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To Amber, who gets me through.







“The only journey is the one within”
                                      ~Rainer Maria Rilke
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Chapter One





“ Brace yourself —this is going to be rough,” exclaimed the mysterious girl.
We were hurtling through Simia’s atmosphere having escaped the Morex ship aboard a capsule. My mind was reeling from the events that had occurred aboard the place I’d always thought of as home.
Among everything I had lost, I mourned that of my brother, One. He’d always been there, but not as my family, as an enemy—a rival. I felt cheated out of having known who he’d been, out of all those years we could have spent together as brothers, competing at Sphere together, side by side. As a cruel twist of fate, no sooner had I discovered we were siblings, than they took him away. I’d never know him as I should have done.
The temperature rose inside as the capsule shook violently and fire streamed from beyond the lateral windows. I expected those to be my last moments of life.
“Brace yourself,” cried the mysterious girl behind me.
Shadow swallowed the capsule just before it crashed with enormous force, tossing us around like rag dolls.
[image: image-placeholder]“Seven. Seven.”
I tried to see the mysterious girl, but everything was pitch black.
“Seven. Wake up.”
I opened my eyes. A blurry shape looming over me. A loud slap echoed in my ears, followed by a sharp, throbbing pain in my cheek. My vision corrected in an instant as I brought my hand to my face. “Ow,” I cried, gazing at the mysterious girl, “What d’you do that for?”
“Good, you’re awake,” she said. “Come on, we have a lot of ground to cover before dark. The grasslands are not safe.” She grabbed my arm and pulled me to my feet, her gaze surveying the land.
“I think it’s this way.”
Without hesitation, the mysterious girl hurried out of the smoking pit of upturned earth the capsule had caused, and into some tall grasses.
“Well, wait for me,” I exclaimed, scrambling out of the hole, flustered. I sprinted along the path she’d created through the purple vegetation, which was almost a head taller than I am until I reached her.
“Where are we going?” I asked. The mysterious girl forged ahead as if ignorant of my question. “Where are w—”
“Keep your voice down,” she scolded, in a hushed tone. “You will get us killed. We’re getting to safety.”
I looked around me. Gigantic trees with bulbous, spiked brown trunks dotted the grassland. Their fanning red leaves blanketed the ground in shadow, providing temporary relief from the scorching hot suns beyond the blue skies.
“What’s out here?” I asked nervously.
“You’ll find out unless you stop your incessant chatter,” replied the mysterious girl.
We ran in silence, trying to make as little noise as possible. As we made our way through the dense grasses, I thought of Iris, of Pi. Of One. I thought of all the moments I’d spent on the Sky Drifter. All fake. I shook the thoughts from my mind; I had to focus.
“So, what’s your name?” I asked, trying not to think. “You never told me.”
The mysterious girl kept up her pace, ignoring me again. I don’t know if it was all the things that had happened, or that I hadn’t quite forgiven her for having played a part in it, but before I knew what I was doing I stopped running and cried, “Did you hear what I said? What’s your name?” as loud as I could.
The mysterious girl turned, her long green hair wiping round, and gazed at me with wide-open eyes.
The sudden sound of rustling from branches in the trees filled the air, as one by one tremendous, deep roars and growls echoed all around. She dashed toward me, grabbed my hand and ran back the way we had been running at top speed.
The roars intensified from one tree to the next as if the creatures up there were communicating with each other. Something shone from above in my periphery. I looked up at the nearest tree and, peering through the leaves, I spotted a creature I’d never seen. It’s bulky frame had two wide arms and legs, and shiny, metallic fur covered its entire body. Its face had an elongated snout with a cavity instead of a nose. Along the length of its flat forehead, a row of liquid black eyes blinked at me. When it opened its mouth wide to roar it revealed four, long sharp teeth—two above, two below—it made me sorry I hadn’t stayed quiet.
THUMP. The ground shook. THUMP. THUMP. THUMP. One after another, the creatures jumped from the trees, roaring so loudly I winced. My heart was beating nineteen to the dozen as I wondered if we were about to become lunch. The ground shook like an earthquake. I turned to see the tall grasses moving and parting with increasing speed, and I realized those things were chasing us.
We jumped over rocks and fallen dead branches, avoiding much smaller wildlife that crossed our paths. No matter how fast we ran, the ground, like the creatures’ roars, shook louder and greater with our every step.
We jumped over yet another rock and, just as we did so, there was a loud crash inches behind me. A cloud of white dust rose from the smashed rock, and an enormous brown hand reached for me. I ducked right as the monster swiped at my head, causing it to trip and fall as it missed. From out of nowhere, another jumped over its fallen companion and landed where I’d been standing not a second before, just missing us. The mysterious girl spun left, past a tree, and there was another crash, as the creature collided with it.
From our right, another line of grasses parted in our direction, and I knew we were being flanked.
“Right,” I cried, warning the mysterious girl. But before she’d had the chance to look, the hulking, charging frame of a creature emerged. Just as it was about to hit us, we jumped on a rock, then on its shining back as it crashed into it. We flew, landing on a small mound of upturned earth, only to be swallowed by the ground.
As the light turned to dark, we fell, slamming and tumbling into roots and rocks, till we crashed onto the pitch black ground.




