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  The Canyon

Chapter One
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“Okay, Maverick. I need you to pay attention to me. This is really important, alright? ”
Maverick could barely focus on his mother. The roar of the starship’s engine was louder than usual and rocked dangerously underfoot. There were alarms blaring, and lights flashing, and he didn’t like the way his mother’s fingers trembled as she secured his backpack to his shoulders, tightening the straps as she went. 
“What’s going on?” He asked, observing the sweat beading on her forehead. 
“Engine malfunction,” she said. There was more to it than that. When there were engine malfunctions, his mother became a spitfire, cursing and muttering under her breath. This calm was a facade built to hide the true nature of the crisis. 
She strode from the bed to a wall console.  “Are you paying attention?”
“Yeah,” he said. The ship lurched to the side, and he stumbled as he rose from the bed to meet her. “Mama?”
The wall behind him slid open. It was the entrance to an escape pod; he’d seen it once before when his dad taught him how to operate one. “Maverick, there’s—there’s a big problem.”
“It’s not just an engine malfunction,” he said. 
She choked on a laugh. “No. It’s not.”
“What is it? What’s going on?”
She bent down and looked him in the eye. “We’re under attack, and it doesn’t look like we’re going to make it.”
He fell silent. Not going to make it? But mom always made it. He didn’t understand.
Was the alarm getting louder, or was he finally realizing just how loud it actually was?
The ship lurched again. The flashing red lights cast eerie shadows over his mother’s face. “I’m sending you out in an escape pod before the rest of the armada arrives. We’re going to be able to stave this ship off, maybe even sink her, but there’s more on the way. I need you long gone before they get here.”
“No!” Maverick insisted. “I want to stay here with you and Dad, and fight!” 
“I wish you could, Mav, but it’s—” She swiped at her eyes with the back of her sleeve. He’d never seen his mother cry before, and it scared him. “Don’t argue with me right now. Not this time.”
He stared. “O-okay.”
“That’s my boy. When you get in there, autopilot is going to take over, but you’ll need to keep a watchful eye, alright? You remember the simulations you practiced?”
“I remember.”
“Here.” She pulled the little circular pin from off the breast of her shirt, pressing it into his hands. 
He looked down at the bronze emblem, which proudly declared his mother’s name, rank, and serial number. He’d memorized it all before, but it didn’t stop him from reading it again: Jacoba A. Kane, SGM., Engineer, J778A60K4975.
“I’ve programmed the pod to head towards a Tilwii outpost not far from here, it should only take a couple of hours. When you get there, show them this, and they’ll be able to look up our family and send you back to Mars. Grams and Gramps will be waiting for you. Okay? If you need anything, just charge it to my serial number—the PEP credits will work with the Tilwii. Got it?”
He nodded numbly. “Got it.”
She bit her lip before pulling him into a tight embrace. 
The console above her lit up. Maverick watched as Lieutenant Commander Elosha’s face appeared. She was calm, despite it all; blue face composed into a neat blank sheet. “Sergeant Major Kane.” 
Mom hurriedly stood, wiping at her eyes. She kept one hand on Mav’s shoulder. “Lieutenant Commander.”
“You are needed in engineering. Govok is dead.” Without missing a beat, she said, “Congratulations, you’ve been promoted.”
He’d always thought Elosha was weird, no matter how close she and his parents were. She caught his eye and nodded to him. He nodded back. Why did this feel like this could be the last time he’d see her?
“Understood,” his mom said. The console went dark.
“Mama?”
“Go.” She kissed him one more time on the forehead. The ship lurched again, and she nearly fell over, just barely holding onto the open doors to the shuttle. She practically pushed him in.
He fell into one of the pod’s seats. Automatic restraints began winding over his shoulders as the navigation console lit up.
“We love you, Maverick,” she said, teary-eyed. “Your father and I both love you so, so much. Never forget that.” And with that, she closed the pod, setting it to launch. 
“Mom!” He yelled. The doors sealed closed, and his chair turned, pushing him up into the pilot’s position. Autopilot had already been engaged, but he scrambled to stop it. His mother must have anticipated that he’d try to halt the countdown. The controls were all locked out. 
The pod shot off. He sucked in a breath and clenched the arms of the seat at the sudden velocity. Space lit up around him, a glittering field of stars and nebulae expanding without end.
He forced himself to keep his eyes open as he was presented with a view of the Planetary Exploration and Protection Starship Visionary from below. There were other pods being ejected from her sides, same as him. Across from her was another ship—one he didn’t recognize. They were exchanging heavy fire; shots of startling white and yellow light, like small concentrated blasts of stars. 
It looked like his mother had been right. The alien ship was adrift, and its attacks weren’t nearly as frequent as the Visionary’s. A part of its hull had been completely ripped off. The Visionary wasn’t looking too good, either, though; the shields were down, and he was sure he could see a hull breach as he rocketed away. Even as he watched, two more ships came to a sudden stop beside the enemy; same model, same colors.
There was a blinding explosion. He closed his eyes tight and held on to the pod’s chair, fingers clawing into the armrests in a desperate attempt for purchase. Something hit, and suddenly the pod was spinning wildly.
“Computer!” he yelled. There was no reply. The viewscreen pinwheeled until a thousand pinpricks of starlight streaked into a blinding wheel. Then the light fractured, space tearing in a rainbow bubble. There was pure darkness, and then, space aligned once more; stars reappeared as far-off glitters of stationary light.
The pod drifted for a time. Maverick did all he could to gain control, but the vehicle seemed content to pilot itself amongst the cosmos without his aid. He cried when he realized there was no going back and again when he remembered how the Visionary had looked when he’d last seen it. What if his mom and dad didn’t make it out okay? But they’d been through tough situations before… surely this one would be no different.
It would be okay.
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Maverick came to with a ringing in his ears. 
He managed to peel his eyes open, blinking away the blur in his vision. He didn’t know where he was—only that after several days of drifting aimlessly through space, he’d crashed. His ears rang with the defeated hum of the dying engine.
He’d known that the pod wasn’t taking him to the Tilwii outpost by the second day. When he’d seen the planet, he’d thought it might be Mars for a moment. It was huge and red, and something about it seemed similar to home.
But it hadn’t been Mars.
He pushed himself up, grimacing as pain flared up in his body. He reached blindly for the fixall that had been sitting on the dash.
It had been thrown around in the crash, and its power cell was cracked. The charge was nearly gone, but it had at least enough to administer a painkiller. He selected the setting and jammed the tip into his leg, relaxing as the pain receded.
It was then he noticed how hot it was. He pushed his sweat-dampened curls up out of his face.
“Computer!” he yelled. “Where are we?”
“Location unknown,” the computer reported. “Emergency exit sequence initiated.”
“Wh-what!? Wait, hold on, is there—is there a breathable atmosphere?”
