you can’t have it, at least not yet, and not for a suicide run on an alien vessel. Because whatever we’re flying towards isn’t the enemy, at least not the one which destroyed all those worlds. The enemy didn’t start conversations before it showed up. She Who Waits was talking to it. So we need to try and talk to it too.”
Jari had been silently observing the confrontation. He and Ovo began a brief conversation. The Grylla then began jumping up and down, wings aflutter as his arms and legs scraped and tapped in a flurry of sounds.
“What’s got him so excited?” Carmen asked.
Ovo took a moment to translate. “Jari wishes it to be known that he is happy. If the Dragoman who is behind his fleet’s destruction answers, then he is certain we will hear its lies before it tries to destroy us too.”







Chapter Thirty-Nine


OVO AND LIEUTENANT Ford accompanied Carmen to She Who Waits’ quarters. Major Leavitt wasn’t with them. Still scowling, no doubt. Lieutenant Ford had volunteered to come along in her place.
Jari hopped along behind them, his earlier gesticulating continuing in a nonstop blur of noise. It was like being shadowed by a crinkling potato chip bag.
“Tell Jari to wait in the hallway,” Carmen said. “If he doesn’t behave, he’ll be the one locked in his quarters.”
Ovo obliged and Jari settled down and seemed content to stand at the doorway. Carmen paused before unlocking the door. Half expected it not to open, with Leavitt going back on her word and performing some new trick to relieve Carmen of ship control. But they entered without difficulty.
A red flame of light glowed in front of the Dragoman.
She Who Waits’ shell stood open. A hazy cone of greenish smoke descended from the ceiling and collected around the floor, where it was whisked away through unseen vents. Unlike her shuttle, where she would flood a room with her native atmosphere, the ship appeared to accommodate a compromise that wouldn’t jeopardize visitors who couldn’t tolerate the noxious air.
Carmen waited for a moment. “Are you there?”
The slick tentacles reached up into the shell and pulled the rest of her body out of the pool of fog. The suit sealed. The smoke dissipated.
“We request an audience with the one you’ve been speaking with,” Carmen said. “I’m going to unblock your room. It means you’ll be able to access communications. Tell them we have representatives from Earth and the Framework who wish to talk.”
She Who Waits’ soft tone replied as calmly as ever. “I will reach out as requested. There is still a delay. But my function comes with a warning: a discussion with the other of my kind may not be welcomed by them.”
“We don’t have a lot of choices here. Lieutenant Ford will relay the exchange to Earth, and Ovo to the Framework.”
The red light pulsed. “It is done.”
Carmen had the ship provide them with new flight chairs. This would be where she would remain for the duration of their voyage, she decided, until they received an answer or they learned this trip was going to be one-way.
She Who Waits continued her efforts to open communication with the mysterious object. As the hours stretched, they settled into a new routine in which they watched and listened with no results.

TWELVE HOURS LATER, Captain Macamic launched the last of their probes. They had a better view of the object already, but this would give them thorough data to send to the Framework and hopefully a decent picture of what was hurtling their way.
It was a long rock, tapered at each end, and over five miles long. It carried a cloud of debris alongside it. But otherwise it was a dark lump and looked nothing like any spaceship Carmen had ever seen.
A steady chatter between Ford and the other crew fell to the background. She Who Waits continued her silent calls to her fellow Dragoman, but no one was answering.
They were less than twenty hours away from impact. Ovo had sent a suggested course correction to Leavitt so it would be a flyby. A close call by any standard, and near enough that they might still plunge into the thing and end everyone’s day.
But Leavitt had yet to implement the change.
The latest probes began transmitting their readings back to the star runner. Reading through the data did nothing for Carmen, and she wished she had paid better attention in school, not that she had even taken science classes beyond bonehead biology and the easy-A earth science.
“The exterior is rock,” Captain Macamic said over the com. “Nickel, carbon, iron, oxygen. Quite dense.”
He shared a screen. What appeared to be a series of fins were attached on every side, and there were rows upon rows of the structures, which canted back at an angle. Something about them made the object look like a giant fish, something prehistoric, or that swam so deep it never saw the light of day. But there was nothing natural about it. The image was grainy. Between the fins were irregular rows of gray cubes. Without a point of reference for size, they might be boxes or skyscrapers.
“So it’s not just an asteroid,” Leavitt said.
Carmen felt the tension inside her ease. “Which means we don’t need to ram it.”
“Don’t start celebrating yet,” Captain Macamic said. “It’s still a large mass which could devastate a planet, and it’s heading for Earth.”
“But it can communicate. And all those buildings on the surface. Something lives there.”
Leavitt expanded the view and rotated the rock. “We don’t know that. And we’re still unclear what’s communicating. That object might be a weapon like a missile. And if someone’s on board, they don’t appear willing to talk to us.”
Squadron Leader McKenzie was scratching the scruff of his chin. “Excuse me, Major Leavitt, but there are other possibilities. The object could be a weapon, as you say. The fins might be a solar sail. That would be what the relay is pushing against. Seems a waste of effort and manufacturing for a weapon, if I were to speculate. Why not just push a rock, if hitting Earth was the goal? It’s simpler and more efficient. I’d suggest it’s a transport.”
“On a suicide run?” Macamic asked.
“Yes, if something long ago happened to the crew. From what we’ve learned, some races travel with generations in mind. The Cordice can’t be the only ones who’ve suffered a breakdown. Maybe whoever built that rock into what it is has gotten sick, experienced a catastrophic malfunction, fought a war. The possibilities are endless.”
“Or they got attacked by the shadows.”
“Yes. But it won’t be impossible to give that thing a nudge, if it lets us. Our ship could do it.”
“Run an analysis,” Major Leavitt said. “Perhaps Ovo can assist. Right now we maintain course. Our best chance is to knock that thing out. Nothing changes unless we learn otherwise. Now that we have its relative mass and velocity, we can model our chance of success if it comes to that.”
Carmen was drumming her fingers as she studied the giant object. If there was a Dragoman on board, why wasn’t it answering? She switched screens. The three Grylla ships continued to pursue them. The fourth signal beyond them continued to follow.
“If we can be optimistic for a moment,” Carmen interrupted, “let’s say we get out of that thing’s way. What about the Grylla ships chasing us? Are they big enough to destroy that thing?”
Macamic’s earlier testiness had vanished. “Too many variables. We’re still guessing about that rock. Is it solid metal or hollow? And unless Jari wants to share data on those three boats, it’s a guess. But with enough velocity, they’ll punch that thing hard.”
“So even if we veer off and communicate with it, the Grylla stand a chance at destroying it.”
Her comment stood unanswered as the rest of the crew grew intent on fresh pages of data sent by the probes. And if Jari knew anything, for once he wasn’t talking. He had retired to his own couch and was on screen, seeing what they saw and watching them intently.
“This cloud is interesting,” Ford said. “The surrounding haze is a swarm of antimatter. The rock appears to be sloughing off loads of it. It’s making it hard to read anything beneath the surface.”
“Is that bad?” Carmen asked. “Does that make it dangerous?”
“I’m not a physicist, but antimatter shows up naturally all the time. It’s just in tiny amounts and doesn’t last long before it gets annihilated. But here we have a cloud of the stuff. Where could all of this come from? Dr. Lum would have known.”
“Share what we see with Earth,” Major Leavitt said. “Maybe someone back home has an idea.”
More chatter among the crew. She Who Waits still didn’t seem to be getting any response. Then a wisp of dark rose through her clouds like smoke.
“Carmen, are you listening?” It was Lieutenant Ford. “I can look for more music. Looks like we’re waiting on an answer.”
“Not right now.”
She got up. She Who Waits now had several of the dark streams twisting through her atmosphere. They turned about each other and joined, forming a gloomy black band that continued to grow.
Carmen touched the shell. “What’s happening to you? What are they saying?” When she got no reply, she said, “If they’re hurting you, then disconnect. Stop talking. Can you hear me? Stop talking to them.”
She returned to her couch. Tried to mute the ship again. “It’s not working.”
“What’s going on over there?” Leavitt called over the com.
“Nothing,” Lieutenant Ford said. “Carmen’s trying to get She Who Waits to wake up. No change here.”
He rose from his couch and tapped his lips. Moved with Carmen into the hallway. “Do you really want to go through this again?”
“The last time this happened to her, it could have killed her.”
“She’s not letting you interrupt whatever conversation she’s having. And if Major Leavitt finds out your friend has locked you out of a ship function, she’s going to take the whole thing from you and not give it back.”
Carmen scanned the hallway. They were alone. “Why are you helping me?”
“Because contrary to what you might believe, I know you’re doing everything in your power to make sure we do our job and come back in one piece.”
She studied his hazel eyes for any sign he was being less than forthright. “The major is your commanding officer.”
“She may be a superior officer, but this wasn’t exactly a planned mission. And I’m not disobeying any orders by using my judgment in making sure you’re able to do your job. You’re our ET handler, and She Who Waits is your responsibility. So the dark color means what?”
“The best way I can describe it is it means she’s in pain. I don’t know who’s in that rock talking to her, but it’s wearing her out. The last time she did this, she was talking to the One without proper training.”
“So we either cut her off physically or let her finish what she started. We’ve all got a lot riding on this. We asked her to help.”
“You’re saying just let it happen?”
Ford gestured to the surrounding ship. “We’re desperate here. If that rock is hostile, our options are limited. We’re only going to have one chance of knocking that thing down.”
“The suicide run,” Carmen said.
“You understand what’s at stake. No one here has a death wish. Not me. Not the major. None of the others. We need to know who’s on that rock.”
She chewed her thumbnail. “So we let her talk. Even if it kills her.”







Chapter Forty


THE AIR IN SHE WHO Waits’ shell had grown black.
Carmen paced before her, willing the alien creature to break off from the connection that seemed to be tearing her apart. Lieutenant Ford was back in his couch and asleep. No one spoke over the com, and Carmen had lost track of how much time had elapsed since She Who Waits had begun her recent attempts at communicating with her counterpart on the incoming rock.
Jari had scuttled into the room, clicked a few times, and now was watching her pace.
“Get out of here,” Carmen said.
He held his ground. She waved him away, and he waved back with a few of his hands and snapped his wings a few times for good measure. Was he mocking her?
She was about to call Ovo for an assist with his translation software when a violet light appeared next to the red cone floating beside She Who Waits. The new light was larger and so brilliant Carmen had to squint. Ford was awake now and shielding his eyes.
“Link established,” a female voice said from the light. The voice held a rich, lofty quality, without a hint of accent. “The trainee relayed your desire to communicate. I am the Matriarch. Your ship and its passengers have been scanned and logged. Your purpose is to intercept this vessel. That will not be allowed. Our mission will continue past this system and interference will only delay our purpose.”
Carmen licked her lips. “I’m Carmen Vincent. She Who Waits is my friend. We only want to talk to you. But your vessel looks as if it’s going to come very close to my world. It’s making my people nervous. What is your purpose? Ours is to assist the refugees who have fled to our system. She Who Waits is among them.”
She hesitated, expecting a delay and not wanting to throw too many facts and questions into the mix. But the response was instant.
“A transit near your world will be necessary for us to collect those who we deem worthy,” the Matriarch said.
“Worthy of what?”
“Worthy of saving.”
Major Leavitt entered the room and stared wide-eyed at the violet light. “Why didn’t you call that you made contact?”
Carmen shivered. She wanted to step back and let the major take over. “She said they’re not attacking Earth. Just flying by and picking up those they feel are worthy. I don’t know what that means.”
“I heard. Lieutenant Ford, why is there no signal delay?”
“It should be at least fifteen minutes,” Ford said. “Unless we’re not talking to the rock.”
Carmen rounded the violet light. The murk in She Who Waits’ shell looked as thick as tar. Her red light winked out.
“She’s there with you, isn’t she?” Carmen asked She Who Waits. “You’re together here now. You’re using her to talk to us.”
“Carmen, let me handle this,” Major Leavitt said. “We’ve heard you, Matriarch. We need an assurance that your vessel will not strike Earth. Adjust your course so there’s no doubt.”
The violet light flared. “Your concern is unfounded. Our mission will take us beyond your world. Our collection is key to our purpose. Interference will not be tolerated.”
“We don’t mean to interfere. But your trajectory could be construed as hostile to ourselves and to the survivors on the Framework.”
“Our path is the most expeditious. To change it now would waste time.”
“We wish to meet you and learn from you. The Framework and Earth are united in working together to stand against our enemy. But we have to establish trust.”
“The trainee She Who Waits, along with her superior who perished during the sabotage and disaster, speaks to our actions. We’ve dedicated ourselves to service for centuries to those who have survived the catastrophes. And our mission is one of preservation.”
“Then let us engage in a dialogue so we can exchange information,” Leavitt said.
“There will be ample opportunity among those who are collected.”
Carmen sensed an omission worthy of her mother. “And those who aren’t worthy?”
“Such a discussion would be a wasted effort. I see from the trainee’s memory that your kind lacks a cohesive voice, stands at an inferior technological level lacking interstellar capabilities, and is emotional.”
“Is She Who Waits there? Can you let her talk? She can’t have only bad things to say about us.”
“She’s shared all she knows. Like all species, you have potential. Our meeting is fortuitous. There is one aboard this ship who will be collected.”







Chapter Forty-One


“LIES,” JARI SAID, THE word translated by the purple light. “Lies, lies, lies.”
Major Leavitt shooed the Grylla away. “Get him out of here.”
Lieutenant Ford moved to corral the bug, but Jari was too quick.
“It lies. It lied to us, it lies to you, its lies offend the ears of the prophets. It speaks of collection when it brought destruction to our ships!”
“That’s enough out of you,” Leavitt said. “Lieutenant?”
Ford was chasing the Grylla but it continued to evade him. “I’m trying.”
“Is this true?” Carmen asked the Matriarch. “What happened with the Grylla fleet?”
“They ventured too close to a relay and our automated construction units. Our machines perceived a threat and acted to prevent damage. But do not fear. The material from their vessels serve our greater good. And the survivors were collected.”
“And what is this collection? You want...to collect me?”
The violet light pulsed. “Foolish human. Your pride makes you believe we have come for you.”
Ford latched both hands on Jari. “Gotcha! Ow!”
The Grylla bit him. Ford let go and Jari slashed the air as if to ward him away. Ford was keeping his distance as Jari held his ground with his wings fluttering nonstop and his two blade hands poised to strike.
Jari said, “Now you hear! The Dragomen have conspired against all of you. You hear, you hear, you hear.”
“Please excuse the commotion, Matriarch,” Leavitt said. “But tell us who you are here to collect.”
From the front of the ship came the booming echo of a laugh, which quickly petered out and became a moan. It was the One and it sounded as if it was in agony.
“Is it the One you’re after?” Carmen asked.
Before her question could be answered, Captain Macamic spoke sharply from the ship com. “Major, we just lost a probe.”
“Check every sensor we have. What happened to it?”
“I don’t know. Another down. Nothing on scanners, but there’s a lot of interference. There’re objects all around us that weren’t there before.”
Jari bounced up and down. “This! This is what happened to us! This is the cost you pay for trusting them.”
“Shut up,” Leavitt said. “Tell me what you see, Captain. Matriarch, are you there? If you’ve come for one of us, tell us who. We want to resolve this peacefully.”
“Third probe gone,” Macamic said. “And I’m not receiving anything from the first batch we launched. Either they’ve gone dead, or we’re not hearing them.”
“Matriarch, are you there?”
The One howled. Louder now. If Carmen hadn’t seen the creature near death, she would have imagined it was regaining its strength.
Carmen ran into the corridor and headed for the forward compartment. Ovo was standing at the door, bleary-eyed. He was trying to say something but Carmen wasn’t waiting for his software. She bumped into the door when it didn’t open. She pressed on it. Summoned a wall panel and found the override.
The ship wouldn’t let her unlock it.
The One bellowed, this time ending on a ragged note as if exhausted.
“I tried to get in,” Ovo said. “I thought you had locked it.”
Carmen accessed the ship com. “Major Leavitt, have you done anything to any of the doors?”
“Negative.”
She Who Waits. It had to be. But if the ship was once again under both their control, Carmen still couldn’t override the lock.
The floor shook beneath them. A high-pitched whine reverberated through the walls. The major and the other crew members were shouting over the com, but Carmen couldn’t follow it.
“Is there any other way into the One’s cabin?”
“No,” Ovo said. “But that doesn’t mean we can’t look.”
They had done it with the control room, so why not here? Carmen began fumbling through the screens, but was too flustered. “Do it, Ovo. Show me what’s going on in there.”
The wall went translucent. The One remained huddled in its spot. And next to him was a violet translation light.
“We need to hear what they’re saying to each other.”
The ship rocked. Wall screens appeared everywhere, blinking and demanding her attention. Ovo grabbed Carmen and pulled her with him.
“The ship,” he said. “It’s breaking—”
The rest of his words were swept away as the floor buckled, the lights blinked, the bright screens went out, and the ship disintegrated around them.