Chapter Two


I hurt. Every bone  in my body felt broken. I struggled to get my breath back—one of the rocks I’d hit had knocked the wind out of me. Distant roars from somewhere above echoed down.
“Ugh,” I groaned, forcing myself up. Not since my first days of Sphere had I felt such pain. “Where are you?” I asked, blind to the surrounding darkness. I took half a step forward, feeling around with one hand as with the other I held my arm, which felt broken. I wanted to call out her name, but I only knew her as ‘the mysterious girl’. “Are you okay? Please answer me.”
To my right I heard a low moan. “Here… I’m here.”
I hobbled over to where I’d heard her voice. After a few steps, I felt something grab my leg. I recoiled, taking a step back and winced from the pain it caused.
“It’s me. It’s me,” said the mysterious girl. She let me go, and for a few moments groaned, until there was silence again.
“Are you still there?” I whispered.
A sudden bright light shone in my eyes and I raised my hand to shield them.
“Of course I’m still here. Where else would I be?” said the mysterious girl. “Oh, sorry,” she continued, as the beam of light moved away from my face. “Are you injured?”
“I think my arm’s broken,” I replied, “and maybe my leg. And ribs.”
“Hold on,” said the mysterious girl, “I hope it didn’t break or get lost in the fall.”
“What are you looking for?” I asked. 
“Okay—don’t move,” she replied, ignoring my question, as the light shone in my face again. I felt a sudden cold pressure on my forehead.
“What is it? What are you doing?” I asked.
“Hold still. Give it a minute.”
A warming feeling spread throughout my body, from the top of my head to my toes. Every ache and pain I felt was being replaced by heat until there was only the pleasant feeling of a warm shower. Suddenly, my entire body felt rejuvenated, leaving me feeling stronger and fresher than I had in a long time.
“Wha—What happened? What did you do?”
“All better? Good,” said the mysterious girl, removing what she’d placed on my forehead. “Nano patches: never go anywhere without them.”
“Nano?” I asked. “Like the tiny robot things?”
“Yes, now in patch form, available across the universe.” The mysterious girl shone the light all around, its beam emanating from the groove in the gauntlet on her right arm.
“We should be quite safe down here, the Garlex can’t fit in these pits.”
“Garlex? Is that what those horrible monsters are called?”
“They’re quite a peaceful species when left alone. We trespassed in their territory without their permission, which they took as an act of aggression. So, they attacked us. Probably thought we were poachers after their eggs or young.”
The mysterious girl flashed the light around, illuminating the space we were in. It wasn’t very large, with rough spherical sides. There were two tunnels carved out—one behind me, one in front. As if reading my mind, she said, “It must be this way,” shining the light to the tunnel ahead. “Let’s go.”
A moment before crossing the threshold to the low, narrow tunnel, the mysterious girl turned her head to face me. “Alana.”
“What’s ‘Alana’?” I asked, worried she was referring to yet another unknown species, that this time roamed tunnels searching for any meat to devour.
“My name. You asked what it was earlier. Now you know it. Let’s keep moving.” With that, she turned and headed inside the tunnel.
“Alana,” I whispered to myself before I followed behind her. “Nice name.”
[image: image-placeholder]“Where are we going?” I asked, trying to keep as close to her and the light as possible.
“Capital city,” she replied. “I have to speak with the council about what has happened—they’ll want to speak with you.”
“Why me?” I asked, feeling incredulous.
“Seven,” she turned. “You’ve spent your life aboard a Morex research vessel. They’ll want to ask you questions about it.” Alana looked away with a guilty look in her eyes and continued walking. I supposed she wasn’t proud of her involvement in what they’d done to One and me.
“But, I don’t know anything,” I said. “I lived on what I thought was the Sky Drifter, remember? What use could I be to them?” It surprised me to hear a sudden surge of anger in my voice.
In a flat tone, Alana said, “That isn’t for me to speculate.”
There was nothing else for me to say. I didn’t think she’d tell me anything else, and getting angry wouldn’t get us out of the dark tunnel.
We walked on, avoiding jutting stones and occasional dangling roots until, I saw a source of light and moving shadows ahead.
“What’s that?” I asked, still worried about potential new flesh-eating, tunnel-dwelling creatures.
“That would be Ranars. They’re responsible for these tunnels. Don’t worry, they’re not interested in us—they’re here for the roots.”
“So, they won’t be all territorial murder-happy when they see us?”
For the first time since I’d met her, Alana smiled. “No, they won’t even realize we’re there. They have no eyes, and their noses only lead them to the roots they eat. They do have deadly-sharp, rotating teeth, though, so don’t pick them up. Actually, we should be grateful to them—they saved our lives.”
We reached them moments later. Dotting the ceiling and sides of the tunnel, small, oval insectoids the size of my fist munched through protruding roots. Their teeth, like rusty razors, rotated around their circular mouths, cutting through their food. Six black legs—three on either side—gripped the earth. The light that illuminated the surroundings shone brighter than Alana’s beam of light and came from their smooth, semi-spherical shells.
“We have to try to find a way to the surface,” Alana said. “I can’t tell where we are until we do.”
Ranars peppered the tunnel for the next few hundred meters, scuttling along when they’d eaten their root, likely in search for more. We continued walking, our path illuminated by Alana’s beam of light once we’d passed them.
We came to a dead end in the long tunnel. The space in which we entered was similar in size to the one we’d first fallen into.
“I think this is it,” Alana said. “It’s not as far as I had hoped, but it will have to do.”
“How do you know it is?” I asked. “Have you been here before?”
She turned to face me. “Seven, there are many things you don’t yet know. I will tell you everything in time, but for now, we need to get going—we’ve no time to lose.” Alana gently grasped my arm. “Please trust me, okay?”
I said nothing and gave a single nod. I wanted to trust her—she had freed me, after all. But there was still so much I didn’t know about her that it felt strange just trusting her without question. My gut instinct told me to give her a chance, so I did.
“Come on.” Alana looked around her. “It will be up there somewhere,” she said.
“What are you looking for?” I asked.
“The Ranars chew through root systems, sometimes so large they create spaces akin to this one. They are often mere inches from the surface,” she replied,  picking up a large stone.
“Help me,” she said and threw it up at the earth above us. I did as Alana asked, and we both continued throwing stones until a blade of light pierced the darkness as earth crumbled to the damp ground.
“There,” Alana exclaimed. She climbed the rocky wall, up to the light, and pushed and pulled at the small hole till the earth gave way to a much bigger one.
“Come on,” she called. “Be careful, it’s slippery.”
“I’ll be fine,” I replied. I’ve won countless games of Sphere, I thought to myself, I can climb this. I climbed the unsteady wall and got halfway up before I slipped and fell back to the ground.
“Seven. Are you okay?” Alana cried.
“I’m fine, I’m fine,” I replied, getting to my feet, rubbing my backside, remembering the many matches I’d won had likely been fake, too. I climbed again, with more care, and reached the top, aided by Alana, who extended her hand and pulled me up to the hot, dry surface.