“Affirmative. Sequence completed.”
The emergency hatch blew off. Mav covered his ears too late, and the blast left his ears ringing again.
Dripping with sweat, he clawed his way up toward the roof, somewhat impaired by the way the pod was listing to the right. As he pulled himself out of the pod and into the burning heat, he had… absolutely no idea where he was.
He was in a canyon, as far as he could tell. The sun beat down on him, unforgiving and bigger than he thought it should be. He took notice of two moons in the daytime sky, but they weren’t Phobos and Deimos; that much was clear. All around him, the rock walls of the canyon rose, from sunrise-pink to blood-red. Mav stumbled down from the roof of the shuttle, head swimming.
There was a reflection in the shiny hull of the pod. Brown eyes were wide with fear and bruised with sleeplessness. Skin covered in a layer of sweat, grime, and blood that was thick enough to obscure freckles. He hardly recognized himself.
Maverick pushed himself off of the pod and dragged himself to the nearest wall, running his hand over the smooth rock face. There was no chance of climbing it, even if he saw several odd lizards scaling the rocks. He pulled his pad from his pack, only to find the screen was broken and its components spilling from the broken glass. He glared at the device–some help it had been.
“Man,” he grumbled and shoved it back into the pack. Tilting his head back, Mav cupped his hands around his mouth. “Hello!?”
Hello, hello, hello, his voice echoed back at him, bouncing off the canyon walls until finally, there was silence. No one and nothing replied. 
Maverick was shaky; from the crash or hunger, he wasn’t sure. There wasn’t an option left but to walk.
Sweat stung his eyes and made his hands sticky, trickling down the backs of his legs and into his shoes. The landscape wavered with heat, and his feet burned inside of his socks. All too soon, the canteen he’d carried with him in his backpack was empty and dry. 
It wasn’t natural. Maybe he could breathe, but there was no way this planet—whatever planet it was—could be home to sentient life.
There were strange animals about, revealed only in flashes as they hid from him. A few birds appeared in his line of vision; wings silver as they caught the rising heat from the inside of the canyon. Lizards darted across the canyon walls, backs glittering like amber. He didn’t recognize their species. 
He sniffed. He was determined not to cry. It took too much energy to cry, and he’d been miserable for some time. He had to keep it together until he could figure out where he was and what he was going to do. 
He pulled his mother’s pin out of his pack and clutched it tightly in hand, pressing onward.
Maverick continued to walk, even as the sun began its descent. He could see tall grass swaying over the edges of the canyon wall. Where there was grass, there would be other plants—some of which surely had to be edible.
Or so he hoped.
This was an unfamiliar planet, and there was no way for him to tell if he could or couldn’t eat the local flora. He scowled just thinking about it. He’d have to take tiny bites to test and hope he didn’t die.
It could have been worse. Much worse.
As he walked, he shrugged his backpack off to rummage around inside of it. He already knew his pad was broken, but maybe the datacord worked. It had lost its charge after he’d played around on it in the shuttle for so long, so he’d have to wait until it had recharged on solar and see if it was still usable. He held it out in the sunlight as he walked, hoping that the panels were still in working order. If he could get the thing charged back up, then he’d be able to attempt reading plants before he ate them. It didn’t come back on right away, so all he could do was walk.
His stomach rumbled.
His vision blurred and began to double as he tried to swallow through a sand-dry mouth and throat. The sunset made the canyon walls blaze orange, as if they were on fire. The pain reliever he’d taken had worn off at some point. He leaned into the wall, limping along it.
His injuries were coming back into focus. His head pounded. He reached to the back of his skull, feeling to see why it hurt so much. His hand came away sticky and brown with old blood. 
Mav swayed on his feet. The birds circling overhead multiplied in his sight, little silver cutouts in the sky, as he tripped forward a few more steps. Knowing he needed to rest, he carefully lowered himself into a patch of shadows, where he leaned against the canyon wall. He fought to keep conscious, but after a few moments, his eyelids began to slide shut.
“Mom…”
He blinked at the silver birds up above the canyon until they were mere shadows on the backs of his eyelids.
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Maverick could hear footsteps approaching. As far as he knew, he could have landed on planet F34, where there were rumors of snake-like aliens that had a taste for Terran flesh. Well, if there were any man-eating snake aliens about, he’d tell them that, technically speaking, he was Martian, and it was possible he didn’t taste nearly as good as a typical Terran. 
His mouth was dried out and tasted foul. There was bile burning the back of his throat. He felt like one big sunburn and was too dizzy to stand and run. He reached out slowly and grabbed a nearby rock before forcing himself to lay still, quieting his breathing. If whoever was coming thought he was dead, then he would have the element of surprise on his side should he need to defend himself.
The footsteps stopped just to his side. He strained his ears for another sound, only to pick up another set of shuffling steps. Not humanoid—a dog? He forced his face to stay flat as whatever it was padded up to him. A wet nose pressed around his temple, snuffling in his hair. He didn’t stir.
A small way off, someone said, “Acha, noma tes ya.” It sounded like a boy’s voice. Whatever they were saying, Mav couldn’t understand it. He continued to lay still. “To’ren, matte.” 
The animal left him to return to the voice. Maverick clutched the rock tighter in his hand, waiting. He’d take a peek once they were within distance, and if they looked ready to unhinge their snake-like jaws and swallow him head-first, he’d act. Once the alien got close, he’d swing, and if he was lucky, he’d catch them in the temple.
Something fell in front of him. He didn’t want to open his eyes, but the alien and their animal weren’t moving, and the longer he kept his eyes closed, the more he began to worry about whatever it was that fell in front of him. He cracked open an eye.
Food.
He scrambled forward, keeping the rock clutched in one hand while he grabbed the fruit. It was a banana, bright-green and terribly under-ripe, but it was also the best thing he’d ever seen. He flattened himself against the canyon wall and raised the rock up to defend himself, biting through the banana peel and chewing hurriedly.
His first thought was that it wasn’t a banana. It was bitter, almost sour, and the meat of it was more like a pear than a banana. He didn’t care. The peel was tough and rubbery, and the fibers in it were difficult to chew, but he continued to eat.
His second thought was that he had no idea what kind of alien was staring him down. They were tall and humanoid, with dark eyes and long, thick eyelashes. They had dark skin and long black hair braided in a neat line between a pair of horns sprouting from their skull. They had long ears, almost like those of a goat, which were decorated with earrings. It took him a second—long enough for another two bites of the alien fruit he’d been given—but the horns and the flicking ears were a trademark of the Pocme. 
There was no way he was on Pocme. It was just too far off. 
At least he knew about Pocme, though. He hadn’t landed on a completely unfamiliar planet, even if Pocme and Terrans had a rocky relationship at best. Even he knew about the hostilities between the two peoples. But then, he’d always been invested in the news, back when they’d lived on Mars. He still remembered the big fit Terra threw when Pocme and Sarish had denied Terra’s request for access to their space for what was probably the hundredth time.