Chapter Forty-Two


CARMEN’S STAR RUNNER vanished from the frigate’s control screen. Laser sensors took a few minutes to confirm it. Sylvia Vincent’s daughter’s ship was no longer there.
“What happened?” Sylvia asked. “Somebody talk to me.”
The other Melded who were on operation detail didn’t reply verbally. Their interconnected communication modules allowed for nigh instant responses. Some of them used this exclusively and chose never to utter a sound, while others weren’t capable of speech.
“The ship no longer reads on laser, radio, or thermal sensors,” one operator said.
“What do we see? Things don’t vanish. Search for debris.”
“At this range a detailed sweep is problematic. The star runner was barely trackable. My apologies, Primary.”
Where were they? Where was Carmen? But she wouldn’t give voice to such concerns.
The worm was still at its station next to her. “I detect no sign of a radiation cloud. If someone nuked them, it would leave traces.”
Sylvia examined the telemetry feed. “What about the Grylla? They swung around Mars and launched their cargo, dumping mass before heading after the star runner.”
“Our agents on the Framework shared their data. The cargo was nothing but the remains of their prophets. The Grylla on the Framework are using drones to retrieve it.”
“I don’t care about their dead. What’s the news on their ship loadouts?”
“Still unknown, Primary.”
“Why isn’t the doctor online?”
The Grylla doctor had been the pro tempore Primary for the Melded after the worm had received a no-confidence vote from the assembly following the initial attempt at securing the harvester. The decision had been unanimous and instant. Her own ascension to the role had been simple enough, based on merit. After all, she had succeeded where the worm had failed. Her deal with the Cordice had further endeared her to her adopted people. But they were all adopted, weren’t they?
Now she needed the doctor to tell her what his former race was up to.
She climbed out of the command chair. The Melded frigate was a clutter of modular components, bolted in, strapped down, or welded, some peripherals blinking wildly with indicator lights while other pieces were dead and in need of removal. There would be time for housekeeping later. The ship still bore the interior damage from the One’s rampage. Several hatches were smashed and wouldn’t close, jeopardizing the ship’s ability to compartmentalize a breach.
They had sacrificed maintenance for speed in their necessary upgrades. The work towards adding a reactor identical to the star runner’s was underway. Antimatter fuel would be the choke point, and the mystery rock carried enough just in its wake to last decades.
The Grylla doctor was in the medical bay. The cramped compartment looked more like an electronics lab and tinkering shop. Spools of wire were secured in locked shelves next to bundles of metal, ceramic, plastic, and silicone. A set of printers chugged softly, fabricating an artificial hand.
The doctor’s antennae pivoted, but he remained hunched over a soldering bench, his twin eyestalks intent on his work.
“I was calling you,” Sylvia said.
The doctor clicked before switching something on beneath a portion of his carapace. “My apologies, Primary. The chatter from the bridge was distracting.”
“I’ve been waiting on the data on the Grylla ship.”
“As I noted, I am unfamiliar with the design. It has been several generations past since my acceptance into the Melded. And as you can see, I am busy. We suffered many injuries which still require my attention.”
“Those can wait.”
The doctor pre-punctuated his reply with a trio of emphatic wing clicks. “Each able set of hands will make our ship run more efficiently.”
His response surprised Sylvia. The doctor had always been subservient to a fault, and tentative during his short-lived reign as Melded leader.
“To your task, once you give me your analysis.”
“Analysis. Analysis. Guesses, you mean, Primary. The ships are nothing more than crypts with engines. The colony which spawned this fleet sacrificed everything for speed, barely squeezing in enough space for an onboard troubleshooter. No weapons, no capability to start a new colony. Objectively a shortcoming of this hive’s culture. By all means preserve the prophets, but the brood must survive to honor its ancestors.”
“Save the critique of your race’s shortcomings. Any suspicious ports on those crypts that could conceivably be a concealed rail gun or torpedo bay?”
“If these Grylla were anyone else, perhaps. But the hulls of these vessels possess layered armor and negative field generators to disperse particles. No room for armaments. So unless they unlocked the secrets to stealth and have more ships than we can see, they possess no weapons. I am sharing the summation of my findings now.”
“Thank you.” Sylvia reviewed the report. It was instantly shared with the worm, along with the rest of the bridge operators. But it added nothing to what he had already told her. “How’s our crew?”
“Once this hand is finished, I will need one more. In three hours, we will have another able-bodied soul performing their tasks.”
She gave the bloated bug a chance to add more, but he had already turned his attention back to the soldering bench.
No weapons on the Grylla ship. Which meant the rock or something else had destroyed Carmen’s star runner. Sabotage, perhaps? No, she concluded. Besides the One with its erratic behavior (and the thing was dying, according to the Framework), the crew was human. NASA didn’t have self-destruct in their DNA, and the One and its ilk were too ego driven to conceive of giving up their life.
What about Ovo? The Melded who had quit. While he was an accomplished multitasker who would be missed, the silver lining there was that Carmen couldn’t say the Melded were brainwashed drones. He had chosen a side, as had Sylvia.
That left She Who Waits. The Melded data, along with everything Sylvia had read while a prisoner in the sim, spoke of the Dragomen as enigmatic and selfless. But hadn’t she violated her kind’s avowed neutrality more than once?
Something to ponder. If she were still in the sim, she would have found a library and dialed back time so she could spend a week on the subject. Ask around. Because someone, somewhere, must know more about the Dragoman translators and what made them tick.
But for now, it was back to the bridge. They were days away from where they had lost the signal to Carmen’s star runner, and beyond that, the incoming rock. Sylvia hated to ignore her instincts and now they flashed like a plasma torch.
Grabbing the rock would not be easy, and her people would have to be willing to pay a steep price if they wanted to seize its treasure.







Chapter Forty-Three


FLOATING.
Carmen was floating and it felt fine.
She had been in the dark, warm space for minutes. She had been there for a lifetime.
No lights. No pain. The pressure of relentless acceleration and maneuvers was gone. The slightly sour air (if the spaceship had one flaw, it was that it didn’t account for so many passengers with unwashed bodies who hadn’t packed deodorant) was replaced with a breeze which reminded her of a morning after a thunderstorm. But it was the sound that she wanted to wrap herself in.
Rolling pebbles in the surf.
The steady tshhh-tshhh-tshhh of a neverplace somewhere in her early memories. Waves lapping a beach, her mother and father holding her hand and letting her feet get wet in the icy Pacific. Gulls silently circling. A storybook world she had forgotten. She was there now and she wriggled her toes in anticipation of the frothy cold water and the bubbles of the tiny crabs popping up from beneath the gray sand.
The darkness faded, replaced by the bleached sun lingering above the overcast soup. She squinted. It was too bright. The light threatened to take it all away, the sound, the sand, the hands holding her. It grew so loud, that light, it drowned out the voices of her parents. Their lips moved, and she knew they were calling her name, shouting, but she couldn’t hear them.
And then the sun was a red cone, a dancing light, and it cast the world into crimson.

HER THROAT HURT. AS she blinked away crust and fumbled to rise, she felt rock beneath her, rough on her hands and hard beneath her aching back. Her head swam. She wiped dry spittle from her lips and blinked. A yellow sun hung high above her. But it was too small, a spotlight, or too distant, as if Sol had diminished or receded into a sky the color of old dishwater where no stars shone.
Her hands shook and legs trembled as she struggled to get up. She stood on a rock slab of porous stone. She was on a hill. A formation of the stone rose to one side and dropped precipitously away on the other. The false sun threw shadows along the rock, some of which appeared as if they might be caves.
She wanted to peer over the edge to see what lay down the hill, but her balance was still off. And she was fiercely thirsty. She tried to call out, but could barely whisper. Her stomach rumbled. The haze in her head refused to clear. Where? How? Ovo, the ship, the crew. None of it mattered until she could get a drop to drink.
She made it to the stone wall. There were indeed openings large enough to crawl into. She followed the rock and hoped it would lead somewhere. Being out on the ledge beneath the sun was too exposed. In her fog she couldn’t place a reason, but the sense of danger lingered and it was as if the bright heavenly body was watching her.
Moisture darkened the floor around a larger cave entrance. She could smell the dampness. Glistening droplets filled the pockmarked cavities of the rocky hollow further inside. She was about to drop to her knees and suck up what she could when she heard water trickling. It meant going further into the cave. She barely paused before she hobbled forward, one hand guiding her along the wall and the other outstretched before her.
The water ran down a back wall and into a pool. Perhaps it was only a puddle, but it was water, it looked clean, and she threw aside all the warnings she had ever heard about contaminants and bacteria and protozoa and giardia. It was sweet, cool, and delicious. Her throat felt instant relief as she swallowed mouthful after mouthful. She caught her breath and again drank deep.
A cramp pinched her sides. Enough water for the moment. The grumbles in her tummy continued unabated. How long had she been out? Was this even real?
Too many minor discomforts. No cruel god-level programmer, be they human or Cordice or other, would bother with such details.
A shadow crossed before the mouth of the cave. Something skittered, dashing, and as she tracked it, she realized it was inside with her. She backed against the wall, one foot sloshing into the puddle. There was nowhere to retreat to. A shape paused, backlit by the false sunlight. Small, about the size of a dog, and it was shivering. The rattling sound was like a snake or maraca. A pair of antennae popped up on its head and it darted forward towards her, bounding off a wall before launching itself.
She tried to catch it or swat it away, but it was too fast. It collided against her and they fell with a splash. She slapped at the thing, her hand landing hard against its soft shell. It bit or pinched back, catching a finger and then her hand until they separated.
She scrambled for the cave mouth.
The thing launched itself, landing on top of her back. She reached over her head and caught a limb and yanked. The limb tore free. A sharp pain pierced her hand and she let go of the quivering arm. The creature tumbled away, spinning to face her, one of its arms slashing the air while a similar arm, now detached, spasmed on the ground.
The bug had a quartet of vestigial wings which were a flurry of motion, as if trying to make the creature look large.
“Jari? Jari, is that you?”
She eased away from the Grylla. It seemed content to remain braced against the cave wall as she made it to the exit. Her hand was bleeding where the thing had stabbed her. But it had lost one of its arms with the pointy appendage. If it was Jari, he had gone mad. She felt queasy at the thought it wasn’t him. With no means of communication, it might perceive her as an enemy, or even worse, prey.
Scuttling.
She backed away, but the bug was out of sight. She eased towards the entrance. There. It was hunched over the pool and lapping up water.
Thirsty. It was thirsty and it had only wanted water.
Fine. There had to be other pools in other caves.
She found a way down, easing herself from rock to rock. The black stones reminded her of dry lava fields she had seen in a national park they had visited when she was young. But there was no vegetation. The alien sky underscored the strangeness of the place. The light from the false sun lacked warmth.
When she set foot on flat ground, a series of clicks above caught her attention. The bug was looking down at her. Its mandibles clicked and its wings shook a few times before freezing.
“Go away.”
She followed a slope that descended between a pair of boulders. The bug came after her, easily swinging its way down and hurrying to keep up. It swung its one blade arm casually, as if carrying a tool. She stopped, stomped a foot, and pointed back up the hill.
“Leave me alone!”
The bug froze. More twitches. It appeared to be waiting for her. The yellow saucer eyes never blinked.
She stomped again. It stomped back with two feet. Its mandibles clicked. When it punched the air, Carmen ran.

THE RAVINE LED DOWN towards a yawning cavern. The last place she wanted to go was underground and into the darkness. But the Grylla pursuing her was right on her heels, snapping and clicking every time she stopped to confront it. Having literally disarmed it once had been luck. Her hand kept seeping and it burned. As she took her first tentative step into the cave, she realized the alien might be corralling her there on purpose.
She needed to get ahead of it somehow, but the broken rocks promised a twisted ankle if she was anything less than deliberate in her progress. She was underground now, the slope leading into an ever-deepening gloom. Water dripped everywhere and ran in rivulets of chalky white down the walls. Yet the cavern only seemed to widen further. A loose rock caused her to stumble. She rose, gripping the stone.
The Grylla remained out of striking range. The daylight silhouetted the creature as it paused and waited.
“I’m not going any further.”
It stomped a foot twice.
She stomped in reply and cocked her arm. While it held its ground, it kept still and quiet. Then it let loose with a measured click-pop-click, which it repeated. It marked each phrase with a wing twitch.
“Yeah, I don’t follow. I suppose I’m not making much sense to you either.” She made a show of putting the rock on the ground. Open palms. “I don’t want to hurt you. But I’m not going down there.”
The click-pop reply was curt. It stepped towards her, its blade prodding as if to spur her on.
“No!”
It stabbed at her and drove her forward. She stumbled again, searching in vain for a new rock, but the bug kept on her, not giving her a chance. Dinner. She was going to be a bug’s dinner and she had surrendered her last chance at fighting the thing.
The back of the cave was glowing. Despite the bug goading her on, Carmen froze. The wall of stone appeared to shimmer. Flecks of gray ran down the wall and it wavered like a sheet caught in a breeze.
An atmosphere curtain. She had seen them on the Framework. They separated the portions of the station so each race could enjoy their native atmosphere. Carmen had nearly suffocated by passing through the wrong one.
The bug clicked and prodded.
“What’s past that? I don’t want to choke on your air.”
It waved her on and pushed. She walked ahead of it, a hand outstretched, and she held her breath as she passed through the curtain. Then she took in a whiff of air. It didn’t smell of anything. No burning, either. She exhaled, inhaled, and realized Grylla enjoyed a similar atmosphere and the bug had known it would be okay.
From somewhere ahead, the pale sun or something equally bright lit the next portion of the cave.
They emerged into a soaring chamber where a layer of white clouds obscured the floor of a wide canyon, which dropped and stretched out of sight. They stood on a raised shelf of rock, one of hundreds of similar outcroppings. The walls curved away. The size of the cave boggled her mind. The glowing orb above was a second sun, eerily cool and pale and diffused by the thick mists. The air felt sticky and warm.
“I don’t see a way down,” Carmen said.
The bug tucked its blade arm away. It was as if it no longer cared what she did. It moved to the edge of the shelf and settled on its haunches next to a rock. Not a rock. There was something off about the object. It was faded and bleached and looked like a mound of dirt. But Carmen noted other textures. Wrappings, perhaps, beneath a coating of dried mud.
One of the Grylla’s antennae perked up when she leaned closer.
“I’m only looking. What is that?”
The violet light which winked into existence next to her made her cry out. The Matriarch said, “That is one of the Grylla prophets.”







Chapter Forty-Four


“BREAK OFF YOUR PURSUIT.”
The message on the frigate’s com console replayed. Sylvia could have recalled it perfectly now that she had heard it, but something about the muscle memory of revisiting an irritating voicemail struck a nerve.
“Break off your pursuit,” the Grylla prophet repeated. “On behalf of the Grylla, the Framework council, and my authority, I beseech you. And in the names of those prophets not forgotten, I command it.”
The worm harumphed. “The beggars come calling when they have something to gain. If only the prophet had shown so much initiative while I was on the Framework council.”
“They’re scared,” Sylvia said. “With the Cordice gone, they have no ships capable of interstellar travel. But the Grylla have retrieved their sacred dead. Why do they suddenly care about this rock?”
“Let me program an interrogation daemon you can send. It will include all your questions and we can select our responses. It will expedite the exchange with the Framework.”
“Don’t bother. We’re done talking to them. We have what we need and will gain nothing by wasting our time. But there’s something about their change of attitude I don’t trust. What are their ships doing?”
An operator shared their screen. The three Grylla ships had dropped off their cargo of dead bugs. Then they had turned around to follow Carmen’s star runner. And after her ship’s destruction, they continued on course, heading for the rock to ram the thing, if the computer models were correct. Vengeance for their fleet and lost prophets.
But as Sylvia studied the screen, the computer displayed a change. The adjustment would take them past the incoming object.
“They’ve modified their course,” an operator said.
“Thank you, I see it. But to where? And why?”
The Framework had no way to exploit any of the resources from the inbound object. And by turning aside now, the Grylla would lose any chance of knocking the rock off course. Perhaps they now knew the object’s flight path would miss the Framework and Earth. So why risk their ships?
“They must have received orders,” the worm said. “Current trajectory will take them right by the rock. No doubt studying it. But that doesn’t explain the prophet’s appeal to us.”
She zoomed in on the rock. Still too few details to understand what it was. “Do we have any signs of debris from the star runner?”
“Still too far to get good readings. But even an atomized reactor is going to leave a cloud from which we can learn something. Continuing scans.”
And what of Carmen? That lump of space junk—and whoever or whatever was in control of it—took her life. And the Grylla prophet wanted them to leave it alone.
“I want every sensor we have which can pick up a trace of com signal aimed at those Grylla ships. Get me three torpedoes ready. And I changed my mind. Let’s send the prophet a message. I want to know who’s talking to who in this neck of the solar system.”

THE PROPHET’S REPLY was more of the same. Sylvia scanned the transcript and muted the audio.
“Do we respond?” the worm asked.
“So we can be lied to again? Let’s wait for their crypt ships to start talking.”
And talk they did, some hours later. She didn’t wait on the bridge operator to relay the information. The computer began to translate the pulses. But these Grylla spoke a dialect that gave it trouble.
The shared audio channel which the Melded crew used had its usual chatter. The crew inclined to use audible language talked, told stories, bragged, grumbled, joked. While she rarely took part in the Melded socializing, the voices were a constant comfort.
When she spoke, the conversations died instantly. “Doctor, I looped you in on this. Give me your best translation.”
She could have used a private channel, but the ship’s business was the crew’s business.
“It is very vague,” the bug doc said. “This is hardly a dialect. The grammar is careless and loose. It’s unnecessarily emotive. There are a lot of fillers.”
“So what’s the meat?”
“They received the living prophet’s instructions. Then they said they spoke to ‘her.’ I have no point of reference for this pronoun except that it doesn’t refer to our living prophet on the Framework.”
“Is there another prophet?”
“Not from what you’ve shared. The colony fleet only had their sacred dead.”
“So who else are they communicating with?” Sylvia asked. No one had an answer. “I’ll take a guess at this point.”
The worm cut loose a deep throat grumble. “They spoke to someone closer to them than the Framework, as their reply took only moments. It leaves one known alternative. The Grylla are talking to someone on the rock.”