“Dara tors no tes naia,” the alien continued. He was wearing a thin, long-sleeved shirt with a V neck that went to his navel, and some kind of harem pants. He was also wearing sandals, which struck Maverick as odd. “Che’che, eh arswar.”
“Stay back,” Mav managed around a mouth full. “I’ll bash your head in.” He shook his rock for emphasis. Did Pocme eat people? There was no clear indication that they didn’t.
The alien narrowed his eyes. “Tame orswa dif horsmath.” He had a small satchel slung over his arm. He reached inside it.
Maverick flinched.
The alien moved slower as he pulled his hand out. He revealed another one of the fruits. He peeled it slowly, as if he were demonstrating, and then carefully held it out, leaning forward so that Maverick was close enough to reach out and take it.
Mav struck out lightning fast and ripped it from the boy’s hand. He began to shovel it into his mouth, marveling at how much easier it was to eat without the peel. 
He was distracted enough not to notice the boy go back into his satchel until he withdrew his hand again. Mav froze up again, relaxing only when the alien revealed he was holding a canteen. At least, it looked like a canteen. He threw it at Maverick’s feet and took a step back. 
The animal stepped forward, snuffing at the canteen before returning to the alien’s side in disinterest. It wasn’t a dog, but a large, lumbering hybrid of some sort. It was an odd combination of bear, lion, and dog, covered in light brown fur. Its eyes were sharp with intelligence, and its long tail swayed back and forth with the temperance of a hunter. It had ears like a bat, which flicked back and forth atop of its head like old-fashioned satellite dishes, and long teeth. It was a terrifying creature but seemed content to sit at the boy’s side and groom itself. Sitting, its head reached the boy’s shoulders.
“Che’che, arwak.” The boy pointed at the canteen.
Maverick grabbed it and unscrewed the top. He sniffed it, and then turned it on its side to let a little drip out. It was water. He eagerly lifted the canteen to his mouth and drank, water spilling out over his chapped and bloodied lips, dripping down his chin and over his throat. It felt good against his burned skin. 
“Matte,” the alien said. He made a gesture.
Maverick finished the canteen off and threw it back to the boy. “Thanks,” he rasped, and deciding he could trust the boy, asked, “Where are we? Is this Pocme?”
The alien’s ears flicked, seemingly in agitation. He pulled what appeared to be the Pocme version of a pad out of his bag, quickly typing something in on it. The pad began to speak in crisp, accented Standard. Maverick was surprised that the translation program on the alien boy’s device even had Standard.
“I mean you no harm,” said the pad. “You are hungry. I have more food at home if you are willing to follow. Please type your response back into the pad so that it can read me your reply.”
Once it had finished speaking, the boy handed the pad over carefully. Mav took it and began to type, his fingers leaving dirty streaks on the glass surface. He finished typing and pressed ‘speak.’ The pad said, “Thanks for the water. Are we on Pocme? How far away is your house? I’m not sure how much farther I can walk; I’m really hungry.”
The alien boy took the pad back and typed out his answer. “The water was for you. We are on Pocme. My house is not far—I am sure we can make it. I see that you are very hungry. There will be food at home.”
Mav took the pad for his reply. “Promise you’re not going to eat me.”
When the alien boy heard it, he startled back, ears flicking as he scowled. He swiped the pad and quickly typed out a message, which read, “I would not eat you if you were the only source of nutrients in the galaxy.”
Well, it wasn’t a promise, but it was close enough. 
Maverick shakily stood. He shouldered his bag and started forward, licking his blistered lips. 
He reached up to wipe the sweat off the back of his neck, feeling the curly hair there. He needed a haircut—his mom kept saying as much—but there were more important things to worry about. His stomach hurt, but in a different way than what he’d grown accustomed to in the pod. It wasn’t empty, and that, somehow, was painful too. He swooned, and for a moment, all was black.
When he came to, he found himself being carried by the boy. They’d made it out of the canyon. He pushed at the boy’s chest until he was set down and then followed the boy’s finger as he pointed out across the plains.
Not too far in the distance was a tall, pale-wood house. He couldn’t be sure from where he stood, but he thought it might be an octagon. It had many windows, pinkish trim, and a roof that was just begging to be climbed up onto. There was a garden off to the side full of strange, alien plants, and out a little further, he caught the gleam of a hovercraft of some kind. 
“Oh,” Maverick said. “Is that your house?”
“Matte,” the boy said. He brushed past Maverick, heading steadily onwards.
Maverick was still dizzy, but it was easier to move with a clear destination in mind. He started after the boy and his pet, determined not to faint again, no matter how his ears rang.
His mother’s pin was still clutched tightly in his fist. He hadn’t let go, even unconscious, and the edges had nearly cut into his palm. He uncurled his fingers and looked down at the bronze pin. As soon as he saw an adult, he’d march straight up to them and present the pin to them, and then they’d send him back home to Mars. Determined, Maverick looked back up to where the alien boy had stepped up to the backdoor of his home.
With little flair, he opened the door, calling, “Sarre’t.”
There was a muted reply from within. The odd animal slipped in ahead of the boy, who waited for Maverick. Mav stepped inside after the pet and then paused to take a look around, ignoring the boy as he closed the door and stepped around him to venture farther into the house.
It was strange. There were no light bulbs or panels—the light all came from brightly glowing crystals, fixed like art pieces over the walls and dangling from the ceiling. He took his shoes and socks off and then dug his toes into the soft, tall carpet. There was a small table with a skinny white vase nearest to him. In the vase was a tall, spindly red flower. 
The alien boy was talking to someone. Maverick stepped a little further into the house, following after the animal. It padded past some sort of wooden divider, which looked more like an art piece than anything practical. It led him into what he guessed was the living room. He couldn’t see any holo projector for them to crowd about, but what appeared to be a fireplace of some sort. 
There was a tall, broad bookshelf on the other side of the room. He wandered over to the collection and ran his fingers down the glossy spine of a book. It wasn’t in Standard, or anything else recognizable. 
“Terran.” 
Maverick turned around. The boy had returned with an adult in tow. She was tall—even taller than Mav’s father—and had horns; huge and white and beautiful. Her face was arranged in a near-scowl. Like the boy, her neckline was plunging; showing off more chest and stomach than Mav had ever seen. 
“I’m actually Martian,” he said. “If it matters.”
The woman looked back to the boy. “Ida no sofre eh chaya Mars o’frey.” She had green-black markings—or perhaps tattoos—on her face. 
“Martian gorres va no Terran, ve.”