Chapter Forty-Five


“WHERE AM I?”
Carmen squinted at the Matriarch’s purple translation light, willing it to answer and tell her what was going on and what had happened to her ship and its crew. Next to her, the Grylla stood still, its fidgeting on hold.
“The Grylla prophets each stand for a century of their history,” the Matriarch said. “Their keepers recite the pledges, followed by the events of each of their leaders. The oral recounting is never recorded. Here, in this chamber, I have provided a space in which they can be studied.”
The bug clicked once, as if acknowledging the comment, but it remained placid.
“Where’s Ovo?” Carmen asked.
No answer. 
“Where’s She Who Waits?” 
Silence. 
“What about the rest of the crew? Can you tell me? Why am I here? Why did you bring me—”
The light vanished. It appeared on a nearby shelf. Another Grylla next to the light rose as if roused from slumber. It clicked and popped. This went on for a while before the light shifted again, showing up at an outcropping further away. Another bundled prophet. The newly roused Grylla scurried along the rock wall and took its position by the light. There it recited another bug-speak litany.
A third bug was crawling up the cliff face towards her. The helmetless flight suit, the freckles on its forehead, something about the blank eyes.
“Jari, is that you?”
He popped his mandibles. The bug who had led her there waved an arm irritably at him. Jari replied with a string of wing twitches before rushing to Carmen’s side. He bumped into her and ushered her back into the cave.
“I’m moving. Take it easy, I’m still dizzy.”
He wasn’t slowing down, seizing her by the wrist and taking her to a previously unseen corridor that led up. She knocked her head on the low ceiling and scraped an elbow trying to not fall behind. They were moving up through a pitch-black spiral until once again they approached a curtain. She didn’t hesitate as she followed him through.
A sandy grotto lay beyond, with towering black lava walls and the sun hanging blandly and obscured by clouds high above it all. A stream of water fed a pool which overflowed to a waterfall. Jade-colored grass with white flowers grew along the walls. Further up, beds of crimson lichen sprouted.
Jari let her go. Started talking and gesticulating. Then he settled down in the sand and wriggled before lying still.
“What is this? Are we waiting for something?”
He didn’t answer as he closed his eyes.
Carmen explored the grotto. It felt like a small, secluded beach. Besides the tunnel they had emerged from, she counted four others, which descended out of sight into the darkness. But she couldn’t just sit and do nothing. She climbed. The wall had a few openings that gave her a view of the surrounding rockscape.
Voyage to an alien world was now off her checklist.
A haze hung in the air everywhere she looked, with thick bands of fog settling into the pockets between the highest hills. Yet something was obviously off. She blinked a few times. The distant terrain sloped upward, where it vanished out of sight.
A trick of the light, surely.
She clambered to another opening above the grotto, with a view in the opposite direction. She saw the same thing. The desert hills sloped up, as if she were inside a giant bowl, with the odd sun a hazy light fixture in the center.
How high did it go? Impossible to know from where she stood. But she had a guess, and it gave her a sinking feeling in her gut. It wasn’t a bowl, but a sphere.
Her head swam. She placed a hand on the stone wall to steady herself.
“Designate Carmen Vincent, you should eat.”
She Who Waits scooted towards the pool below. In tow was a small platform laden with wrapped objects and round plumlike orbs of varying colors.
Carmen climbed down to meet her, scraping her hands in her haste. “You’re alive!”
The proclamation elicited no response. The clouds in She Who Waits’ shell were gray with thin bands of black.
“How is it we’re here? What happened to us? Where are the others? I talked to the Matriarch. She said they’re gone.”
“Designate Matriarch is correct. When the star runner was disassembled, you were the only human recovered.”
“She attacked us? Why? We weren’t going to harm her. We were there to make sure this rock wasn’t the enemy. We were messengers. Peace envoys.”
“The nature and intention of our ship changed during the voyage. The star runner was still on an intercept course. The Matriarch decided she couldn’t risk this vessel.”
“Why didn’t you say anything? You know me. I wouldn’t have let anything like that happen.”
“It was not up to me to decide. I brought food—”
“I don’t want food! I want you to explain to me how the crew on our ship just got murdered!”
“I thought you should be glad, Carmen Vincent. The Matriarch has graciously arranged for your life to be spared. I spoke on your behalf. Jari’s, too, as he was not part of the mission and he can provide a purpose in revealing more about his prophets, which the Matriarch finds interesting.”
Ice ran down Carmen’s spine. “And what about me and the rest of my kind? Aren’t we interesting?”
“The Matriarch conveys that she has seen and heard all that I have recorded and believes further observations and study has nothing more to offer.”
“What do you mean? What about my world? Is it safe? What’s this rock going to do to it?”
The clouds took over. “I am summoned.”
“Hold on! Don’t leave!”
She Who Waits slid away to one tunnel and through an atmosphere curtain, leaving Carmen and Jari. The curtain hadn’t been there before. Carmen thought about holding her breath and following. As if reading her intentions, Jari tugged her arm.
“Don’t worry, I won’t. At least not yet. But I don’t intend to stay here forever like a pet.” Or a lab specimen.
Her stomach ached. But the sight of food made her mouth water despite her mood. She sniffed at one orb. If She Who Waits and the Matriarch had gone through all the trouble to save them only to poison lunch, so be it. Carmen ate the fruit. Sweet, reminiscent of peach and strawberry. Thick juice dribbled from her mouth. She had another, wanting to cry while savoring the fruit.
At least she wouldn’t starve in this purgatory.
She washed her sticky fingers in the pool. Sat. Loosened the collar of her suit and gasped. What she felt had nothing to do with the air or what she had for lunch. Major Leavitt, Captain Macamic, Squadron Leader Mackenzie, and Lieutenant Ford...gone? And the thought of losing Ovo after he had given so much to save her and her sister. And now she had nothing. Trapped inside a hollowed-out rock heading who knows where once it made its flyby of Earth, a world beneath interest for the Matriarch.
And what else might She Who Waits’ boss do on her way past Carmen’s world?
And the only reason she still lived? She Who Waits had requested it.
She was a specimen.
Like one of the blue-belly lizards she had caught in their backyard. Her dad made her let them go. Unless you’re going to eat it. You can’t care for that little creature as good as it can take care of itself. The lizards had gone free.
She sat and leaned her head against her knees. She’d never see her sister or her father again. And while she had made a fragile peace with herself after her mother’s defection to the Melded, the ball of pain constricting her heart betrayed the fact that she hadn’t taken the time to process the loss. Without a way to say goodbye to any of them, they would never know where she was or how her life had ended.
She would die. She had no doubts. How long would the Matriarch humor She Who Waits? Even allowing Carmen’s rescue after the destruction of the star runner felt needlessly cruel. Why not let her perish alongside the rest of the crew?
Jari popped and clicked. She ignored him. A walk through the curtain and it would be over in moments. Would the Matriarch expect that from a lowly human? Would that be in line with everything she thought she knew, or be at least worthy of a footnote? She Who Waits’ pet killed itself. The end. Wah-wah from the horn section. Roll credits.
The curtain flickered as She Who Waits returned. What did she want? What could she possibly share or say at this point?
Carmen couldn’t bear to look at her. “Go away.”
“There you are, Carmen Vincent,” Ovo said from the suit. “I was looking everywhere and I’ve had the hardest time finding you. Do you know it’s impossible to see in this thing?”







Chapter Forty-Six


IT WAS OVO.
He tumbled out of the Dragoman shell and massaged his arms and legs before twisting his back and hips.
Carmen let out such a hard laugh she began coughing as she seized him in an embrace. “Where did you come from? What happened to you?”
“She Who Waits’ suit happened. When the ship came apart, I lost you. Before I could do anything, the suit collided with me. It must have been an extra She Who Waits had on board. Perhaps she sent it remotely. I’m guessing that’s how everyone else made it too.”
“No one else made it. Just Jari and me. And I don’t remember anything after we were separated.”
His ears sank. “The others aren’t here?”
“I don’t think anyone else was supposed to survive. Have you met the Matriarch? She let me live because She Who Waits requested it. She must have done the same for you. And the Matriarch has a fascination with the Grylla. The rest of the crew...they weren’t so lucky.”
He tore into the food packs. After consuming three of the pouches, he ate the rest of the fruit.
“Go easy, Ovo.”
“I was stuck in the suit for many, many hours,” he said through a full mouth. His app had no problem with the translation. “Then a drone brought me inside. First, there was no air. I was alone, in the dark, and then I found a chamber where I rested. But there was nothing to eat. No one talked to me. If She Who Waits is out there, she didn’t answer.”
“She’s not herself.”
“This place looks nice. Food, light, water, a sandy place to sleep.”
He went to the pool and washed. Then he lapped up water.
“Don’t get too comfortable. We have to get out of here.”
“And go where?”
“We have to get out of this thing. Find She Who Waits and make her help us.”
He sat on the sand, closed his eyes, and turned his face to the false sun. “We survived, didn’t we? Maybe this is as much as she can do.”
“I don’t believe that. I won’t believe it. She won’t just abandon us.”
Jari inspected the remains of the food. What hadn’t been eaten was knocked to the ground. Did he give Ovo a nasty look?
Carmen examined the shell. The hard interior looked as uncompromisingly uncomfortable as the last time she had been inside one. But if they were going to enter unbreathable atmosphere, it was the only choice.
“We’re all going to squeeze in.”
“What do you mean?” Ovo asked. “Where’s yours?”
“I don’t have one. I woke up here.”
Jari nudged Ovo. The two of them had a discussion.
Ovo reluctantly joined Carmen at the suit. “Jari says he hopes we see the Dragomen can’t be trusted and he looks forward to the opportunity to express our displeasure. He has no issues with the atmospheres he’s encountered so far. That’s the good news. The bad is that it’s going to be very, very cramped for you and me.”

“YOUR ELBOW,” CARMEN gasped. “It’s pressing too hard against my neck.”
Ovo adjusted himself. But there wasn’t much he could do as his arm jammed against her face, pressing it into the glasslike surface of the shell’s interior. She could see little. Ovo had piloted the thing using an interface attached to one of his artificial arms. But the remote drive was anything but smooth as they bumped into the walls repeatedly while navigating a dark, curving corridor.
Ovo wriggled. His knee pressed against her thigh, cutting off circulation. “This place is enormous and very confusing. I can take us to the other pockets of compatible air.”
“Do it. How far?”
“Hopefully close.”
“Hopefully?”
“I was too busy holding my breath the last time I passed this way.”
“Great. And now there’s two of us. Hurry.”
Another bump. It was like being in a barrel underwater, with company.
When the shell slammed dead-on into a wall, Ovo’s throat swelled. “I don’t remember this.”
“Please don’t tell me you’re lost.” When he said nothing, she added, “You’re not lost, are you?”
“I...I don’t know.”
Jari tapped at the shell. When Ovo shined his green eye towards him, the bug’s face was a hazy outline. He tapped a few more times, then moved.
“I couldn’t hear him to translate,” Ovo said.
“Follow him. That way.”
Ovo got the shell moving and they barely kept up with the scampering Grylla. But then a soft blue glow marked another curtain. They passed through it.
“The air,” Ovo said. “It’s breathable.”
Carmen didn’t hesitate to open the shell. She had to wait for Ovo to unfold his body before she could dislodge herself. She caught her breath. They were in a cave with a low ceiling. A chill clung to the air. White mist marked each exhalation. Crystal formations growing out of columns of stone provided a twilight gloom.
“Where are we?”
Ovo checked his device. “I don’t have a comprehensive map, only a line diagram of where I came from. This isn’t on it.”
“This place is huge. We can’t just go stumbling around like this. What if we ran out of air?” When his fur went flat, she quickly said, “I’m sorry. I’m just...I don’t know what I am. Scared, maybe.”
Something darted past them without a sound, flying high and almost brushing the ceiling. Too much shadow to get an unobstructed view, but the object or creature looked thick, perhaps the size of a house cat or car battery. What Carmen didn’t see were wings. She kept her head down and glanced around them in case there was more or the first one returned.
Jari took off.
“Wait!” Carmen hissed. But he vanished. “Come on. We can’t start splitting up.”
They followed, or at least took a guess at which way he went. The cave split several times, with smaller corridors leading off into darkness in every direction. But the primary artery was the only one illuminated. Ovo had the shell trailing behind him on autopilot. Carmen almost reminded him not to lose it, as without the Dragoman suit they’d be truly stuck, but kept quiet. From up ahead came sounds.
Jari waited at the opening to a wide, tall chamber. The shape that had zipped past was hovering over an illuminated disc. The floating object looked like a smoothed-over pebble of frosted glass. Flecks of light grew and melted away inside it. The disc in the ground was flat and flush with the stone, and it appeared to be made of the same crystal formations which climbed the walls.
An amorphous lump lay in the disc’s center. Fleshy and uneven, like partially kneaded bread dough. But Carmen recognized the One. All its eyes were closed and its limbs were withdrawn and even smaller than the last time she had seen the creature on board the star runner.
Three violet lights stood around the dead or dying creature. Unlike before, the Matriarch’s translation cones were dim.
More of the drones buzzed about just past the disc. They were moving things or disassembling them. What might have been machines were being dismantled and the parts were being carried off.
The drone above the One descended until they touched. A set of needle-thin arms worked a section of blubber, which was detached from the One. The One didn’t twitch or make a sound. The drone flew off with its prize.
Other drones queued up and each took its own lump of flesh.
“Why are they dissecting it?” Carmen whispered.
While the drones appeared to move in every direction, the ones with the samples followed one another past a pillar of lava rock. Carmen crept forward, keeping low as she passed between rows of what looked like scrap metal. A ramp down led to a lower room where the drones deposited their burdens.
One buzzed close enough it almost brushed her head. But either it had not seen her or she was being ignored. Jari bumped against her. Clicked. Then he scuttled ahead, down on all legs like a proper cockroach. She kept up until they both found cover behind a lip of rock.
The pieces of the One were being attended to by Grylla. The bugs took each piece and wrapped it in some kind of clear goo secreted by a tool they carried. Each Grylla had a tank on its back. Drones then carried off each encased section.
But unlike Jari or the Grylla by the cliffside attending the prophets, these were diminutive, their vestigial wings completely shriveled. Their eyes were dim, and more than a few of them lacked antennae.
Jari approached one of them. His wings fluttered and his mandibles made a series of sounds. There was no reply. When Jari got in its way, the worker sidestepped him as if he was but an obstacle.
What was this place?
She returned to the disc where the One lay and got closer. Was there a chance it still lived? Ignoring the violet lights, she crouched before the disc. Black patches covered the One’s skin, as if it had suffered a terrible bruising or frostbite. Crust lined several cavities, which might have been eye sockets or mouths.
A drone was slicing off another section.
Carmen reached to touch the One. As much as the obnoxious creature had been a nightmare when controlled by the shadow monster, it didn’t deserve this.
More drones appeared above her. Ovo whispered something she couldn’t make out. One uneven cube dropped towards her. She scrambled back just in time to avoid being struck. The thing arrested its motion before hovering after her. Meanwhile, the others resumed their work.
Carmen warded the drone off. “What are you doing to the One?”
It swung forward and bumped into her, knocking her to the ground. It then dropped low. A set of metal arms thrust out. She kicked at it. The thing grabbed her foot with two pincers as the other limbs made ready to slice.
Jari bounded and landed on top of it. With one blade he snapped the drone’s pincers, and with the other he smashed down and pried open a small panel. The drone let out a squirp! It flew up, with Jari hanging on. He began stabbing into the opening. The drone shuddered, wobbled, and fell. Jari ditched it before it smashed to the floor. Dark liquid like motor oil leaked from the fallen machine.
The Grylla tumbled aside and then hopped up on two legs. He twitched a few times before folding his blades.
The other drones didn’t appear to notice their comrade had just been murdered.
A red light appeared next to Ovo and the floating Dragoman shell.
She Who Waits spoke. “You shouldn’t be here, Carmen Vincent. You shouldn’t have left your designate location.”
Carmen’s heart was hammering after watching the horror show of the One’s dissection. “What is this place?”
“You need to leave before she finds you here. It is a scrapyard.”







Chapter Forty-Seven


“SOMEONE ON THAT ROCK is alive.”
Sylvia Vincent was speaking more to herself than anyone on the bridge of the frigate. An old habit, one that Hamish Townes and their fellow astronauts had grown accustomed to during the months of working alongside her. And while the Melded crew were in synch and shared their thoughts freely, hearing their Primary speak aloud with no intended audience made more than a few of the operators shift uncomfortably in their flight chairs.
“You state the obvious,” the worm said. “The laser satellites, the adjustments to the rock’s course, the deliberate aggressive defense against the Grylla fleet all speak to an advanced intelligence, be it biological or artificial. But that doesn’t change our goals. We need its resources. The torpedoes are prepped and ready for launch.”
“Thank you. I want to listen first if we can discover anything about that thing.”
“If we delay too long, we lose our window of capturing the fractured mass. Even with the harvester, we risk letting most of it scatter.”
“I understand what’s at stake.”
The steam venting from his helmet took on a sulfurous odor. “Do you? Or are you perhaps holding out that your daughter survived the destruction of the star runner?”
“Your implied objection is noted. But I’ll not have you rush me into triggering a response from the rock which could jeopardize our ship and our lives.”
“The yield on the warheads will pulverize that thing. The shield coating will protect them from the drones and the antimatter field.”
And you’re itching to pull the trigger. She knew having the worm as her senior officer would be a mixed blessing. But the former Primary was by far the most capable of the Melded. So many of the others lacked drive and initiative. If not for the worm, they would be another cog in the Framework, content to wait on consensus even as doom sped towards them. At least the worm and Sylvia agreed on the need to fight.
“We’ll launch in time,” she said. “But while we’re inside the launch window, we’ll remain flexible for other opportunities.”
The worm gave the slightest deferential nod.
She returned her attention to the suite of screens. And what if Carmen was alive? It would be naïve to think the rock, if it was being actively piloted, hadn’t noticed their approach. There was no sneaking up on people in space.
She opened a com channel. It was the same one the Framework used to ping She Who Waits to initiate a conversation. Sylvia directed the radio signal at the rock.
Time to see who was listening.