“Yeah! Mars. Martian.” He stepped eagerly up to the tall woman and offered up his pin. “Here, look! This is from my mom. It will tell you where to send me, so I can go home. She said there’s money on it, so don’t worry. You use PEP credits, right?”
The woman delicately took the pin from his hand, frowning as she turned it over a few times. “P-E-P,” she muttered and handed the pin to the boy, pointing. “Ida no sorra meh P-E-P bos’re temme. Var no ree’m sa i chaya dorra Pocme, eso.” 
The boy nodded. He handed the pin back to Maverick. When he spoke, he looked up at the woman. “Menne ida no sorra sofre P-E-P gorelatsa manna he che’che ro stamma?”
“Dusro.” She turned and left abruptly. 
Maverick watched her go. He looked down at his pin and then back up at the boy. “Um… what’s going on?” 
The boy just stared at him, so Maverick let out a sigh. He hoped she was heading to verify his identity. 
In the meantime, he could figure out who he was talking to. 
“I’m Maverick,” he said and stuck out his hand. 
The boy stared at his hand, left ear flicking. 
“… Right.” Maverick let his hand drop. “Um…” He pointed at himself and said, “Mav. You?”
The boy reached up and took Maverick’s sleeve in his fingers delicately, as if he was handling something gross. He lowered Maverick’s away and said, “Pocme.”
“No, I know you’re Pocme.” He growled. He pointed at himself. “Martian, Mav!” He pointed at the boy. “Pocme…. you?”
He let out a sigh as if he really couldn’t be bothered by all this silliness. Still, he put a hand on his chest and said, “Rivus, Pocme.” He pointed at Maverick and said, “Mav, Martian.”
Mav’s face lit up. “Yeah!” He said. “Mav! Maverick.”
The boy tilted his head. “Mav gko Maverick?”
“Mav.” He pointed at himself. “Maverick.” He pointed at himself again. 
The boy slowly pointed at himself. “Rivus. A'MirVas. Pocme. Rivus.”
Mav laughed. 
The Pocme woman returned.
She held out a pad, which began to speak. “Greetings, little Martian boy. My name is Mirr. You will forgive me, but my Standard is childish at best. My wife will be along shortly. She is a translator fluent in Standard and will be able to communicate with you without complication. Until then, several questions need answering. I will ask them, hand you the pad, and you will enter your response. Do you know how to type and spell? If yes, nod your head up and down. If no, move your head left to right.” 
He nodded. 
Mirr typed on the pad for a moment. “Excellent,” the computer’s voice said, monotone. “How is it that you came to be here? Please be as detailed as possible.”
Maverick accepted the pad from her and sat down on the floor to better balance it in his lap. He wasn’t nearly as fast as Mirr, but she and Rivus waited patiently. “My name is Maverick Jacob Kane, but you can call me Mav. I was on the PEP starship Visionary, but we were attacked. I don’t know by who. My mom put me in the escape pod. It was supposed to bring me to a Tilwii outpost, but the pod got hit by something, and I think it messed something up. I crashed here.”
The pad read his words back in Pocme; strange, twisty words that Maverick couldn’t make out. Once the pad had played its course, he handed it back to Mirr. She took it and quickly typed out her reply, playing out loud. 
“The nearest Tilwii outpost is four point three parsecs away from here.”
His smile fell. He’d known they’d really missed the mark, but four whole parsecs? That was… that was like… 
He did the math in his head. 
That was…. five hundred ninety-three thousand trips from Mars to Terra. How was he nearly six hundred thousand trips off his mark? How did something screw up that badly? How was that even possible? Had he… had his pod jumped off course and into Mark speed when they’d been hit by the debris? 
It was impossible to tell how far away from the Visionary he was.
His stomach growled, then, reminding him of what a long trip it really had been. He motioned for the pad and accepted it eagerly into his hands, typing, “I’m hungry.”
“Matte.” Mirr said. She started out of the room.
Mav figured he was meant to follow. He handed the pad off to Rivus and followed after Mirr, around the wooden divider, and down a small hall. It opened up into a dining room and kitchen—alien, but undeniable in its design. There was a bowl of fruit on a nearby counter, and Mav stretched up on his tiptoes to grab another one of the banana-like things. 
He peeled it, like Rivus had, and began chomping down on it. His stomach turned as he swallowed, but he ignored the sensation and continued to eat. 
Mirr was making something. He would have said it was a sandwich, but there was no top, and the bread was weird. He watched her prepare the food, slapping spindly purple slices of vegetable onto the bread with prong-like utensils and then some sort of oil and seasoning. 
He followed her over to the table, where he climbed up into a chair with a long back. He eagerly pulled the sandwich before him as she placed it down, picking it up to take a big bite. 
It had a taste kind of like vinegar, although more bitter. He chewed the tomatoes-like texture. It was filling, even if the flavor left something to be desired, so he took another bite. He looked up at Mirr to thank her. 
She seemed vaguely horrified, holding out a weird-looking fork. 
“Oh. Thanks.” He’d never eaten a sandwich with a fork, even if the sandwich had no top. Still, he took it and speared the bread to hold it up to his mouth, chewing rapidly and swallowing around too-big bites. 
All the while, Mirr and Rivus stared him down like he was some sort of holoshow. He was too hungry to care about it and continued to stuff himself under the weight of their combined eyes. 
By the time he’d finished with the sandwich, Rivus had lost interest. The boy had wandered over to what must have been a refrigeration unit and retrieved an odd plastic-like cup full of what resembled a malt in consistency. He slid the malt over to Mav’s elbow and then left the room.
Mav finished off his last bite and set the two-pronged fork down, grabbing the cup with both of his hands. It was thick and creamy like a malt, but the similarities ended there. It was sour and not very sweet. It also had little round beads of something like chia seed in it. It wasn’t the worst thing he’d ever had to drink, and he was still hungry, so he continued to chug it down.
As the last bits of drink slid down the cup into his mouth, Maverick became overwhelmed by how tired he was. He thought back to the marshmallow couches he’d seen in the other room and quickly collected his dishes. There was something like a sink on the row of counters, so he moved quickly around Mirr and towards it. 
He stood up on his toes to drop them in. Mirr swooped in and intercepted, pulling the cup and plate out of his hand. She moved over to a tall metal thing on the side of the kitchen and put the cup into one hole and the plate into a separate slot. 
Oh.
“I’m tired,” Maverick declared. He moved around her and back towards what he suspected to be the living room. Mirr followed him, a silent ghost, and watched as he curled up on one of the couches.
He closed his eyes. Once he had a nap, he’d figure out what to do. He could use the pad to tell them where he lived, and then they’d send him on his merry way. He’d be back on Mars before the week was out.
A hand on his shoulder made him open his eyes. It hurt to be touched—he had a bad sunburn all over his body.
She gestured with her head for him to follow her.