AS THE HOURS TICKED and the window for missile launch waned, Sylvia couldn’t help but be reminded how the new her never felt tired, never felt off, could maintain concentration over days without sleep. And sleep, when the organic parts of her demanded it, was never more than a couple of hours. Some of her bridge crew never slept at all.
Meanwhile, the worm snored. But she knew his cybernetic augmentations were working overtime and would wake him when necessary. Or would flag any mistake on her part.
As it should be.
If only NASA had such rigors.
The minutes ticked down for launch. She had sent a third radio ping and was about to concede there would be no answer when a Dragoman translation light appeared. Purple, not red.
“What is your purpose?” a resonant female voice asked. It reminded her of a university English Lit professor she’d had, the only class she’d ever opted to take as credit/no credit to avoid the ding on her grade point average.
“I’m Sylvia Vincent. We’re seeking to contact you. The Dragoman translator She Who Waits was on board the ship which was destroyed. Her function and presence are requested. And we wish to hear who you are and whether your vessel is a threat to the Framework and the sentients on the third world of this system.”
Her response would take minutes for the rock to receive, and a reply even longer.
But seconds later, the voice spoke again. “Your purpose?”
Sylvia repeated herself, hoping there wasn’t a glitch in the com system or with a receiver.
“Purpose?” it asked a third time, just the single word.
Purpose? What else could she want?
Before Sylvia could comment, her computer opened a data stream next to the light. It was a ship diagnostic. Then came a cargo sheet, a crew roster, performance errata of each subsystem...it held nothing back.
With a thought, she shut the computer up. The Dragoman hadn’t been asking her anything. It was talking to their mainframe and she had left the com open like a lowered drawbridge.
She cut the com. The light vanished, and the screens the computer had volunteered winked out.
The worm blorped, adjusting itself as it roused. “What was that?”
“It was the rock,” Sylvia said. “More accurately, a Dragoman on board.”
“We shared our computer data with an unknown entity?”
“I shut it down as soon as it happened.”
The worm’s massive fingers were amazingly agile as it pulled up a bewildering array of screens. “It had all the time it needed. It knows who we are. And it would have seen our loadout. The end of our launch window is less than ten minutes away.”
“I see that.”
“Do you? Is there anything else you’d like to share with someone who may be our enemy?”
Her jaw clenched. “No. Launch the warheads.”
And Carmen, if you’re inside that thing, may you be at peace.







Chapter Forty-Eight


WITH SHE WHO WAITS’ light leading them, Carmen, Ovo, and Jari departed the scrapyard. Ovo kept the spare Dragoman shell in tow behind him.
Soon they were ascending a rough-hewn passageway which led to a level corridor. They walked for what felt like an hour. Carmen felt her strength ebb, but she didn’t want to climb back into the shell as it puttered behind Ovo. Thus far, they hadn’t encountered a curtain.
She Who Waits ignored all attempts at a conversation. Where was she leading them? What happened to her? What was this place and was it a danger to Earth?
So Carmen did what she knew had worked with either parent when she was small. She planted her feet. Jari and Ovo stopped too.
The red light hesitated. “We must continue just a little while further.”
“Not until you tell me where you’re taking us.”
The light vanished. Moments later, She Who Waits appeared from down the corridor and hovered to a stop next to them. Her colors were a dull gray, the dark bands gone. “I’m taking you back to the climate and conditions best suited to human life. You will be safe there, and there alone.”
“There’s nothing safe about this place. What were those machines doing to the One?”
“His history and saga have been saved. Nothing is wasted here. It is the reality of life beyond a bountiful world.”
Carmen felt queasy. “You’d kill us and recycle us?”
“This vessel serves the Matriarch and fulfills its functions without malice. The star runner was a perceived threat. Please accompany me.”
“Not so fast. Then why save the Grylla? I saw the cliff with their prophets. And they were working in this ‘scrapyard.’ Does the Matriarch value their religion? Is that it? What’s so special about them?”
“Designate Grylla provide a wealth of information as their culture, language, adaptation to new environs, and technology change rapidly, while they anchor themselves with their oral traditions, a religious system which has endured for millennia. Their short lifespan makes study under these circumstances ideal. And they’re resilient.”
Carmen waited for more. “That’s it?”
“As you’ve seen, they also work hard.”
“Good slaves, then. That’s appalling. You talk so much about duty and service. So what about your responsibilities to the people who care about you? Four people died when the Matriarch intercepted our ship, five if you count the One. You left Ovo for dead. And you saved me so I could be a souvenir from this chapter of your life?”
The miasma grew grainy like the churn of a shaken snow globe. “There is only alive and not alive, Carmen Vincent. You are the former. I will work to improve the quality of your environs. You will find all the things which bring meaning: discovery, engaging work, education, entertainment. We have stored literature, libraries of knowledge, and over a hundred years of Earth broadcasts.”
“Will you throw in HBO?”
“There is cynicism in your tone.”
“Don’t expect me to thank you. You’re talking about living my life in this prison. Your boss is not much better than the enemy.”
“The Matriarch doesn’t destroy worlds. She works to preserve life memories.”
Carmen’s jaw was tight. “To what end? Who’s going to see these memories? Who’s she going to share it with? It’s like building a museum that no one ever gets to visit. This is the worst kind of good intentions. And you’re helping her. Is that what you were doing with the One?”
“The One asked for this. And then it corresponded with the Matriarch through me. This was its desire.”
Carmen took a moment to process what she heard. Didn’t want to believe it. Had the One acted behind the scenes to draw them to the Matriarch? Had this been its plan all along, the reason it had entrusted Carmen and She Who Waits with the star runner, a confidence ploy as it pulled their strings so it could be delivered up and its life saga stored for eternity?
Ovo caught her. She hadn’t realized she was falling. The world spun.
“You’re exhausted,” She Who Waits said. “You need to rest and gather your strength.”
Carmen leaned heavily on Ovo. “What I need is to get out of here. If you don’t understand that now, then you never will. But we can’t stay. You either help us or we’ll find a way, any way, to leave this rock.”
“You cannot.”
“You mean we’re not supposed to. Is there a way off here? All those bots taking things apart. Can they put things back together?”
The long pause which followed told her everything. She Who Waits wouldn’t help. They’d have to find their own way. Between Ovo and Jari, they needed to map the place out, or die trying.
She Who Waits’ atmosphere grew murky with dark streaks. “I’ll assist you. There is a way to assemble a shuttle. But my presence here with you hasn’t gone unnoticed. The Matriarch is searching for you.”

CARMEN SAT INSIDE THE open shell, her legs dangling, and allowed herself to be dragged along like a child in a red wagon. She tried to keep track of the turns and intersections as they descended ramp after ramp. So much of the interior space felt useless and wasted.
They arrived at the bottom of an incline where She Who Waits had paused. She now had multiple black bands twisting inside her. “We must go back. Your presence is detected. The atmosphere beyond has been changed. Even Designate Jari will perish if we pass through.”
A curtain faced them. Tall and wide, it billowed and pulsed, as if holding back a terrible tide.
Carmen stood to gaze at the barrier. “Who else lives here?”
“There are others. But the change in atmosphere is a security measure. Even now, the Matriarch is attempting to speak with me. She may suspect that I am leading you away from your designate environs and this is her attempt to hem you in.”
She could only imagine what lung-melting air might lurk beyond. The thought of once again squeezing into the Dragoman suit with Ovo for an unknown duration made her breath come up short. But turning back meant giving up.
“You say you can lead us somewhere where we can build a shuttle. If it’s through there, then that’s where we go. Do you have room in your shell for a plus-one?”







Chapter Forty-Nine


SOMETHING MOVED IN the fog outside the shell.
Every time Carmen tried to get a better view, she couldn’t. She remained restricted in her movements as Ovo remained jammed next to her. A crick in her neck was joined by pain in her spine, elbow, and both knees. Pins and needles ran up her legs. And now a phantom shape drew closer outside and she was helpless.
It looked big, like a school bus rumbling towards them.
She gripped Ovo’s shoulder. “Can’t this thing move faster?”
But then the shape lifted away into the mist. She tried to turn her head to see but it proved impossible. The air outside grew thick. Condensation rolled in tiny rivers down the outside of the shell, like rain on a windshield.
If the murk was a defensive measure thrown up by the Matriarch, She Who Waits’ backup suit appeared to be enduring it. But that wouldn’t stop the thing in the mist from squashing them like a bug. More shapes glided by, some fast, some slow, all huge. It was like being a mouse or frog crossing a highway.
Carmen tried to call out a warning as another black mass bore down on them, only to swerve aside at the last moment.
Ahead of them, cutting through the gloom, was the faint glow of She Who Waits. Jari was with her, having crept into her suit without comment or complaint.
Apparently, her native atmosphere wasn’t an issue. Which meant the stuff outside in this zone of the rock’s interior was particularly nasty.
“Look out!” Carmen cried as another bus-sized object flew past, missing their shell by inches.
Ovo swerved. He let out a series of untranslated croaks. Cursing, complaining, or telling her not to back-seat drive? All the above, perhaps, but Carmen couldn’t help herself as she braced against the suit’s interior in anticipation of a collision.
The world ahead grew brighter by increments. Like emerging from a tunnel. The droplets stopped running, beaded up, and evaporated. She Who Waits had halted and they caught up, their shell settling next to hers.
She Who Waits’ voice was muffled. “It is safe for now.”
Jari was already out and waiting for them as they extracted themselves.
Carmen massaged her legs, fighting to get feeling back. “What were all those things?”
“Automation,” She Who Waits said. “Maintenance. That which keeps this place running. Designate Matriarch has assumed control of most of it.”
“Most?”
“This place is older than her. Older than all of us. The Matriarch has not privileged me with its records and she doesn’t welcome inquiries outside of my designated purpose.”
“Yeah, I’m getting the sense that’s her way of operating things. How much further? Are we going to face that kind of traffic again?”
“There are defined regions which function as arteries for moving material and automated services. I will strive to avoid them. But as your desire is to leave this place, it means journeying to the center of such activities.”
Walking now. They passed through three more curtains, but Carmen detected no change in the air save a decrease in temperature and her ears popping. Jari grew more agitated as they continued, racing ahead of them, only to scurry back.
Vibrations ran through the stone floor. The tremors grew stronger as they took a spiraling path to yet another lower level.
A violet light waited for them at the entrance to a brightly lit chamber. It flickered and pulsed. She Who Waits glided next to it. There was no sound. Her sands darkened, brightened, and took the hue of a ripe plum.
Ovo checked his device. “They are communicating.”
“Any way to find out what’s being said?”
“Even the Melded don’t have files on the Dragoman language. And they are using an encryption. What I do know is that She Who Waits had turned off all her external signal receptors.”
“So she couldn’t be contacted by the Matriarch. And I’m guessing her boss is pissed.”
Jari bounded up to the light and gave it the briefest examination before scurrying past. Carmen and Ovo followed. Their shell accompanied them and they left She Who Waits and the Matriarch in their silent deliberation.
The scrapyard had been busy, but the cave they entered was a swarm of activity. Drones flew everywhere, clustering on lumps of rock and carrying off armloads of material. Carmen perceived there was order to the chaos. The machines flew in designated lanes, the empty-handed ones arriving through several high openings in the walls as the ones departing with their burdens used different exits near the floor. Several larger drones rolled slowly between the rocks. As big as any of Garden Village’s downtown buildings, they glided like icebergs, occasionally stopping before rolling on.
Carmen couldn’t figure out what their purpose was. But like everything else on the rock, it defied logic. So much activity, all this work and dedicated technology, the cause of so much grief. And for what? A receptacle for the Matriarch to hoard things no one would ever see.
She Who Waits hadn’t moved. But Jari wasn’t stopping. He ran in front of one of the lumbering rollers only to appear again around its back. He was waving his wings and arms. Even as Carmen guessed forging ahead without their escort might be a bad idea, she scrambled over a mound of gravel to meet him. Then she saw what was exciting him.
It was the star runner. Or at least part of it. The front portion of the ship appeared to have been shorn off from the rest. The reactor section was gone.
A procession of drones came and went, those departing holding a portion of scrap that was once her ship. The remaining section looked small, dwarfed by the rollers and size of the cave. Here it was nothing more than a toy being disassembled by uncaring hands.
But she had survived. So had Ovo. And the One had been removed.
Was there a chance, even a slight one, that Major Leavitt or any of the others were alive?
She ran past Jari, scrambling up a pile of debris and climbing the ship to where she could access the main corridor. She had to duck as the drones swooped past. One bumped into her and almost sent her tumbling.
Ahead of her, the drones were using their arms as metal cutters. Hot white plasma arced and sent up fanning sprays of sparks. She tried to blink away the burned-in images in her retinas. She resorted to fixing her eyes on the wall as she passed by the drones, heading towards the control room.
A portion of the floor was missing. Below her, the ground was far enough down that a fall would break something. She jumped, tumbled, and trotted towards the waiting door of the backup control room Leavitt had set up. She couldn’t leave without knowing. But as she reached for the door, it slid open as if this part of the ship had missed the memo that the rest of it had been disassembled with extreme prejudice.
The main console, the crash couches, the table—all gone. And so was the crew. She stepped tentatively into the chamber. The opposite wall was missing, neatly sliced away. And staring down at her was one of the titanic rollers that had stopped next to her ship. But besides the shorn-off section of wall and ceiling, the room was smooth, as if each component had merely been retracted.
Perhaps the star runner had gone dormant as a last act before its death. She placed a hand on the seam of the door. The door had opened. It had power. She touched the wall near the door and her eyes went wide as a screen appeared.
How was this possible?
She tried to summon a command console. Nothing happened. But the screen itself could access any part of the ship’s functions. Carmen saw a problem. The symbols which marched past the screen weren’t translating. Whatever optimization the ship had gone through during its handover by the One seemed to have reset.
Jari had crept up behind her. His mandibles snapped.
“Yeah, it’s working. Sort of. Get Ovo. I need help with this.”
The bug took the shortcut out through the opening in the wall and vanished. Carmen followed, unsure if Jari had any way to know what she had requested, but it was bounding over to Ovo, who was waiting at the base of the debris mound. They had an exchange that was interrupted by a red translation light. But Carmen could only guess at whatever conversation was transpiring.
She didn’t notice the drone sweeping in behind her until it was on her. A suite of metal appendages pointed and prodded at her. She slapped them away and ducked, but the thing dropped closer, threatening to pin her down. She crawled as fast as she could. Would have scrambled out of the ship, but one metal hand hooked her by an ankle.
Carmen screamed.
It was lifting her into the air even as its other hands seized her swinging limbs. More arms unfolded out of the machine’s bottom. Their tips glowed. She was about to be cut asunder. She tugged and twisted but it was no use. It was too strong.
Then Jari was beneath her, uttering a string of sounds. She slipped an arm free and gripped one of the drone’s cutting arms. But inch by inch the arm turned her way. The tip grew bright white. The heat from the glowing end was like a furnace. Another hand grabbed her loose arm. Helpless.
Without hesitation, Jari dove, catching her by the legs. The extra weight swinging on her made her arms feel as if they were about to be pulled from their sockets. He clambered his way up to her shoulders and with decisive blows, he smashed two of the hands holding her. She dangled by one arm. Jari was on top of the drone now and he repeated his earlier maneuver. He popped a section of plating free. Stabbed. The drone buckled and spun, still hanging on to Carmen as it careened downward.
Carmen tumbled and landed hard, getting the wind knocked from her. It took a moment to recover as Ovo helped her up.
Jari stood over the drone and if a Grylla could gloat, he was doing it, clicking with his wings in full flutter.
Something leaked out of the fallen drone. More oil, Carmen thought, but then when she saw the oil move, ice ran through her veins.
The shimmering dark sheet which stood before them was partially transparent and looked like a jellyfish. The shadow creature trembled for a moment before lurching towards them.







Chapter Fifty


THE TORPEDOES FLYING towards the rock would strike within the hour.
The computer logged their progression along their elliptical course with perfect accuracy. With a glance, Sylvia Vincent could watch the timer making its precise countdown. The warheads would impact with ten-second intervals. The enfilading explosions would pulverize the asteroid, rendering it into an expanding ball of harvestable material.
And harvest the Melded would.
The antimatter particles were the highest priority, along with whatever else could be salvaged. More raw material meant more grist for their planned factory. They would build star runners of their own and, time permitting, bring the other Melded off the Framework along with anyone else who chose to fight alongside them.
But Sylvia wasn’t watching the screen. Couldn’t watch it. Her daughter Carmen was gone, the alien object having taken her ship apart, and Sylvia felt her eyes burn with budding tears.
What else could she have done to save her? Carmen had always been so stubborn. Always the rebel. And it had cost them both. If only Carmen had listened, she might be preserved along with Jenna and Sylvia’s grandsons. But better a quick end than to see the doom coming and not have a way to do anything about it.
My brave, rash girl.
The rock would only be the first of many. That there was a Dragoman along for the ride was a mystery they didn’t have the luxury to answer. And the fact that the Grylla were trying to warn them off their attack run made no sense.
Sylvia entertained the thought that she could contact Earth, call her ex-husband. Not for a conversation. Sylvia had nothing to say to him that hadn’t been said. But she didn’t have a picture of Carmen.
Sure, she could perfectly recreate in her mind many images from their last encounter thanks to her interface with the Melded computers. But at that moment, a tangible reminder of who Carmen had been would mean the world.
She dismissed the notion.
Distractions and sentiment would prove fatal. Her role as Melded Primary placed her at the forefront of not only saving her kind but leading the others into the teeth of the foe. To win against the enemy was to not look back.
She expanded the screen, tracking their ordnance. The three Grylla ships which had been pursuing Carmen’s star runner disappeared.
“What happened?”
The worm replayed the event on-screen. “The Grylla made it within a hundred kilometers of the rock on their flyby. And then they vanished within the cloud of matter. It was as if the ships were instantly disintegrated. No signs of an explosion.”
“Could it be the interaction with the antimatter?”
“We would have detected a reaction. Like the star runner, the ships became objects too small to track. There’s too much interference on our sensors to reach a conclusion.”
“How far away are our torpedoes?”
“Eight minutes. Antimatter particles won’t penetrate the shielding.”
Sylvia missed little about her time in the sim. It had been a quiet life in pursuit of knowledge. She had learned with single-minded purpose as she cultivated her Cordice allies, especially their chief historian. If only she could dial back time here so she could spend a month learning more about the technical side of Melded ordnance, antimatter reactors, the star runners, and the factory the Melded would build in a matter of days thanks to the harvester.
Another hole in her knowledge? The Dragomen. That they could serve the surviving refugees for centuries while also being in league with the enemy was shocking. Once they began their hunt and search for the enemy, there would be years of real-time travel to study and document. But the information would have been useful in the decisions she needed to make now.
The three torpedoes would hit high along what the diagram showed as the rock’s port side.
“Change the targeting on the third torpedo.” She touched the virtual model of the rock and turned it. “We don’t have a clear picture of the rock’s tail.”
“It is the section most obscured by the particles,” the worm said.
“Besides the solar sails, we don’t see any ports. But why dismantle a ship, if that’s what happened? Why not just destroy it? If whatever’s on board wants to bring something in, how would it do that?”
“We have no information. Not at this distance. Our calculations at successful destruction require all three warheads on their current target locations.”
“Retarget the last torpedo. It will hit the rock a little further back. And we can learn more about how this thing is built. We might encounter more of them.”
The worm only hesitated for a moment. Perhaps her last statement gave enough explanation. She didn’t want to even hint at the other possibility. What if the rock was doing its own collecting?
“Course change made. New target lock for third warhead.”
She watched the countdown. Two minutes before impact, the tracking information for the torpedoes went blank. Their blips vanished. Just like the Grylla vessels. Just like the star runner.
“What happened?”
The worm was breathing harder, the air filtration barely able to keep up with the vent fumes spewing from the valves of his mask. “Not a premature impact. Not a detonation. Shielding held. But all three reported a collision just before signal failure, all within a four-second span. For a passive defense, a coordinated strike against the warheads is unlikely.”
“That rock’s not some unguided battering ram.”
But with the failure of their torpedoes, their opportunity for harvesting the rock was slipping away fast. They were outside the window for easy collection. She tasked one operator with revising their plans.
She was tapping an impatient beat on one of her armrests. Stopped once she realized she was doing it. It was something Carmen would do.
One of her other bridge operators pinged. The Melded shared a screen without further comment.
The third torpedo had filled out what had, until that point, remained unseen. The rear of the rock was a hollow cone. No engine visible. And as the survey delivered more details, a stream of tiny objects moved inside the wake of antimatter particles. The torpedo’s sensor sweep had been too brief, but what it revealed captured both her attention and the worm’s. They were tiny ships, drones perhaps, quite small, and under power. They were carrying burdens of matter, each of which appeared to range from a few kilograms to several hundred, into the aft end of the rock.
“Calculate how fast those collectors fly.”
She compared the data to their torpedoes. The torpedoes were faster, or at least would be with enough acceleration time.
As if reading her thoughts, the worm said, “There could be other gatherers in that field. Or other guided ships. Missiles. Point defense.”
“You’re saying we need to exercise caution?”
“Only prudence in our next step. We have limited ordnance.”
“How many more torpedoes stand ready?”
“Four. The payloads are being placed as we speak. An identical attack will bring about the same results. And we are going to be passing close enough that our own frigate will be at risk.”
She checked the status of their own small fleet. The harvester followed just behind them, with the Cordice home ship two hours back. Prudence dictated letting the rock pass them by. But their construction would be slow without its resources. It would take years to produce the amount of antimatter that was almost within their grasp.
But the Melded weren’t looking to red shift to another galaxy or to burrow into the regolith of the moon, nor to jump from star to star hoping to evade a final snuffing out.
“Arm them. And prepare the harvester. If there’s one thing my daughter taught us, it’s that the harvester can be used as a weapon.”







Chapter Fifty-One


CARMEN BACKED AWAY. “Don’t let it touch you!”
The shadow creature stumbled towards her, two threadlike tentacles spooling out from its translucent body.
Ovo didn’t need a reminder. He helped Carmen back away towards the Dragoman shell. “We get inside and run!”
“No. I have to get back on the ship. There’s power. I just need a minute.”
Jari was circling the shadow. The shadow hesitated, as if the Grylla confused it, and stood frozen in place. Now that she had a better look at it, the shadow was smaller than the one she had encountered.
“Don’t get close. Ovo, tell Jari not to touch it.”
Jari ignored them, prodding the shadow repeatedly with a blade arm. One of the limp tentacles spasmed but otherwise the jellyfish-like creature didn’t react. Carmen recalled the monster possessed intelligence and a taste for cruelty. She considered the broken drone and looked up at the machines still flying.
“They’re not automations. The shadows are pilots.”
Ovo stooped to examine the downed machine. “It’s a small compartment. But there is an interface. Nothing I can understand under these conditions.”
The closest of the giant roller machines rumbled closer. It stooped and picked up the drone. Ovo and Carmen scrambled out of the way. The drone vanished in its grip. A second arm unfolded from the roller. This swung low to the ground and laid out an appendage as if placing an open palm before the inert shadow.
Jari edged closer, but leaped back when the shadow was sucked into a port like a feather being snapped up by a vacuum cleaner.
The arm retracted. The roller kept moving, but it was heading for the Dragoman shell Ovo had been piloting.
Above them, something had changed with the procession of flying drones. They stopped. They hovered in their lanes for a moment before changing direction. More of the machines from other parts of the cave gathered overhead. The swarm started to circle above the remains of the star runner.
“Get the shell out of here,” Carmen said.
But even as Ovo remotely brought the shell to life, the roller snatched it up. The Dragoman suit vanished inside the giant machine. A heavy hum began which shook her teeth. Meanwhile, the drones above maintained their formation.
Carmen climbed the debris back up into the star runner. “Take cover. Get inside.”
Ovo and Jari met her in the opening to the star runner’s main corridor. She Who Waits remained out of sight. Whatever discussion was taking place between her and the Matriarch must have still been ongoing. But this section of the ship couldn’t be what She Who Waits had been leading them towards. Repairing the vessel would be no quick fix, even with all the automation inside the rock.
“Keep your eyes open. If there was one shadow, there might be more. Ovo, there’s power to this portion of the ship.”
He tried a few sections of the wall before bringing up a screen. “There’s a decentralized battery system. It’s enough to power the computer. Not much else, though. And less with every part of the ship that gets cut away. Soon it will fail. What are you hoping to do?”
“The software isn’t translating. I want to find out what happened to us. And I need to see what the Matriarch did with the rest of the crew.”
Ovo only hesitated for a moment before getting to work. “It’s here. It’s fragmented, but it’s here. I...”
“What’s wrong?”
He sagged and wordlessly showed her a display on his wrist. It was an inside view of the last minutes of the star runner. One moment, the crew were sitting in their flight chairs. The next, they were gone. A blur of light and motion swept across the field of view.
She had him replay it, slower this time.
Frame by frame, she watched as a wave of brilliant fragments tore them to shreds. She squinted. Tried to see the details. It was too fast. At least they hadn’t suffered. She found other perspectives but it was the same. Finally, she found her and Ovo in the corridor. He had grabbed her just before the disaster. Something obscured by the streaking wave of particles moved past and took her with it. Another blur, and Ovo vanished. She remembered none of it. The world had gone black.
She turned away from the disaster footage. “We saw nothing on our sensors before this happened.”
“Perhaps we just weren’t looking. Our attention was on the rock, which was a long distance off. The star runner’s automation would have handled a field of particles. They’re common enough, and the shielding would normally protect the ship.”
“Except this field was a weapon. And hiding with it was whatever took us and brought us here. So if She Who Waits can make us a ride out of this place, we have to not only escape, but get past whatever that is.”
Ovo looked up through the hole in the roof. “They’re coming.”
The swarm of floating drones spiraled downward. They attached to the outside of the star runner. Then the cutting began. Showers of flame erupted from the nearest walls. With all the drones at work, the ship wouldn’t last long. Jari ran to the nearest wall being breached, watched for a second, and dove outside.
Carmen wanted to follow, but an alert light on the wall screen caught her eye. Even without the translation, she had stared at the com panel for enough hours to know what it meant. There was a message waiting.
Ovo tugged at her arm. “Time to go.”
Lines of sparks sprayed from the ceiling above them. The drones and their plasma cutters were working towards each other. In seconds the surviving section of roof would fall in.
“Download that message.”
Ovo muttered something and tapped his device. Then he collapsed his screen, and they hurried off the ship as the star runner collapsed behind them.

TWO MORE ROLLERS POSITIONED themselves around the star runner. Even as the drones finished with their dissection of Carmen’s ship, the rollers took the largest pieces of the debris and mashed them up before pulling them into unseen containers somewhere inside the giant robots. Fewer and fewer drones returned after departing with their armloads of scrap.
By the time it was all done, a dozen drones remained. These hovered above the site and otherwise appeared to have gone dormant.
Carmen, Ovo, and Jari had retreated to a gravel pit. Carmen kept lookout while Ovo seemed to be having trouble with the message. Next to them, Jari hunkered down on his haunches. And She Who Waits had yet to come find them. Whatever lengthy negotiations were underway couldn’t be good.
The rollers finally moved on. And the activity in the rest of the cave returned to what it had been, with drones at the various debris sites gathering material for whatever unseen purpose.
Was each piloted by a shadow?
A rough count told her there were over fifty of the things. She felt itchy and wanted to get her pressure suit off. Wanted to get out of the cave and away from the machines. But without a shell, they were stuck.
Ovo chirped. It was a cheerful sound. “I have it. Without the ship computer assisting, the format was troublesome. I had to convert the file through several filters—”
“Explain later. Play it.”
She was surprised when her mother spoke from Ovo’s device. “Attention, star runner. This is Sylvia Vincent. Carmen? Major Leavitt? If anyone is receiving this, we need to hear from you. Change your course. I have an idea what you might be doing, and it’s unnecessary. We’re launching weapons which will destroy the rock. If you’re too close, your ship will be damaged. And Carmen, if you’re listening, go back home. The Grylla have made it clear they want that thing to remain untouched. So you don’t want to be near it. Respond as soon as you receive this.”
Carmen almost laughed. The Melded must have realized what the star runner’s course meant. And then her mother telling her to go home like she was out late playing and supper was ready.
Ovo was staring at her. “She said weapons.”
“Yeah. I thought your people were all out.”
“With the harvester, anything is possible.”
“I thought this rock was too big to blow up.”
“For Earth tech, yes. Your weapons might break the rock, but it’s large enough that momentum alone would cause pieces to continue on its course. If Earth lies in its path, it would still be devastated. The star runner, with its velocity, could have obliterated it.”
“Could a Melded weapon actually destroy it?”
“Possibly, possibly. And without hearing from us, they may have launched those weapons already.”
Carmen felt her heart squeeze. They had no way to answer her mother. How long ago had she sent the message? How many hours or minutes left before those weapons landed their killing blow?
“Ovo, best guess. Is there a chance the Matriarch saw this message and knows she’s going to be attacked?”
“Unknown. The message was waiting in the star runner com queue.”
“Can Melded missiles make it past the drone swarm?”
“We might have, but we announced ourselves. The missiles will come faster and will run silent. So it’s possible.”
“We need to talk to her. Let her know what happened here and what this place is and what we’ve learned. The rock needs to be stopped. If anyone is going to put an end to this thing, it’ll be her.”
“But we’re still on board.”
“I’m sorry. You picked the wrong time to side with a human.”
He closed his app. Both he and Jari perked up when She Who Waits approached them. A black pulsing mass swam in the center of her shell.
“You are to accompany me back to your designate places. Your presence here is disruptive.”
The drones once again began to gather above them.
“Your positions here as tenants are now under review by the Matriarch,” she continued, “and further attempts to depart will result in your termination.”