Maverick frowned, sleepy, but got up anyway. Mirr led him down another hall—the one she’d come from originally and past a few doors. She stopped at one and waved it open, gesturing for Maverick to walk inside.
It was a bedroom. The crystals in the room began to warm up and glow as they walked in, casting a faint, gold-tinted light about the room. There was a bed, low to the ground, with several orange blankets on top of it. The pillows were weird, with flat middles and thick sides, but he figured he could put two together to make a whole. 
Mirr gestured towards the bed with her hand patiently. “Ida no yoracht.” 
“Uh, thanks, I think.” He smiled at her, and she nodded. He climbed up onto the top of the covers—it was way too hot for a blanket. He reached up behind his head to pull his shirt off, tugging until finally, he was free. The shirt had been a light brown color when he’d left, but it was stained dark under the arms around the neck from sweat. He had some other clothes in his bag, but they were all dirty. That was fine; he’d sleep in his underwear. 
“Orresta.” Mirr nodded a fist at him and then turned and left.
He had no idea what that meant. He began to worm out of his shorts, huffing with effort. It hurt to move, so struggling free of his clothing was harder than anticipated. He did finally free himself of his shorts, somehow.
Mirr reappeared, then. She had clothes in one hand and a rag in the other. He grinned wide at the sight, lifting his arms up obediently. Her mouth pinched into a thin line at the sight of him. 
“Bavos ka, ehno ida.” She said. She had the pad again, and it translated for her. “Undress.” He had a feeling the translation wasn’t perfect, but rather, summarized. 
“I am undressed,” he said and listened as the pad echoed him in Pocme. 
He scrunched up his nose and looked down at his underwear. 
“Um… no, thank you.” He said.
She turned up her hand in a ‘rise’ motion, setting the pad on the end of the bed as she sat next to him. He stood up, holding his hands above his head. 
She carefully fed his arms through soft, gauzy sleeves and then pulled the garment down over his head. He frowned when he realized it was a nightgown. “This is for girls,” he told her. 
On the end of the bed, the pad spoke. She said her reply distractedly, reaching out to pick at his hair. “This is for you,” she said. 
Well, that was good enough for him. 
“Sit still and turn so your back will be before my eyes so I might groom you,” the pad said. He would have settled for ‘turn around’ but didn’t say anything, turning so she could do what she wanted. “Know also that Pocme are a race of empaths. You do not know how to shield, so I will feel your emotion through skin-to-skin contact if I am not shielding myself.”
He nodded. “I don’t mind,” he said.
“I will shield from your emotions regardless. Do not fidget now; I am beginning.” 
He played with the neck of his nightgown in an attempt to keep his hands busy so that his body would be still. The front went down in a sharp V that nearly touched his belly button, just like the clothes Mirr and Rivus were wearing. He figured they were cut like that so that the Pocme could pull their clothes down over their horns without getting stuck, though he wondered at the lack of buttons.
She shuffled around in the bag and took something out. Mav looked over his shoulder to see what appeared to be a sponge with little bristles on the end. He stiffened as she raised it to his head, but it didn’t hurt. It was gentler than a brush, and the spongy part had been soaked in something warm and wet. He didn’t think it was water—as a drop rolled down over his forehead, he reached up to touch it and then rubbed it between his fingers. It was some kind of oil.
Gently, Mirr brushed out his hair with the tool, sponging away the dirt and crusted blood as she went. Maverick found his eyes blinking shut slowly as the calm and steady motions lulled him closer and closer to sleep. He leaned back into her chest and yawned, eyes closed as she continued to clean him off. 
When she’d finished with his hair, she pulled a rag out of the bag, holding it out for him to see. Maverick nodded, not sure what she wanted him to do. Apparently, she just wanted him to know what she was up to, because as soon as he nodded, she started to use it to gently rub the filth off of his face. She had a small container of something watery in one hand, but it was more like rubbing alcohol than oil, so he figured it wasn’t the same stuff she’d used in his hair. It didn’t smell like alcohol, though. It had a sort of pecan smell to it. Or maybe it was cashew. He couldn’t quite place it—he wasn’t actually sure which was which when he thought about it.
“Soma.” The word rumbled through Mirr’s chest and into Maverick, startling him awake.
“Completed,” the pad echoed. 
Maverick pulled himself away from Mirr, yawning again. Belly full, and sort of clean, he felt a lot better than before. He arranged the pillows to his liking as Mirr went about the room drawing gauzy curtains together to block the glare of the sun, leaving the room dim and orange. It was a comfortable atmosphere, and he was reminded vaguely of home on the days it would storm and the sun would color the world orange through the red dust.
“Nalaas,” Mirr said. She pushed his oily curls out of his forehead. “Sleep.”
He wanted to stay awake, to see if she’d let him take a bath since he hadn’t had one in over a week. He’d wanted to take a nap, but that had been before. Still, the exhaustion clung on, and he found his eyes sliding shut despite his mind’s protest.
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When Maverick woke, there was someone in the room. It wasn’t Mirr, Rivus, or even their weird bear. It wasn’t a Pocme, either. He didn’t have time to process the stranger further before he realized he was going to throw up. 
He stood, but he had nowhere to go—he didn’t know where the bathroom was, and even if he did, he was certain he wasn’t going to make it to the door. Still, he tried to run, thinking of making it to the kitchen. He made it about two steps before he doubled over, stomach twisting painfully as he emptied it onto the floor.
His head was pounding. Sweat dripped down off of his nose and into the mess he’d made on the thick-carpeted floor. He felt himself burn with shame, enough to bring tears to his eyes. He stumbled forward to the door, hoping to get somewhere. He wasn’t done being sick.
A blur of yellow went past—the alien who’d been in his room. They yelled something, and then there was activity. Mav leaned against the doorframe, panting, and then they were back.
The alien had a large, domed skull and yellow skin like that of a Terran golden poison frog. They had the same black eyes, too, but they had a human mouth and little slits about where human nostrils would have been. There were puffy purple spots on their cheeks and three small horizontal ridges where the bridge of their nose would have been.
“Oh, thoora,” they said. They put a long, skinny hand on his shoulder. “Sit back down; here you go.” They had a huge plastic bowl in their hands. “You poor thing, that much alien food couldn’t have been easy on your tummy.” He realized this must have been the wife Mirr spoke of, the one who could speak standard.
He allowed her to guide him back to the bed, where he sat just in time to retch into the waiting bowl. The alien held it out for him, rubbing his back with their free hand. 
“There we go. It’s okay. No need to cry, thoora, it’s okay…”
“My name is Mav,” he sniffed. He wiped his mouth on the back of his sleeve. “Not thoora.”
She laughed gently. “It’s a term of endearment, Maverick. Like… honey.”
“Oh. Okay.” He leaned back over the bowl to hack up more of his meal.
“I worried you might have an upset tummy, but this is a little much. Do you have any allergies, Maverick? Anything you can’t have that makes you sick?”
“I don’t really have any.”
“That’s odd. I don’t know why you’re reacting this strongly. I mean, there is always an acclimation period, but—“
“I haven’t eaten in a long time,” he admitted. 
“How long?”
“A couple days.”
“Ah,” she said. “That would do it.”
He doubled back over the bowl, squeezing his eyes shut. “My stomach hurts,” he managed. He was crying again, but he couldn’t bring himself to be embarrassed. 
“I’ll get a fixall. Wait here; I’ll be right back.”
Soon she was back with a fixall, which she gently pressed into the exposed skin of his wrist.
The nausea receded slowly, as did the pain. He groaned and tried to catch his breath. 
“What’s your name?” Mav asked. 
She blinked, seemingly startled. 
“I know Rivus’ name. And Mirr. And… actually, not the bear’s.”
“Bear?” She laughed. 
“Rivus’ pet.”
“He’s an ayantha. And his name is To’ren.”
“To’ren?”
She smiled. “It means rock. To’ren was Mirr’s when she was little, and she didn’t find To’ren all that intelligent as a cub, I’m afraid, and named him appropriately.” She shook her head. “My name is Vassara. I’m from Sarish.”
“Sarish.” He was pretty sure that was the neighboring planet—as Mars was to Terra, Sarish was to Pocme. “What are you doing here?”
“Being a wife, mostly.” She smiled a little.
He was starting to feel less dizzy, but definitely hungry again. “Can I have another one of those banana things?”
“Banana?”
“It’s… the skinny fruit? With the green peel?”
“It’s called le’ama.” 
“Can I have one of those?”
“Why don’t we get you some water and see if you can keep that down, hm?” She smiled kindly and gestured to the bedside table, where a glass stood waiting for him with a pitcher standing next to it for refills. 
“Okay,” he said. She took the bowl.
“I’ll be right back.”
“Sorry for throwing up on your carpet.” 
She laughed and disappeared. 
Maverick settled against the wall, pillows propping him up, and looked around. He hadn’t realized how thirsty he was until then; he drank the entire cup and then refilled it, only to empty it again by the time Vassara returned. His throat was raw, on fire, but the need for hydration overrode the pain of drinking.
“Slow down, there,” she said kindly. She set the empty bowl on the ground next to the bed. “You’ll make yourself sick again.”
He set the cup down and felt his stomach turn again. At least it didn’t hurt like before. 
Vassara threw a disk down on the floor next to the mess he’d made. It was like an extra thick hockey puck or something. It made an odd whooshing noise as it moved over the ground, trailing through the mess and leaving clean streaks behind. It got a little taller with each pass over the mess. 
“What’s that?”
“A cleaner,” she said simply. “You probably don’t have them on Terra.”
“I’m from Mars,” he clarified. 
“Oh, a farmer, huh?”
“Not me.” Mav shook his head. “I’m going to be an explorer.”
She smiled kindly. Her teeth were all fused together. “That sounds wonderful.”
“I already made it this far, didn’t I?”
She was quiet.
“Here.” He grabbed his dirty shorts from off the side of the bed, fishing his mother’s pin from the pocket. He walked on his knees back over to Vassara, holding it out for her. “When I get home, I’m going to tell everyone I went all the way to Pocme. They’re never gonna believe me, but I’ll know, and Mom and Dad will know, and—”
“Maverick,” Vassara said slowly. She curled her hands over his, covering the pin. Her big, black eyes were glassy with something like sadness. “I’m very sorry, thoora, but… I have some bad news to tell you.”
“What?” He blinked. 
She licked her lips. Her tongue was purple. “Maverick… it’s about the Visionary.”
“What is it?”
“Mirr looked to see when they would be passing near here so that your mother could collect you personally since there are no shuttles from here to any PEP or Terran-related ports. You got here in a pod, after all, so they couldn’t have been far away. But…”
“Is she going to be a while?”
Vassara hung her head. “You said that the Visionary was under attack when you left.”
“I… I did.” He chewed his bottom lip, suddenly nervous. “What’s wrong?”
“Maverick… It’s very hard to say what happened. But there’s no ship anywhere near here. Not running PEP channels. She looked. The nearest Tilwii base hasn’t received one, either. And if the Visionary didn’t dock for repairs…”
Cold dread stabbed him through. “Wh… what?”
“I’m so sorry Maverick.”
He felt numb. He remembered hitting the back of his head—how fuzzy and distant everything had been then. It was like that, but a thousand times worse. The Visionary had probably been destroyed. He’d lived on the Visionary for two years. And it was most likely gone.
Vassara was still talking. “—there just aren’t any communications between our planets. After the colonization act, no Terran traffic has been allowed through this sector, well, in years. Part of that means we don’t send any ships their way. The best we could do is get you to Denora Alpha, but they aren’t PEP either, and I’m not sure if your mother’s PEP credits would work there. And you’re just so young; no one would be able to come with you, and I don’t… I don’t know if you’d be able to make it back by yourself, so—”
“Is… are my parents okay?” Maverick whispered.
She paused. “I… I’m sorry, Maverick. I just don’t know.”
He choked on a sob and turned to throw up into the bucket again. He felt crushed by the news.
“Oh, thoora,” Vassara rubbed his back gently. He realized, dimly, that his skin didn’t hurt anymore. “I’m so sorry.”
He curled up on his side when he was finally finished. He was overwhelmed by how awful he felt. It would never end, this pain, this all-consuming horrible feeling. He’d never felt so sad or sick in his entire life, and in that moment, he couldn’t see the feeling ever ending. Just agony, forever and ever, stretched out before him like the landscape reaching for the horizon.
“Is there anything I can do to make you feel better?” Vassara asked gently.
“I’ll never feel better,” he choked through his tears. He could barely breathe. 
She yelled something in Pocme. A moment later, Rivus appeared by the side of the bed with a small stack of cloth handkerchiefs, which he passed to Vassara. She turned and handed one to Maverick. He blew his nose loudly, and when he looked back up, Rivus was gone. 
“It’s too hot,” he cried. His face was burning up.
“I know, me’a, I know.” She pushed his hair out of his face. 
He cried himself out soon enough and fell into fitful rest. He opened his eyes at one point to find he was alone in the dark and cried quietly then for some time before falling asleep again. When he next opened his eyes, it was still dark, but someone had turned on a small crystal lamp, and Rivus was lying curled up beside him, sleeping. 
Maverick sat up and drank another cup of water frantically and then turned onto his other side so he faced Rivus’ back. The young Pocme had wormed beneath the blankets, which he’d pulled up over his shoulder so that only his head was visible. Mav reached out and touched the boy’s long, silky braid of raven hair and then snuggled a little closer so that his bent knees were planted firmly in Rivus’ back.