Chapter Fifty-Two


THE SWARM OF DRONES swooped in at head height. Ovo had to duck as one swung past just above him. Jari trembled like a taut spring and had his blade arms prepared to strike.
Carmen stood her ground and glared at She Who Waits. “We’re not going back.”
She Who Waits’ voice sounded strained. “If you do not follow me, the Matriarch will authorize her drones to attack and neutralize you.”
“Are those her words or yours? You talk about neutralizing and termination? Is that what happened to the crew of my ship? You’ve erased them. Is that all we have to look forward to?”
“Designate Carmen Vincent—”
“I’m not done. Is this why you and your kind even sided with the refugees in the first place? So you could find which ones would fit in with your flying specimen jar? Maybe you’re not the enemy, but you’re acting like them. At least my mom and the Melded are committed to stopping them.”
“We are not like the enemy. We preserve what we can.”
“This place is nothing but death. You can keep the Grylla happy, and maybe those shadow things. But you’re turning your back on your designation. I haven’t. I won’t let you just lock me up so I can rot. It’s not what allies do. It’s not what friends do.”
“The Matriarch has lost her patience. I told her leading you here was a mistake and I would bring you back to your habitat.”
“Why? Why do you care what happens? Humans aren’t worth anything. Ovo isn’t either. I’m scared for you. You could have taken our star runner if you needed it to bring yourself and the One here. I wouldn’t have stopped you. Now everyone thinks you’re a new enemy. Earth, the Framework, the Melded.”
“And what about you, Carmen Vincent?”
“I’m hoping you’re the same person who risked herself to save me and my sister when we first met. And I don’t want to die inside this place. I don’t want you to, either. The Melded are going to—”
Ovo stared at her, wide-eyed. “Carmen, don’t tell her.”
“They’re going to destroy this place.”
“The Matriarch knows,” She Who Waits said. “Designate Melded’s torpedoes have been eliminated.”
Carmen was speechless. So that was it. The Melded’s best shot at stopping the rock failed. And now there was little to do but get perp walked back to the habitat where she would be studied or ignored.
“Will you at least let me send a message? Say goodbye to my mom and sister?”
She Who Waits remained silent. But the drones were done waiting. They hemmed them in on all sides but one. A drone behind her unfolded its pincer arms and they looked sharp. It began to goad her forward towards the gap.
The colors in She Who Waits shifted. The dark mass faded, replaced by a rich yellow speckled with twinkling bursts of brightness. The lights within the drones dimmed. The arms of the closest one threatening Carmen drooped.
She Who Waits brushed between two of them and hovered away between the nearest gravel piles. “My signal disruption won’t last more than a few minutes. This way.”
What had just happened? Carmen surveyed the other machines in the cave. None of the rollers or drones were moving. And none of them budged as Carmen and Ovo hurried to follow.
Carmen stopped. “Jari?”
He stood on top of a roller, busy levering his blade into the machine. A lid next to him popped open. A shadow rose from the roller, rising like a shimmering phantom. Jari scrambled across the roller’s arm before dropping to the ground. More of the floating jellyfish extracted themselves from the giant apparatus. Others emerged from the inert drones. There were dozens of them, and more kept coming.
Carmen pushed Ovo along. “Go, go, go.”
Jari dashed past and they followed She Who Waits to the far side of the cave. Carmen strained her ears. Silence behind them. As they entered an opening in the rock wall, she paused.
There were hundreds of the shadows watching. Most were clustered on the rollers, while a few stood on top of the highest debris piles. And then, as if by some unspoken command, the shadows headed their direction.
“They’re coming.”
The cave exit led to a narrow shaft which descended into the gloom. But where could they run, and for how long? If She Who Waits was openly defying the Matriarch, it was a matter of time before all of them would be caught. The offer to surrender would be off the table.
The floor here was smooth and the floor steep. Carmen had to be careful not to slip. After following a large, ever-downward spiral, a green glow ahead of them illuminated an even more massive cavern. And beyond the cavern lay the blackness of space.
The walls, floor, and ceiling all glowed. Another swarm of drones was busy at work. These flew in from unseen openings one or two at a time, docked momentarily at giant stationary machines, and took off again, heading out into the blackness.
Yet there was air in the cavern. Carmen realized the drones were passing through a roiling silver curtain that stretched across the opening. But it was unnerving that only a thin veil separated them from the vacuum.
“Is this it?” Carmen asked. “Is this where you’re leading us? This looks like the bottom of the rock. There’s nowhere else to go.”
She Who Waits led them down a series of terraced balconies carved in the stone. Rows of oblong metallic frames on each platform crackled with surges of electricity. They radiated heat. A large swinging door opened for them, thick, like a bank vault. Once they were inside, it glided shut. Yellow lights illuminated a suite of blank rooms. There were no other exits, no windows, and no vents.
Carmen pushed at the door. It felt solid. “We’re safe in here?”
“No. When designate Matriarch decides she wishes to get us out, she can override the lock.”
“Then why did you bring us inside?”
“You wished to send a message. We can do it from here. And there’s information I’ve decided which should be shared with your world and the Framework. It’s about this place. The Cordice, the refugees of the Framework, the Grylla—all have fled the enemy. The Melded weren’t the first who fought. Many tried to discover the nature of the attacks on their worlds, who the enemy was, and why. My kind—designate Dragomen—were the only ones to discover where they came from.”
“It has something to do with this place, doesn’t it? Who is this Matriarch?”
“She is the last descendant of our watchers who were sent to search for the enemy. She found them. And this vessel was taken from them.”
A scratching noise came from the other side of the door.
Ovo cooed mournfully. “And the shadows?”
“Followers. Slaves. Workers in service to the enemy. I have uncovered little about them since the Matriarch allowed me access to her records. But they have always been in thrall to the world destroyers for thousands of years.”
Carmen stepped away from the door. The scratching grew louder. “Why are they here with the Matriarch?”
“Because the adversary, the ones who would eliminate all starfaring races in our galaxy, are dead. The shadows serve her now and work tirelessly to please her. She, in turn, has put them to work in what she considers her new designation. A preserver of knowledge.”
“And she’s keeping it all to herself. Everyone needs to know what she’s learned. Everyone.”
“I will send a message packet to the Framework summing up my discovery. I will broadcast it to Earth as well if you wish.”
“Yes. Do it.”
A metal panel vibrated softly. Three cones of white, like the translation lights, appeared.
“You can send your own message from here, designate Carmen. This room is a signal relay tied into the laser navigation. I’ve locked external access. The Matriarch can’t shut it down except from here.”
Jari paced at the door, his blades punching at the air as if in anticipation of the shadows breaching through.
“There’s no way out of this room?” Ovo asked.
Carmen considered the three lights. “We didn’t ask for a way out. Only for a way to say goodbye.”
With the shadows at the door, Carmen knew she might only have minutes. But she leaned back from the light. What to say, and to whom?
Jenna might be out of reach, gone to the Cordice with her sons. Carmen could certainly relay a farewell to her father, but there was nothing else to add beyond what she had already told him the last time they had spoken. And what of her world and the military people who had allowed her to keep her place on the star runner? She had been little more than an obstacle. No, Earth’s wayward daughter wouldn’t say goodbye to them.
“Connect me to a channel the Melded ship will hear.”
A heartbeat later, the light pulsed.
She Who Waits settled in next to her above her own white light. “Designate Melded ship’s signal array is targeted.”
Her mouth was dry. “This is Carmen Vincent. Hello, Melded. We’re alive on the rock you’re heading towards. The Dragoman Matriarch is in control of this thing. She destroyed the torpedoes you launched. There’s no way to stop her. She took apart the star runner and killed the rest of the crew. Only me, Ovo, and one of the Grylla have survived.
“I don’t know what this place is supposed to be. Some kind of ark or museum, maybe? The Matriarch took it from the enemy everyone is running from. This rock is crawling with the shadows. Don’t come on board. Don’t get close. The place is dangerous. She Who Waits is sending you everything she’s learned. I have little more to add except Mom, if you’re listening, I wish things had been different with us. I don’t know where Jenna is going. Check on her.
“The Matriarch isn’t stopping. From what I learned, she won’t hurt anyone that doesn’t come close. So keep back. Tell everyone else to do the same.”
She tried to think of something else to add but couldn’t. “That’s it from me.”







Chapter Fifty-Three


THE HARVESTER SAILED through space, separated into a hundred spheres, an attack formation swinging in a tight arc which pushed the ship to its limits. The Melded frigate fought to keep up. Its own design was much older and lacking in sophistication, but it made up for it with the resilient nature of its crew.
Half of the harvester globes were already scooping up scattered antimatter particles. The rest were riding in their wake. All sensors were scanning for the drones, and the frigate’s rail gun was primed and ready.
The drones came.
The first wave swarmed the harvester spheres. The spheres persisted much longer than the star runner or the Grylla ships, but they eventually succumbed, dismantled by the drones into so much space junk which the automated bots in the cloud snapped up and carried off. And with each lost harvester section, so went the cargo.
But Sylvia had given authority to the worm to use a prepared algorithm, which learned quickly. Without fail, the drones came straight at each sphere in waves of five. The harvester spheres could connect with one another via their electromagnetic tether, and could dodge and weave what became a very predictable attack.
They were closing in on the rock with every passing minute and hadn’t lost a harvester section since the first wave of drones made contact.
The worm blurped.
“Don’t pat yourself on the back too soon. What’s the status of our torpedoes?”
“Following the frigate. Intact.”
If the rock had an active defender in control, they would spot the missiles, eventually. But for the moment the fresh waves of drones swirled before them, pursuing the first spheres and ignoring the rest. Sylvia dared hope the defender was the Dragoman who had spoken with them. The intrusion had lost them the element of surprise, and the thought that an unknown entity had been traipsing about their frigate’s computer banks was unnerving.
So the enemy knew what kind of payload the Melded could deliver. And this was the best they could do?
One operator sent a bridge-wide alert. “New contacts.”
The sensor screen showed a second wave of drones. A flanking move, with the torpedoes as the target.
The worm prepared a navigation order, but hesitated before executing it. “Suggest the missiles break out of formation.”
“Not yet.”
“They will intercept in minutes.”
“Let them get as close as possible. Then send the torpedoes off. Keep them together. I want to drag as many of the drones away from us as possible.”
They lost another sphere, the first one cruising behind the forward formation. The swirling drones had become a weaving mass of locusts, and a few more of the harvester sections had gained hangers-on which began burrowing into their hulls.
How many sections could they lose before the harvester would stop functioning?
“Proximity limit met,” the worm said.
He drove the missiles out of formation, sending them streaking along a new trajectory towards the front of the rock. Meanwhile, the spheres and the frigate continued towards the rear. Swathes of drones peeled off.
As expected.
Minutes into the flight, the first drone caught a torpedo, and then the rest were overwhelmed.
“Detonate.”
All three missiles went up, the signal vanishing along with thousands of drones. The scattering remains would tumble off, some obliterated by the cloud of antimatter while others impacted harmlessly off the rock or vanished into space.
But their fleet wasn’t done with its maneuvers. The first wave of spheres veered off. The rest of the drone swarm followed, leaving only a smattering of the tiny ships to harry the fleet.
Sylvia checked the status of their warheads. There, inside a sphere which clung to the bottom of the frigate like a tick on the belly of a dog, the rest of their nuclear payloads awaited detonation. Detached from the torpedoes, they would remain secreted inside the sphere, which would perform as a delivery vehicle.
The rock would see it launched up its tailpipe and it would be too late to do anything about it. Harvesting would be messy, but so went the best-laid plans.
A communication light came to life. “This is Carmen Vincent. Hello, Melded.”
Carmen? Sylvia listened to the message, the other sounds of the bridge falling away around her.
A trick. Had to be. But instinct and intuition told her otherwise. Her daughter was alive inside that rock.
“I want every sensor we have trained on that thing. Where did that message come from?”
It only took moments. But while the interior scans were best-guess computer work, a burst of data from the same source revealed a layout which included a shielded compartment their scans couldn’t penetrate. A tracker waypoint pinged, as if a guiding hand wanted her and the Melded to know about the compartment.
“Carmen, this is Mom. Can you hear me?”
There was no answer. The worm had stopped his work and was looking at her. She ignored it.
“If you can hear me—”
A sharp burst of distortion was muted by the computer.
“We’re too close to the antimatter field,” the worm said. “There’s nothing to be gained from engaging in this ruse.”
“It’s not a ruse. That’s my girl in there.”
“And what if it is? You’d risk our mission and our ships? Here? Now?”
“I’m not risking anything. We’re sending our warheads in along with that sphere. But I’m going in with it.”







Chapter Fifty-Four


“YOU BROUGHT US IN HERE to die,” Ovo said.
He paced before the vault door. He was alternating between plucking at his long chin hairs and tugging at an ear. When he glanced at Carmen, his throat swelled, then deflated. “I’m...sorry. I wish...I wish you would have asked me.”
“We didn’t have a choice,” Carmen said softly.
“Maybe you didn’t. But you decided for me. And now we’re trapped and those things are going to kill us. We could have lived, figured out another way, survived.”
“Maybe you’re right. I didn’t want this for any of us. But She Who Waits’ message is out. Both of your peoples will know the truth about the enemy and what this place is, and so will mine.”
His pacing only grew faster.
The white light on top of the gray machine in front of Carmen didn’t move or react. It had done nothing since she sent her own message. She tried to convince herself it had been worth it. She trusted She Who Waits. At the moment, yellow and brown colors were mixed in with the gray within her shell. Yet the Dragoman had been silent the whole time while supposedly sending her broadcast.
Their sacrifice had to be worth it. If the enemy might not exist anymore, this changed everything for Earth, for the survivors of the Framework, for the galaxy. Had her role in bringing the star runner to the rock all been part of a ruse to uncover this secret? There hadn’t been time to pry that information from She Who Waits.
She clasped her hands to stop them from trembling.
The scratching at the door intensified.
Perhaps Carmen would learn they had done some good in another lifetime. Because at any moment, the shadows would gain access.
“I thought I had lost you, honey,” Sylvia Vincent’s voice said from the white light.
“Mom?”
“Where inside that place are you?”
The response was instant. Which meant the Melded were close.
“Best guess, near the back,” Carmen said. “We kept moving down. We’re inside a bunker or stone box. There’s a giant hole out the back of the rock, which is where the drones depart. But there're shadows everywhere.”
“Don’t worry about them. We have the schematics. Are you safe?”
Carmen glanced at the door. “Not for long. But those drones tore up the star runner before anyone could even react. There’s nothing to be done. I don’t want anyone else to risk their lives. Tell me about Jenna. What happened to her? Where is she?” She waited a beat for a reply. “Mom, are you still there?”
“Are any of you wearing space suits?”
What was she planning? “No, but this room is sealed.”
“Then stay there. I’m coming to get you.”
Carmen kept calling for her mother to stop her. What could she possibly be planning? Had she not heard what Carmen had said? If the star runner hadn’t survived, the Melded frigate wouldn’t stand a chance. And between the machines and the shadows and the enthralled Grylla, this place was a death trap.
Something vibrated just outside the vault.
“The shadows have brought one of the scrapper machines, which will cut open the door,” She Who Waits said.
“Any more tricks up your sleeve? Something which will shut them down as easy as the drones?”
“Designate Matriarch expected that. I knew it would only work the one time.”
“Then save yourself. You got your message out. There’s no reason you should let them kill you, too. Surrender us, get back in the Matriarch’s good graces. Tell her...tell her I tricked you.”
“She will take me back. But she won’t need me to surrender voluntarily. Like the shadows, she will erase my consciousness and rebuild the parts she needs. I will become much as they are now, a bioform automaton. It’s what she wanted for you, but I convinced her otherwise.”
“Thanks, I guess. But I’m not ready to give up yet. Are there any weapons in here? Anything you can access remotely?”
“I’m afraid not. She cut me off. As you said, it’s time for goodbyes.”
The floor began to shake. The tremor beneath their feet kept going and going. As it grew stronger, Carmen set a hand on the com console. Breathed faster. Tightness crossed her chest. She went to Ovo, who had positioned himself next to Jari. They’d fight. They’d lose, but they’d go down kicking, punching, and screaming with the best of them.
The scratching had stopped. The tremor was now a full-blown earthquake, rocking the vault. Perhaps the shadows were going to bring the place down on top of them. A rumble from outside made it sound like the entire cave was about to collapse.
“Why aren’t they just cutting their way in?” she yelled.
The commotion quit suddenly. No scratching, no vibrations.
Ovo pressed an ear to the door. “Whatever they were doing, they’ve stopped.”
A CLANG from above almost knocked them off their feet. Metal began to tear. Carmen ducked as rock debris trickled down from the ceiling. Seconds later, the high whizz-whirr of a new machine began and a spray of rocks penetrated the room just above the com console. Dust filled the space. Carmen shielded her nose and mouth and tried to see, but the air was thick with rock particles.
The sound stopped.
Something new ground at the stone vault, the reverberation rattling her teeth. Then all went quiet.
Jari advanced, clicking and buzzing like a hornet itching to sting something before it was squashed.
A light shone down from the ceiling. Jari froze. Another Grylla dropped into the room from above, wearing a space suit. It and Jari exchanged a few clicks and pops.
“It’s the doctor,” Ovo said. He ran past the two Grylla and was about to climb up to the opening when he stopped.
A second figure with a shoulder light was blocking his way. “Hello, Carmen,” Sylvia Vincent said. “I’m here to get you out. But you better hurry. Because this time we really are going to blow this rock to pieces.”







Chapter Fifty-Five


SOMETHING SLAMMED HARD against the hull of the sphere. A second impact made the vessel wobble in its flight course.
Carmen gripped the flight seat.
They were cramped into a small space, sitting stiffly upright with little in the way of comfort as the sphere lifted from the bunker. Jari and Ovo sat next to her, with her mom and the Melded doctor in front of them. She Who Waits didn’t have a seat but appeared to have no trouble standing fixed in place behind them as they yawed from side to side.
Ovo had somehow accessed a ship screen which showed the sphere and a page of scrolling data. “Two drones attached to the hull.”
“Stay out of the computer,” Sylvia said.
“They’re starting to cut.”
“I know. Keep quiet and hang on. There’s a dozen of them trying to block our exit.”
They began going faster. The sphere shuddered. More jolts caused the floor to bounce. Carmen almost lost her place on the seat and started wishing for a seatbelt or harness. She leaned to see Ovo’s screen. They seemed to have exited the cave at the rear of the rock, but more incoming signatures spelled trouble.
Carmen reached over and manipulated Ovo’s screen so it showed more of the space around the sphere. Some twenty drones were flying their way, with another six on their tail. Then there were the two on the hull. The grinding sound intensified.
Another larger signature hurtled towards them. A massive drone? Carmen pulled Ovo’s screen in front of her and ignored his grumble. A second sphere. And beyond the drones lay more harvester sections.
“You can’t lead these drones to the harvester. They’ll destroy it.”
Sylvia’s voice was tense. “Let me do my work, honey.”
The cutting grew louder.
“Mom, we’re not wearing suits.”
“I’m trying to shake the drones. I’m bringing in another sphere to scrape them off.”
Carmen checked. The second sphere had blown past them heading into the interior of the rock. The other nearest harvester sections were too far away. “Give control to me.”
“I can’t do that. You know why.”
“Then listen to me. Take every scrap of harvester material on board this sphere and create a new hull. Blow the old one. It’s a software subroutine. If you search—”
“All right, be quiet,” Sylvia snapped. “I see it. Things are going to get uncomfortable.”
Ovo’s screen vanished and the chairs sank into the floor, leaving them only the backrest and a recessed well on which to brace their feet. The ceiling lowered and the walls shifted. It happened quickly. Carmen had only seen the smallest part of the sphere’s options and had never executed the program herself. But changing shape was what the harvester might do when performing its function, only now it was trying to preserve a survivable space for the passengers.
A sharp whump, and the cutting noise from the hull vanished.
The sphere was speeding up. Without a screen, Carmen could only guess at where they were heading.
“Mom? You said you’re going to blow the rock up?”
“That’s the plan. The warheads are inside the sphere I sent into that thing. Once it breaks through a few levels, it will be in place.”
“The rock’s not the enemy. It’s under the control of one of the Dragomen who calls herself the Matriarch. She Who Waits’ people. They’re not heading for Earth. It’s passing through, and we got in their way.”
“It destroyed your ship. I thought it killed you.”
“The rest of the crew are gone. But that doesn’t mean you need to destroy it. The Matriarch is carrying records, history, and more of the Grylla prophets. She now carries the One’s life saga, and maybe that of his entire race. She doesn’t care about humans, but there might be so much more on board. And she’s one of the few of She Who Waits’ people who’s still alive.”
The controls distracted Sylvia for a moment. “I’m sorry. We can’t take the chance it’s not a threat.”
Carmen glanced at She Who Waits. “Explain where the rock’s been. Ask her not to do it.”
“I’m sorry Carmen Vincent,” She Who Waits said. “I have what information designate the Matriarch could share. And I cannot say for certain that the Matriarch won’t pose a risk to the Framework upon her passing.”
“Just wait, Mom. Talk to the Framework. They can call the Matriarch. The Grylla can speak with her.”
Sylvia Vincent raised a hand for her daughter to be quiet. “The payload just went off. It’s done.”