He fell asleep again. 
When he woke, the sun was barely kept at bay by the curtains. He blinked tiredly awake and then sat up, blindly reaching over for Rivus. His hand fell flat on the bed; Rivus had left him at some point in the night. He rubbed his sore eyes and then reached over for the pitcher of water on the nightstand, forgoing the glass to chug back as much as he could. His mouth felt like a desert.
Things were bad. But somehow, he didn’t feel as crushed as he had the night before. He was trapped on an alien planet, and his family… his family wasn’t going to be able to come and get him. But he wasn’t alone, he was wearing a comfy nightgown, and he knew where to get food.
He wobbled from his room and into the hall. He didn’t hear or see anyone about, so he walked from the hall to the living room and then finally to the kitchen. 
Vassara was sitting at the table, working on a pad. When he walked in, she looked up and smiled at him. “Maverick,” she said. “You’re awake.”
He nodded sleepily and rubbed his eye again. He had his mother’s pin in his other hand. 
“Would you like a snack? Midmeal was about a Standard hour ago, actually.”
“I want a snack.”
“Let’s get you something light so that you can keep it down. No sliders or sur this time. And we might put off eating any more le’ama for now, even if you do like them.” She stood and made her way over to the fridge, pushing the door down and open. “Let’s see…” 
He climbed up into a seat at the table, watching her. 
She bustled about the kitchen, making him a small meal. She brought back a cup of water and then a long, oval piece of brown flatbread with a light pink spread on it. He lifted up the bread with his hands.
Vassara laughed. “Oh, thoora, no one here eats with their hands. Here,” she said. She handed him the same weird two-pronged fork from before. “You cut with the side,” she added.
He thought it was a dumb fork, and he thought it was dumb to eat bread with a dumb fork, and he thought the entire stupid thing was dumb. He sniffed and forced himself to go along with it, cutting a piece of the bread and then spearing it with the fork prongs before putting it in his mouth.
It tasted like apricot and orange jam mixed with cream cheese, and the bread tasted more like almond crackers than actual bread. But it was good. It reminded him of lazy mornings during shore leave when Dad would make toast, spread jelly over the bread, and put fruit on top to make smiley faces. His eyes welled up with tears. He barely managed to swallow one bite before he was sobbing again.
She sat down next to him and tucked him under her arm, leaning her head on the top of his head. “It’s okay. I promise. Everything’s gonna be okay.”






  
  The Canyon

Chapter Five

[image: ]

“Maverick, this is my friend, Vamos.” 
Vamos was a tall, stately Sarisha with skin more orange-tinted than Vassara's was. She had bigger, fishy eyes, which seemed more critical than Vassara's. She wore the same tight clothes, covered in layers of sheer cloth, just like Vassara, but hers were all louder colors, like aqua and sparkling silver, instead of white, cream, and dusty rose. She was sharp, frank, and very smart. She reminded him of his mother, in a way.
“Nice to meet you, Vamos,” Mav mumbled. Vassara had explained to him already that Sarisha didn’t usually have a last name—they had individual ID numbers, so there was really no need for a second name to set them apart. Maverick had asked her why she had one—her full name was Vassara S’Mir, and Vassara had happily gone into detail about Pocme last names. Until one was bonded, their last name was marked by the A sound, and the names of their parent or parents—Rivus’ was A'MirVas. Upon bonding, they took the S sound and the name of their partner or partners. Mirr was Mirr S’Vas. Those last names were completely different from their family names, which only their clan knew, and those family names were different from clan names, which were more like the names of races, and were easily identified on traditionalists through tattoo placement. Mirr was of the Tatasha peoples, as signified by the savasash tattoo on her chin. That was four whole names. 
Vamos was just Vamos, though. Short and simple—to the point—just like her.
Her mouth was down-turned in displeasure as she asked, “When was the last time you cleaned your skin?” Her Standard had a different accent than Vassara's.
“A day ago,” Vassara said. She’d had to show him how their weird shower worked. It basically showered you in orange powder after you scrubbed yourself with oil, and then jets of air blasted the mess off. It was weird and definitely not the same refreshing feeling of a water shower, but at least he didn’t stink anymore. 
“He’s already filthy,” Vamos said, frowning.
“Yes, well, he is a Martian. They sweat.”
“Doesn’t explain the dirt.” She reached down and carded a hand through Mav’s hair, then pulled her hand back to look at it. “Were you out rolling around in the garden or something?”
“Yeah,” Mav said. Rivus hadn’t wanted to play that morning, so Mav had taken the day into his own hands. He was still hoping that Vassara would eventually tell Rivus he had to play, even if Mav knew there was no enticing the Pocme boy to make any sort of mess.
“Well, that explains it,” she mused. “And if I ask you to come home with me, kiddo, are you going to tear up my garden playing, too?”
Maverick hid beneath his bangs. “Probably,” he admitted. “Am I supposed to go with you?”
She pushed his hair back out of his face again. “Maybe. The garden is a mess anyway; someone might as well enjoy it. Just as long as you’re able to take off your shoes before you come inside, so you’re not tracking dirt in all over the place.”
“I always take my shoes off,” Maverick said. “I wasn’t raised in a barn.” Despite what some of the Terran kids liked to imply, Martians had manners, and his mom had raised him to prove it. 
“Well, that’s… good,” Vamos said. She looked over her shoulder at Vassara, but Vassara just turned her hands up in the approximation of a shrug. Vamos turned back to Mav. “I know you’ve been happy to stay here, but Mirr has duties that move her around a lot. I’ve got a son back home and we stay in one place, and we can both speak Standard. You can come over here when you want, but until we can figure out what we’re going to do with you, I think you’d like living with me. What do you think?”
He looked nervously back up at Vassara. She nodded encouragingly.
“I still get to come see Rivus?” Mav double-checked.
Vamos nodded her hands up and down. 
He squinted at her. “Can you make Terran food?”
“I can try.”
From the conversation between Vassara and Vamos, Maverick was able to glean a few things. Vamos lived just down the road. She’d been the Sarisha ambassador to Terra, back before the colonization act, and afterward, she’d left the planet for some reason to live on Pocme and had settled down near Vassara to be near another Sarisha. She had one son named Vant, and he was thirteen.
That was about all he was able to get before Vassara shooed him along, saying, “We’ll get your things and sort all the details out in a little bit. For now, go find Rivus and play.”
Easier said than done. Rivus mostly just stared at him—if Mav had to guess, he’d say it was because Rivus was more curious than he was shy. But the shyness played into it, too, of course—Rivus was always hiding behind To’ren, his hands buried in the ayantha’s thick fur. 
“Rivus?” He called. He only did it once—Rivus had informed him that Pocme had sensitive hearing, and Mav didn’t need to go about the house shouting. Once would do; Rivus would hear him.