CARMEN ENDURED THE next two hours in silence. Their sphere had indeed shaken off the last of the drones and now it rendezvoused with additional spheres. The harvester merged. She rose when their compartment once again shifted and grew. Wanted to pace, stretch, but there wasn’t enough room yet.
“We’ll be with the frigate soon,” Sylvia announced.
Carmen looked over her mother’s shoulder at the command screens. Sylvia Vincent wasn’t using the full virtual hookup that Carmen and Jenna had used. But then she noticed a node on her mother’s temple. A new Melded augmentation? As she watched, she saw the ship was performing functions either by automated sequence or by her mother’s invisible command.
A quick survey of the screens told her the harvester had suffered a loss of nineteen percent of its ship mass. On its own, it couldn’t rebuild. It would require a ship factory and resources. But fifty of the spheres were busy collecting or neutralizing the last of the drones.
Carmen leaned in and slid a viewing screen closer. Her mother didn’t comment.
“The rock. It’s still there.”
“The front half of it is,” Sylvia said. “It’ll keep going at its current speed. And we’re out of weapons that might put a dent in it. It lost most of its solar sails, but it might be able to rebuild. And however many of its invisible fleet of drones that are running ahead of it will keep building new laser relays. At least until we catch up with it. But that won’t happen soon. They hit our frigate with a few of the drones. We’re limping right now.”
“Is the Matriarch still alive?”
“Unknown.”
Jari got up and out of his chair. A series of furious mandible clacks preceded him bashing She Who Waits with a whirlwind of blows, sending her slamming into the wall. He pressed against her, stabbing her suit with one of his blades.
“Stop!” Carmen shouted.
She went to grab him, but he swatted her and slashed the air before her eyes, forcing her back. He turned his attention again to She Who Waits.
Ovo steadied Carmen and said, “Jari says she shouldn’t be here. He says she should perish with her master and that she deserves to pay the same price for the deaths her kind have caused.”
Jari’s blade found purchase on an invisible seam in She Who Waits’ shell. He was about to pry her open. Her air would vent and she would suffocate.
“She did what she did to learn about the enemy. She didn’t destroy your fleet. She’s an individual like you or me.”
Jari paused as Ovo translated. The Grylla’s limbs trembled as if he was barely containing his rage.
Ovo shrank as he related Jari’s words. “Your crewmates died as a direct cause of her betrayal. He says you should act on behalf of your dead to honor them. If you will not, it will be his privilege.”
“Our ship would have been destroyed even if she hadn’t been with us. And we would all have died.”
The Melded doctor brushed past Carmen and the two Grylla had a moment with feelers touching and caressing, accompanied by an exchange of clicks. It was oddly intimate. Jari’s wings kept twitching. Finally, he settled down. He folded both blade arms and the embrace ended.
“What did they say?” Carmen asked.
Ovo had his eyes glued to his wrist device. “I couldn’t follow.”
A red translation light had sprung up next to She Who Waits. “Designate Melded doctor says that Jari is now under the living prophet’s authority. The prophet is part of the Framework council. And it is the council who will decide my fate.”







Chapter Fifty-Six


BEING ON BOARD THE Melded ship again made Carmen’s skin itch.
She didn’t remember it being so hot. Smelly, too. The air carried the distinct odor of a locker room and too many bodies. She stuck close to Ovo. His fur lay tight against his body and he gave each passing Melded crew member a woeful glance. They were heading for the bridge when the worm appeared. It churned forward, brushing aside a hapless Melded yeoman holding a tablet.
Sylvia stepped forward to confront the worm. It exhaled a plume of sulfurous steam as it faced her down, which did nothing to improve the air quality. Then began a growling tirade.
“He said, ‘You cost us our prize,’” Ovo whispered. “‘You detonated the payload early. Your nepotism flies in the face of our covenant. We need that rock. All of it. And now most of our bounty is slipping away.’”
“Ovo, this is a private conversation,” Sylvia said. “Please take Carmen to one of the cargo holds.”
Carmen stepped forward. “This involves all of us. We all have a stake here. Your prize? Is that what this rock means to you? She Who Waits, please translate.”
She Who Waits obliged.
“This wasn’t meant to be a rescue operation, was it?” Carmen continued. “What’s so important on that rock that you’d destroy it and anyone on board?”
The worm drew closer until it was in her face. “Resources. Our war. Your world has no say here.”
“But the Framework does. And I’m one of its representatives. So is She Who Waits.”
“The Framework has no authority over us.”
“Yeah, I caught that. You took your frigate and left and convinced the Cordice to come with you. Some others too, from what I heard, but there’s a lot of ships that aren’t able to leave to follow you. That includes some of your people. They’re still breathing Framework air and sharing its resources. It doesn’t look like you’ll be able to fit everyone into this tin can of yours when the council asks them to leave.”
Sylvia nudged her. “Carmen, that’s enough. This is between us. But you have a right to know, so I’ll tell you. The rock is rich with antimatter material, enough for a dozen star runners to fly for many years of rapid travel. We detected rare earths which would have sped up ship production. We would have had enough for our people and others, and anyone who couldn’t follow would join the Cordice inside their sim.”
“If they agree to your rules. And who is going to be in charge of this new fleet?”
“We elect our governing Primary Executive. Right now it’s me.”
“Congrats on the promotion,” Carmen said wryly. “And what about the creatures living aboard that rock? It’s not just the Matriarch. From what I learned it’s a storehouse of data of destroyed civilizations. And there are clues about the enemy.”
“Yes. That’s being weighed now as we prepare for what comes next. This won’t be quick or easy. We’re calculating where the rock came from. We’re also tracking where it’s going. We’ll need to outline a mission to explore both. Two fleets, heading opposite directions. It means leaving this system once we produce the first of our own star runners.”
Ovo read over the shoulder of one of the bridge crew. “It will take two years, by the last estimations.” 
“We have it down to eighteen months. The rock won’t be going any faster than it is now unless it can repair itself. It will give us time to harvest what we can from the parts we destroyed before we go after it. First, we complete our factory. Then we build two more harvesters. Then the ships. We have access to the laser relay and we can piggyback off their system once we take flight, and we can finish work on the ships while in transit. It’s an aggressive schedule. We will need everyone we can get to help. This rock and its assets change everything. You were one of our best technicians, Ovo. There’s a place for you here.”
Ovo took Carmen’s hand. She squeezed his metal fingers. He was trembling.
“Not just Ovo,” Sylvia continued. “I want others from the Framework who haven’t stepped forward to volunteer. Earth too. And you, Carmen. I want you at my side. You’ve got the nanobots in your blood. We don’t have to go slow because of our old frail bodies.”
“Is this the hard sell you gave Jenna?”
Sylvia shook her head. “I didn’t have to sell your sister on anything. She volunteered.”

CARMEN HAD TIME TO think during the return journey.
The Melded ship was the loudest of the space vessels she had been aboard. A constant hum filled the air, with the sound of flowing liquid moving just behind the walls. The warm white noise made for untroubled sleep. But the flight couch in the quarters her mother had assigned them stressed every ache in her neck, back, and hips. She wondered how anyone could spend months, let alone years, traveling like this.
She expected a sentry and was surprised to find none waiting in the hallway.
She walked the ship corridors, looking in on Melded at work, at rest, and even at play. Not the robots she had suspected, as she watched her old nemesis Four Arms getting trounced by a delicate-featured scaly octopus in a dice game played alongside a tabletop of virtual miniature spaceships.
Two armed guards waited outside She Who Waits’ room. After a soundless consultation with someone on their private channel, Carmen was allowed inside. The cell was empty save for a bank of machines which churned green air. She Who Waits sagged just inside her shell, but her suit was empty of its atmosphere and a hatch was open. Her tentacles dangled.
“May I come in?”
The tentacles moved slowly as the Dragoman collected herself and withdrew inside the shell. The churn of sand began. A translation light appeared.
“What do you want?”
“To talk. To see how you’re doing. Maybe to give you a chance to explain what happened.”
“I’ve given my explanations. There’s nothing else to offer. My purpose has never changed.”
“Service. It’s at the core of who you are. But your purpose did change. It changed the moment you came aboard the Cordice ship to help me and Jenna. You helped us get off that rock, even if you did it to send what you learned to the Framework. You could have done that on the sly without bringing us with you, but you didn’t. Tell me about what the Matriarch wanted from you.”
“To join her.”
Carmen waited for more. “Was she lonely? Were you? That’s something I can wrap my head around.”
“Her service and mine overlap. I have been collecting data and knowledge for decades without the ability to share what I’ve learned. Genetic diversity would be the secondary motive.”
“I guess I can’t argue with either of those reasons. I wish you would have told me.”
“Would you really have allowed me to take the star runner?” She Who Waits asked.
“You know I would.”
“But your fellow humans wouldn’t have. It was under guard.”
“We would have figured something out. But you didn’t share what you needed with me. Major Leavitt, the others...they’d still be alive.”
“You’re in mourning.”
Carmen let out a dry laugh. “I’m in shock. Punch-drunk. Rattled. Mourning? Not so much. But is that what you want? To be back with one of your own?”
“Is this what the Framework will ask of me?”
“I don’t know. But I’m asking you. You want a home? Kids? Because if you tell me yes, I’m going to fight to make sure it’s what you get. If it means stealing the harvester all over again and taking you across the galaxy to bring you to the Matriarch, I’ll do it. You said there was one of your people who you called She Who Rules. That could be you. Should be, if you ask me.”
“I detect sincerity. Thank you, Carmen Vincent. That is not what I want. I want to fulfill my assignment. My purpose is, and always will be, to serve.”

ALONE IN THE CORRIDOR, Carmen surprised herself by almost breaking down in tears. 
She didn’t visit She Who Waits again. She spent a few hours with Ovo before retiring to her room and thought about what she would say to Jenna.







Chapter Fifty-Seven


YELLOW SUNLIGHT CASCADED down between the rain clouds. The soft drizzle from when Carmen had first stepped out onto the village street had stopped, leaving the air fresh. Droplets sat along a wooden handrail that lined the path leading to where the Cordice operator had told her she could find Jenna.
She heard the boys’ laughter before she saw them. Zach and Landon were racing around a jungle gym. They had a playmate Carmen didn’t recognize, who was wearing a hoodie with their hands pulled up in their sleeves.
Jenna sat watching from a nearby swing, her toes in the sand as she rocked herself back and forth. She looked up as Carmen approached. “Carmen?”
They embraced.
“I didn’t know whether today would be the day,” Jenna said. “You just missed Mom. She said you were coming soon. I wish she had waited. That way we could all be together. The boys would have liked that.”
“I told her I didn’t want to see her here. For once in her life, she listened.”
The boys spotted Carmen. They ran over and latched on to her, one on each side. She kissed them both and clung to them.
“Will you be here for a while?” Zach asked. And his brother added, “Will you stay?”
“Yes. You’ll be seeing a lot more of me. I’ll be over so much you’ll say ‘Eww, it’s Aunt Carmen again. I’d rather throw up. Don’t let her in, Mom!’”
“We wouldn’t say that!” Landon shouted. Both boys were grinning ear to ear.
Their playmate sauntered over. Beneath the hood was a scaled face and amber eyes and a flap of skin covering where the mouth should be. Not Cordice. Carmen had met nothing quite like it, but it appeared to be young and they had been playing together as if it was the most normal thing. The alien youngster slapped Zach with a wad of sand before sprinting off.
“Hey, no throwing sand!” Jenna said.
Carmen pushed her nephews off after him. “Get him back with two handfuls.”
They watched the pursuit as it resumed, with the scaled youth easily evading Jenna’s sons.
Carmen wiped speckles of sand from her brow. “They’re happy here.”
Jenna stiffened. “Why wouldn’t they be?”
“Oh, I don’t know. New home, new town, new friends. Their robot mother snatched them out of their father’s arms and brought them into space. Little things like that.”
“I did nothing wrong bringing them here.”
“Do they even know what here is?” Carmen asked.
“No. And you won’t say anything. You’ll only scare them. Carmen, you promise. Promise right now you won’t say a word, or I’ll call the Cordice.”
“Going to kick me out of your paradise?”
“I need you. They do too. We can be together.”
“I can’t live here. You know that. I don’t care how nice the sun feels or how good the food tastes. It’s not real.”
“I wasn’t real out there. I am here. I don’t have a choice.”
Carmen stepped back as the three ran past. The new kid had his hoodie back, revealing a smooth copper-colored head. “But you’ll make the choice for them?”
“I’m their mother. I get to make those kinds of choices. Peter doesn’t love them like I do. They need their mom.”
“Don’t we all. But at the end of the day, what matters is what’s best for them. Have you asked what’s going to happen to their bodies?”
Jenna shot Carmen with a fiery look, the kind usually reserved for their mother when she overstepped. “I spent months of dialed-back time studying since I arrived. I’m probably the closest thing to a human expert on the Cordice hibernation tanks. They’ll age normally. Their muscles won’t atrophy. Their bone density will be preserved. They’ll be fed and cared for while they live a normal life in here.”
“All right, all right. I wouldn’t have expected less of you. But you don’t get to be angry with me for asking.”
Jenna’s jaw was so tight Carmen thought the teeth might crack. “So how long are you staying?”
“I’ve got a couple of hours. I’ll let you conjure lunch or however you do it here.”
“It’s not magic. And we live normally. No conjuring. No teleporting. No dialing time. There’ll be time for them to learn about where we are later.”
“You’ll want to tell them sooner than you think.”

THE REST OF THE VISIT was a blur, the lunch an unexceptional tuna salad sandwich on multigrain, apple slices, and water. Classic Jenna fare. Carmen paced about the kitchen as Zach did the dishes. Then Landon showed her their room.
The Pixar poster, the die-cast cars, Zach’s baseball player action figures Peter had gotten him the first Christmas they spent with Mom solo, and Landon’s plush dinosaurs, with the bronto-whatever-o-saurus with the long neck that still had old brown drool stains on its body and tail despite many, many rounds in the washing machine.
Carmen propped the dinosaur back in its place. “Your mom did a good job bringing your stuff here, didn’t she?”
“I don’t even remember helping move,” Zach said.
“What do you remember? You remember coming here?”
“Kinda. We left Nana’s, went flying, and then woke up here.”
“And where’s here?”
Jenna appeared in the doorway. “What are you doing? Zach, come here.”
Zach’s smile faded. He had been in the middle of pulling a blue vinyl kid-sized suitcase out from under the bed. It was bulging with red, yellow, and white knock-off Legos.
“Mom, I’m showing Carmen my room.”
“Don’t make me ask twice. Help your brother wipe down the table and counters. Go.”
She waited until he was out of the room. “I told you not to do that.”
“Do what? I want to hear from his mouth that he’s okay.”
“And why don’t you trust me?”
Carmen heaved a sigh. Was it a fake headache or was the building pressure between her temples real? “If Peter had done what you did and had taken the boys somewhere, you wouldn’t accept anyone’s word on whether the boys were happy.”
Jenna’s frown deepened. “I’m not Peter—”
“I know that. Crappy analogy.”
“Shut up and let me finish. I didn’t just bring them here because I want to be with them and feel them with my actual hands. They weren’t safe. Here they are. The Cordice told me what happened with the Matriarch and that big rock. There might be more coming. The Matriarch or She Who Waits might be lying. This is how we live. And if it means I get to tuck my kids in without worrying that my robot body is going to have a glitch and hurt someone, so much the better.”
“But you were willing to give that body over to Hamish so he could go home. Yes, I asked, and the Cordice filled me in.”
“That’s what made this possible.”
Carmen picked up the baseball player action figure. Toothy grin beneath his cap, way too happy. “But living here wasn’t enough. Why didn’t this perfect world work for him?”
“Because he was alone.”
He was brain-damaged.
But Carmen resisted the urge to remind Jenna of that tidbit. Both Hamish and their mother had been badly injured before the Cordice had recovered them above Mars. But Hamish’s body had been too far gone, and his upload hadn’t been perfect. The Cordice had limitations. And as perfectly bland as lunch was, and even though the stuffed animals were as plushy as the boys remembered, the sun as bright, and the water as wet, the sim was bound to come up short. Little things would become big things. And Cordice things broke down.
“Lunchtime’s over, Carmen. The boys are going to take their nap. It’s time for you to leave.”