Even so, it was hard to suppress the urge to yell for Rivus again. Rivus didn’t appear out of thin air, of course, and it was difficult to force himself to await Rivus’ appearance. 
Rivus kind of did his own thing. Mav would have almost thought that the Pocme boy didn’t like him, but he had little signs which would give him away. Mav went to bed alone at night after Vassara tucked him in, and at some point in the night, he’d wake up to find that Rivus was asleep next to him. He was always alone when morning came as if Rivus made a point to leave the bed before Mav woke, but it was enough to know Rivus had been there with him at some point. His moms had probably told him to check in on Mav, but it was still nice.
Rivus came drifting from the office at the end of the hall. As usual, To’ren was following behind him, looking lazy as his tail swayed side to side. Rivus walked straight up to Maverick and then stopped, waiting.
“Your mom says we should go play outside,” Mav said. Vassara had given him her translator for the time being, though she warned him not to lose it, as it was a very high-end piece of equipment. 
“Play?” he sighed, put upon. 
“Play!” Maverick started back toward the back door, grabbing the sunglasses Vassara had procured for him before he opened the door. He slipped out the back, letting To’ren slink outside. “Come on!”
Maverick had stolen all of Rivus’ models and put them in a bucket, which he carried around with him as his own. He had a few of his toys from his backpack in it, too, but not his favorite. His prized possession was his model of the PEP starship Emissary. She was just bare bones in real life, but she’d been built in the Mars shipyard a town away, and he’d fallen in love with her. Her model was complete, so he carried her around with him everywhere. He had a beat-up PEP Visionary, PEP Shirayuki, and PEP Eden with him as well. 
“Okay.” Mav slipped into the garden to hide beneath the shade of the ozma tree. He plopped down in the dirt and spilled his bucket of toys, squinting up at Rivus. “You can be the Visionary if you want. I’ll be the Emissary.”
“I have no preference.”
Mav held the Emissary to his chest. “Well, if you don't care, then you can be the Emissary, cuz’ I want the Visionary today. She’s my mom’s ship.” He happily handed the other toy over to Rivus, watching as the young Pocme turned it over in his hands curiously.
“I do not understand what you want me to do,” Rivus said.
Maverick was used to it. Rivus had no idea how to play like a regular kid. Mav held up the Visionary, making the noise he imagined the engines on an Alpha-class starship would make if it entered the atmosphere. It sounded suspiciously like blowing raspberries. “Like this!”
Rivus held his model ship up, seemingly confused. He didn’t make any noise.
“This is the PEP Visionary to the Emissary!” Mav called. “Come in, Emissary!”
Rivus stared at him.
Mav whispered, “That’s you.”
“I am the Emissary.” Rivus said. He sounded unconvinced.
“No!” Mav dropped his arm for a moment, yanking the Visionary out of orbit. “You’re the Captain of the Emissary. Like, you pretend you’re on the ship, and I’m calling you. Like this, watch.” He took the ship from Rivus. “Come in, Emissary!” He lifted the Visionary when he was speaking as her. “This is the Emissary! We read you, Visionary!” He lifted the Emissary when talking as the other ship.
“I see,” Rivus said. He held out his hand. “Allow me to begin again.”
Mav passed over the toy. “Take two,” he whispered. He lifted the Visionary high into the air, running in a circle around Rivus before pausing before him. “This is the PEP Visionary, Alpha-class! We’re here to rescue you! Come in, Emissary, answer us!”
“This is Captain Rivus A'MirVas of the PEP Emissary. Starship Visionary, please identify yourself.”
Mav beamed. “Perfect!” he said and then dropped back into character. “Captain Rivus, this is Captain Maverick Jacob Kane. We got your call for help, and we’re here to rescue you!”
“Captain Kane,” Rivus said. “I was unaware we were broadcasting a distress call.”
“Yasmirians attacked you!” Mav shouted. “You’re barely alive!”
“I see,” Rivus said. “I would like to note there have not been any hostilities between Pocme and Yasmir in just over twenty years—“
“Play along,” Maverick hissed. “Someone has to be the bad guy!”
Rivus paused. “Captain, if Yasmirians are in the area, it would be wise to act with caution. It would be unfortunate if both our ships were attacked. I am certain that the PSA will be sending re-”
“No way; I kicked their butts,” Kane assured. Then he gasped. “Watch out! They’re right behind you!”
Rivus didn’t move. “They are not,” he said.
Mav ignored him, rolling down into the grass to spring up behind Rivus, mouth working furiously to produce the sounds of his cannons and torpedoes firing on the enemy warship. He kicked the ground in front of him, sending dirt flying into the air, hollering as his imaginary rivals went down after the attack. “We got ‘em!” He circled back around to face Rivus, grinning. “Captain Rivus! Captain Rivus, we did it! They’re dead in the water. Come on, we can help fix you up!”
Rivus said, “I am sure our engineering department will be able to-“
Mav ducked under Rivus’ arm, hauling the other boy across the lawn and towards the house. Rivus seemed a little distressed at being grabbed, but Mav was pretty sure it was just because he was playing along.
He threw the door open and slunk inside, ducking into the entry at his left so that they were in the laundry room. He pushed Rivus gently down into one of the baskets full of clean clothes.
“Wait here,” he said seriously.
Rivus didn’t move.
Mav carefully balanced the Visionary next to Rivus on the robes and silks before bolting back out into the hall and down to the bathroom.
He grabbed the all-too-familiar first aid kit, which he’d seen a good amount of times since crash-landing on Pocme. He crept back down the halls, certain to be quiet so he wouldn’t disturb Vassara and Vamos. 
Rivus was right where he had left him.
“Hang in there, Captain Rivus!” he pleaded alien words stimulated by the translator echoed in his ears. “Don’t you die on me!”
“I will endeavor to adhere to your request,” Rivus said.
Mav hurried to produce a bandage from the pouch and then peeled it off the wrapper to put on Rivus’ knee. Then he put one on Rivus’ nose. And another on his chest, in the V of his shirt. And one more on his wrist. And then one on the Emissary, just to be safe.
He leaned down and kissed Rivus’ knee. “All better!” He declared. He grinned wide, waiting for Rivus to thank him for saving his life. Rivus just stared. “Captain Rivus, I saved you!”
“So it would seem.” Rivus sounded confused again.
Mav sighed. “Rivus, you’re not playing along.”
“I am not certain what you wish me to do. Should I pretend to be dying, as you have only placed mild adhesive medical stickers upon my person? I will marvel at their scientific advancement if they managed to save my life in fiction.”
“No, I just saved you the regular way, not with science.”
Rivus blinked.
“You’re suppose’ to say thank you.”
“Thank you, Captain.”
Mav grinned—that was more like it. He struck a heroic pose. “Any time, Rivus.”
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