Chapter Fifty-Eight


THE BLIMP BOTS MANEUVERED the two sealed tubes down the cramped home ship’s hallway with ease.
Carmen followed along just behind them. Her right thumbnail was chewed to the quick, and she was working on the cuticles of her left. Ovo was on point and waved them on. But the bots knew what to do. She Who Waits directed them and they obeyed her instructions without wavering, taking their loads up the last shaft and towards the Cordice shuttle.
The Cordice engineer had said nothing to Carmen except that no one on their ship would stop her. And no one had.
Surprised, actually.
The Cordice remained divided after their race’s departure from the Framework. Somehow, their ruling body had learned to accept the decisions of the majority. But until she was on board the ship, Carmen kept both eyes and both ears, as feeble as they might be, looking and listening for security measures, revived caretaker units, or anyone else who might have been roused from hibernation with marching orders to stop her.
Patches of fungus still clung to sections of the ceiling and wall, but it appeared an effort had been made to clean it up.
A spindlebot waited for them at the airlock. It hadn’t been there before. The metal humanoid stood hunched with its arms low and its lethal hands resting knuckles-down on the floor.
“What are you doing, Carmen?” her mother asked from the spindlebot. Its bubble head was dark.
Carmen stopped the blimp bots and their loads with a gesture. “Why are you here, Mom?”
“Checking up on you. But you’ve switched your shuttle’s communication off. I was surprised to find you on the home ship. And now I see you came here for something. Explain.”
“You shouldn’t be here. How’d you access a spindlebot?”
“The Cordice allow me to visit, honey. They’re part of our fleet. We lead, they follow and receive protection. My coming here isn’t an issue for them. And that shuttle is Cordice.”
“Don’t even hint at threatening to stop me. All of this has your fingerprints on it. How did Jenna get the Cordice to help her get the boys off-planet? And secure a spot here? Part of you is still inside the sim. You never let them fix you.”
“Maybe I like it the way I am. And it makes my visits to the sim pleasurable, like slipping into a pair of comfy sneakers. But I’m not here to talk about me. This is about Jenna. And you’re turning her world upside down.”
“That happened when you lured us into space,” Carmen said. “And the Jenna who’s inside the Cordice’s world won’t know.”
Her mother sounded genuinely surprised. “They let you create reflections of the boys.”
“I didn’t ask what they called it. But Jenna won’t find out unless you tell her.”
“I’m going to have to think about that.”
“Don’t strain yourself, Mom. If you have a heart left, you know what Jenna did was wrong. It wasn’t fair to Zach and Landon.”
“They would lack nothing.”
“Except a real life. And as much as Jenna deserves to be happy, it’s not worth them losing that for her. And if you tell her, if you do anything to stop me, I’ll do everything in my power to make sure you never get to see them, virtually or otherwise.”
“I won’t be around for many visits. In the off-chance I live long enough to return here, you’ll all be gone. But I’ll do as you wish. You can bring them back to the life they know, but it won’t be easy. They will have no mother. They’ll never see her again and might not forgive you once they understand what you’ve done. I know you’ll do everything to care for their needs. I was only hoping you’d reconsider. Not for them, but for you.”
Ovo opened the airlock but appeared unwilling to step past the spindlebot. Carmen motioned the blimp bots forward and stepped out of the way as they carried her nephews onto the shuttle.
“What are you talking about, Mom?”
“You’re talented. You’ve shown ability with the harvester. Come with us. You have time to make your decision. We won’t be ready to leave for several months.”
“And be a Melded? No, thanks.”
“There might be enough time for any number of people from Earth to be trained. You wouldn’t have to be the only one. Others from the Framework, too. They’ll need a liaison. They’ll need someone who isn’t timid with facing trouble. That fits my girl to a T.”
“All right. I’ll think about it. But remember what I said. Jenna can never know. If the Cordice stay in range, I’ll visit again remotely.”
“Jenna will need it. And I’d like that too.”

CARMEN STRAPPED LANDON in. Zach had already figured out the harness system. Carmen checked on him anyway, making sure it was tight but not too tight, and swiping his nose for good measure. She gave him the nose back to polite laughter. Landon was getting too old for the trick. His eyes were still red. Not out of the woods yet.
“I’m taking you home.”
“Will Mom be there?”
“No. Like I told you, Mom is sick. But me, your Nana, and your dad will look after you.”
Landon nodded uncertainly. She wished she had a way to give him his dinosaur. Hoped the genuine article was at Nana’s once they got back. Zach wouldn’t look at her. He had remained groggy since their extraction from the stasis pods.
She stayed with them as the shuttle got underway. When they slept, she left them and took her place with Ovo, Jari, and She Who Waits in the cockpit. They had a Cordice bot, which was a ringer for the four-legged caretaker. Although it was being directly controlled by one of the Cordice, Ovo had deactivated it. It now sagged at its station before them.
No doubt the Cordice would try to call, wanting to know when they would get their shuttle back.
She’d have to reply. She’d need to radio Earth and give them an update and warn them about their arrival. The Framework, too. Both would have questions.
The rock was doing its flyby, passing close enough to Earth that any attentive amateur astronomer could see it with a backyard telescope. And while it was dragging much of its precious antimatter along with it, it had lost a big enough chunk of its mass that the Melded would need months to harvest it.
Much of the scattered material would fall into Jupiter’s gravity well. That was where the Melded would set up their factory. How many more from the Framework would head their way now that She Who Waits had shared what she had learned about the enemy and the Matriarch?
Was there even someone out there coming for them? Was there someone to fight?
The only way to know would be to backtrack the rock’s path, following the relay stations to whatever point in the galaxy the Dragoman keeper had discovered her prize. Perhaps the crew of the star runner hadn’t died for nothing. With stakes as large as they were, none of them had boarded her vessel without understanding the potential risk.
Thinking of them made the abyss in her stomach grow ever deeper. Earth would survive another year. They’d face whatever else might come and perhaps be strong enough to confront it once it arrived.
The more daunting task was going to be getting the boys to eat the dry cereal bars She Who Waits had coaxed from the food printers. Service. She was as helpful and eager as ever, although she was facing trial and judgment once Carmen delivered her to the Framework council.
Even now, a newly minted transport was coming from the Framework to meet them before they headed for Earth. They would pick up She Who Waits and take her into custody. Jari stayed hunkered down beside the Dragoman, a vigilant guard primed in case she tried anything.
But the dark colors hadn’t returned. She Who Waits’ atmosphere was a slowly winding sandstorm. Calm. At peace.
“You’ll tell them what I told you, right?” Carmen asked. “You’re going to speak up for yourself?”
“As you advised. I performed my function. I will explain and that will conclude the discussion.”
“I can’t be there with you, but I’ll tie in, assuming I don’t get arrested when we land on Earth. But you have to anticipate that some won’t understand your actions no matter how it turned out. In their minds you put everyone at risk.”
“That is an accurate statement. I see no need to contradict it. I will speak the truth of my actions. Do not worry yourself. You have your own duty to perform.”
Carmen checked a screen which gave her a view of her nephews. They were dozing. “Seems like all of us need to get used to caring for more than one thing at a time.”
“I understand the sense of your words. I know my worth to the Framework and to your world. And I appreciate your effort on my behalf. Our bond rises above that of helpmate.”
“You can say friend. You won’t be alone. I asked Ovo to stay with you. And I’ll plead your case if it becomes necessary.”
Having seen a Framework council meeting, she knew it would be. But for now, she sat back and breathed. Listened to the shuttle. Tried to imagine what her sister was doing at that moment. No doubt she’d gone to bed between virtual sheets, with a virtual breeze blowing cold air through the window that only existed by the grace of the Cordice computers, electrons, and signal pulses that might wink out at any moment.
But after her own close call, were any of them safer than that? Would her nephews be better off without their mother, living on a world which might be on borrowed time as it waited for the next unexpected visitor or space rock?
The sim would be a haven for so many if the offer to upload was made to every human on Earth. No poverty. No cancer. No pollution. Yet Carmen had stolen Zach and Landon away from it.
Real life meant risk. Sacrifice, even. They might resent her. They might decide they wanted their mother enough that they’d return if given the chance.
“Are you unwell?” Ovo asked.
“I’m fine. Just thinking. Putting myself in my nephews’ shoes.”
“You were separated from your mother, too. As was I. But we survived.”
“It’s a lesson everyone on the Framework has learned to some degree,” Carmen said. “I worry that my kind won’t understand the opportunity it has until it’s too late. Right now I’m just going to worry about Zach and Landon.”
Ovo nodded sagely, as if this was a profound point. “Perhaps the kindness of your species will prevail and be its salvation.”
She recalled what Ovo had told her about his own experience with his kind. The disaster had cost him his arms. His own people would have recycled him to save resources rather than preserve his life. It had been the Melded worm who had rescued him.
“High praise from you, Ovo. But we’re not kind. We’re like the worm, the Melded...” She laughed. “Even the Matriarch. All the good and bad rolled into one hairy knot.”
“No race is monolithic. Maybe the One was, I can’t say. But the refugees who made it to your system and survived did it by cooperating.”
“Hah. I’m going to let you do the talking at the trial. Maybe you should be the one to talk to NASA too when they come to interrogate me.”

SHE GOT COMFORTABLE. Humanity had to do some thinking. Introspection, her mother would have called it. A down-to-the-knees soul search, her father would have said.
The Big Wipe had been a wake-up call and a catastrophe. But Earth had also received so much, whether it was the One’s tech schematics for the star runners and all the other goodies, or the prospective allies settling in around the moon.
The source of the rock would need to be investigated by someone besides the Melded. She couldn’t guess how long it would take for NASA or anyone else to start the ball rolling so they could begin learning the ropes of interstellar travel. Working together would be the only path forward.
Maybe she’d live to see Earth’s first star runner rolling out of an orbital factory. Perhaps one of her nephews would be part of the crew. Aspirations not possible if they had stayed with Jenna.
She found the function to show her a selection of viewscreens. Chose the rear view. The Cordice home ship with its sim was shrinking away, already a hazy spot with its twin rings barely discernable.
“Would you like me to relinquish shuttle controls to you?” Ovo asked.
“No, thanks. You drive. I’m just going to sit here for a while and watch the stars.”







Epilogue


HOME. HE WAS HOME.
Hamish Townes strode across the football field and didn’t look back as the Cordice shuttle retracted its ramp and took off. Where the Cordice, Sylvia Vincent, and her Melded were going, he didn’t care.
No doubt civilian authorities would head for the landing site, so he needed to get away from the area. A group of kids on bikes at the sidelines gaped and pointed as his spindlebot ran past.
It was a bright blue day, another hot one, but Hamish barely noticed as he trotted down the sun-shaded sidewalk, sidestepping more than a few panicked San Antonio residents.
Surely they’d call the cops, the army, everyone. They’d want to take him into custody. Hamish had an idea what to expect, and there would be time for sharing what he’d learned later. But first he was going home.
By now his son, Josiah, would be back from elementary school and his wife, Emily, would be working at her graphic design business from their home office.
He had missed so much. But whatever was to come, he would be with his family and not sequestered like what had happened to Jenna Vincent. He held volumes of history of the Cordice and the other races in his memory banks. Technology, culture, art, science. He would be a font of learning for humanity, and his only condition in sharing his bounty would be the authorities allowing him a semblance of a normal life.
The terrier that lunged at him caught him off guard. The dog reached the end of its chain, tugging and barking ferociously as Hamish stomped past and almost stumbled. He steadied himself and left a dimple in a yellow subcompact parked at the curb.
One block to go.
There was enough of summer weather left that he began to imagine the possibilities. A trip to the Gulf Coast? A jaunt up to the Smoky Mountains? Sure, they’d have minders. He almost laughed at the thought of telling his stuffy in-laws the spindlebot body was nothing more than an advanced iron lung.
If he had to live in a metal body, he might as well make the best of it.
Elm trees lined his street. No parking as usual, with cars, RVs, boats, and delivery vans everywhere. So many delivery vans. He had guessed the Big Wipe would have curbed online retailers, but that didn’t appear to be the case.
His house was just past his neighbor’s gaudily decorated mobile home, painted blue with a San Antonio Missions banner scrawled across either side.
He trampled the grass as he cut towards his front door. He wiped some fuzzy scum from his spindlebot’s hand onto the bougainvillea. Perhaps his bot needed a wash. Later. Time for that later. Yet he hesitated. He had rehearsed so many words, but now none of them felt right. The surprise would be spoiled if Josiah got scared. Hamish hesitated as he gripped the door handle.
Josiah would need to face the fact his father had changed. Perfect words couldn’t achieve that. And Emily was a good soldier’s wife and would help with their son. It would be an adjustment period, surely, but nothing insurmountable.
He tried the door. Locked. Of course it would be. He took the key from under the third plastic flowerpot, which held the remains of a withered verbena.
With a click, he was inside.
“I’m home,” he breathed.
The house was quiet. They didn’t have a dog (Josiah’s allergies) and Josiah had to keep his video games at volume three or lower (Emily was working). But his wife kept soft jazz on in her office while she worked, and he didn’t hear it.
He walked through the kitchen, suddenly self-conscious of how loud his metallic feet sounded on the vinyl floor, and into their large family room. The TV was off, the slider closed, the soft hum of the AC puffing away through the vents.
Out in the garage, both the electric compact SUV and his two-door gas-burning Mustang waited.
“Emily?”
He returned through the kitchen and climbed the stairs. Checked each bedroom and Emily’s office. An outing with one of Josiah’s friends, perhaps? But this was a weekday and his wife kept a firm schedule.
Calm down, he told himself. They’re just out for a stroll, or across the street at the Gundersons’ helping with some minor emergency like assisting their neighbor with her house alarm, or phone, or TV.
No sirens yet. If the police were coming, it was a silent response. He had to find his family so they’d have time before the chaos started. He tromped back down the stairs.
A man in a shirt and tie waited in the entry hallway. The door remained ajar. Slightly pasty, extra weight on his gut, metal-rim sunglasses, and sweat stains on the underarms, the guy screamed government lackey. One of his hands was in a cast. He also wore a shoulder holster and pistol. When he made eye contact with Hamish, he didn’t blink twice at facing down a seven-foot-tall robot.
“Lieutenant Hamish Townes?” the man asked.
“Where’s my wife? Where’s my son?”
“Safe. We learned of your return and decided an abundance of caution was necessary with your family. We need to speak first. And then we can talk about your reunion.”
No. This wasn’t the way it was supposed to happen. “No deals. Not until I see my family.”
“In good time. Soon. But you and I need to lay out some groundwork. We want to be sure no one gets hurt, and that you’re fully in control of that magnificent machine you’re driving.”
“Who are you?”
“I’m Special Agent Raymond Barrett, Homeland Security.”
“I landed twenty minutes ago. How did you know to be here?”
“Sylvia Vincent. She left a message. Surprised all of us. I’m going to spearhead your transition and help you get settled.”
Movement behind Agent Barrett. The delivery vans he had seen earlier were now double-parked out front. More agents and soldiers were climbing out of the vehicles. A larger truck pulled up, its heavy engine rumbling before it cut out.
“Why did Sylvia call you?”
“She expressed concern for you. Said you might need help. You have nothing to worry about. If you come with me, you’ll see your son and wife. But not here.”
“This is my home. Me and my family belong in this house. I’ll cooperate. I have information to share. But my condition is that Josiah and Emily join me here.”
“Later. You’re too valuable an asset. Your reunion will have to take place at a secure facility. We can’t risk losing such a fine specimen of Cordice design like your robot.”
Hamish hadn’t noticed the soldier with the rifle waiting in the living room. But it wasn’t a rifle. It looked like an energy weapon, Melded perhaps, something he had seen a picture of during his review of recent events, and identical to a device Sylvia Vincent had used outside the Garden Village hospital.
The blue beam which struck him in the chest sent a sharp jolt through his system. Then all went numb. More soldiers appeared, clamping magnetic machines to his arms, legs, and body. He was paralyzed.
“Please try to relax, Lieutenant. And my apologies for any discomfort. But we need you to once again serve your country.”

SPECIAL AGENT RAYMOND Barrett dabbed his forehead as the soldiers used the prepared tracked loader to carry the spindlebot to the waiting truck. Meanwhile, his fellow agents kept the neighbors at a distance.
His liaison, a short thin man in a gray digital tigerstripe uniform with no insignia, grunted as the loader puttered past. “Lieutenant Townes is really alive inside that thing?”
“Does it matter?”
The liaison wore a razor-sharp mustache which could cut steel. He licked his teeth. “Suppose not. Careful with that thing, boys. What are you grinning about, Barrett?”
Barrett forced the smile away. After everything he had been through, the pains, discomforts, and humiliations, being back on top so soon was an unexpected boon. Yet here he was, again in charge of the civilian side of an operation. The army and air force had allowed humanity’s only spaceship to slip through its fingers. He would not let that happen to this machine.
Not everyone liked the idea of Barrett’s return to active duty so soon after being manipulated by the shadow monster. But the director wanted the only agent with firsthand experience with Earth’s new neighbors to take point. Having an air force babysitter in tow was a small price to pay.
The loader vanished inside the truck. The loading team moved with precision, detaching the spindlebot and securing it even as the truck’s engine roared back to life.
“Lieutenant Townes’ family?” Barrett asked.
“Picked up out front and secured at her mother’s home. My officers will finish their ‘heightened security insurance interview’ once we wrap things up. The cleanup crew is on standby once we get that truck out of here.”
“No cleanup necessary. This went smoother than I could have imagined.”
Another grunt from the liaison. “Always better to be safe than sorry.”
“He wasn’t carrying anything. We checked a bot just like that at the first landing site at Garden Village. They’re just machines, completely sterile. And the faster we leave, the less hassle we have with civilian authorities. Right now we’ve got the local PD holding off on any calls. But that will change if we linger.”
“It’s your show.”
The soldiers closed the swinging truck doors and the procession of vehicles slowly drove away. The liaison adjusted his glasses and went to a waiting van. The last of the soldiers was straightening the front mat.
Barrett walked past him for a last look. The loader had crushed parts of the lawn and the impressions on the carpet were clear signs of their presence. But only if anyone was looking. Most of the scuff marks were barely noticeable among the signs of wear.
“Vacuum and a wipe down?” the soldier out front asked.
“No. Let’s get out of here. This place is as clean as it ever was.”
He closed the door. Paused as he saw what looked like a greenish soot on the handle. Rust? Mold? Emily Townes wasn’t much of a housekeeper. He wiped his hand off on his slacks and headed for the van.
And even as he absentmindedly rubbed his newly itching palm, he was smiling again. They had lost the harvester and the star runner, true, but Earth wasn’t out of the fight yet. Barrett promised himself that. The spindlebot was a technological boon, along with the volumes of extraterrestrial ship and tech designs handed to them by Carmen Vincent.
And from this day forward, he vowed, humanity would take every gift that landed in their lap.
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