Chapter Three


The dusty ground , as yellow as Alana’s skin, was hot to the touch. I got to my feet and looked around me, squinting to protect my eyes. The landscape differed from the cooler grassland. Among the dry, bristly bushes, gnarled, leafless black trees dotted the arid earth, bright orange thorns covering them as if to ward off any predators.
“I’ll be blunt,” said Alana, standing beside me. “This is much farther than I’d hoped we would be. Unless we get lucky and meet a traveling merchant or someone with a means of transport, the likelihood of us making it to the nearest trade town is slim.”
I felt the blood rush from my face. Was I freed only to perish so soon after?
“There has to be something we can do,” I said. “Maybe we can stay in the tunnels until night, or until it’s cooler?”
As if smelling our inevitable downfall, two scraggly, winged creatures landed on a nearby tree, unperturbed by its thorns. Featherless, their skin gleamed orange with waves of blue. The creatures gazed at us as one squawked in a shrill tone.
“The temperatures drop to minus numbers when the suns set, Seven; we can’t do that.”
“The tunnels, then?”
“As I hear it, there are far bigger, far fiercer creatures than the Garlex that roam the wilderness at night. We have no choice, Seven. If we’ve any chance of survival, our only hope is to press on.”
Alana gathered her long, dark green hair and tied it behind her head with what looked like a long, thin root. She turned without saying another word and walked. My stomach tied in a knot, full of worry, I followed her.
[image: image-placeholder]The suns blazed down. The horizon rippled like silver waves of water for which I yearned. My eyes stung from the constant stream of sweat that poured from my brow. Every step I took was like my last, every one as heavy as if I trod in thick mud. Alana, too, had slowed her pace, her body wavering as she struggled to walk.
“I never told you,” she began, her voice raspy and dry, “the end-of-year Quantum Mechanics test you had dreaded in your third year… The one you were certain you would fail… I arranged it so the teacher would be absent, which gave you more time to study—Seven.”
My knees buckled under me and I watched the entire world flip on its head as I collapsed. Alana rushed to my side, placing my head on her knees.
“Seven. Seven,” she tried to cry, her voice too dry. “Get up, please, get up. Please…” I felt her slump to the ground next to me, as the light became dimmer, and dimmer, a hot gust of wind blowing prickly dirt onto my skin and mouth.  
[image: image-placeholder]Something nudged me. It licked my hand and nibbled on my leg. I opened my eyes. Something large moved in my periphery. I blinked to focus. The creature had long, silky, dark sandy fur, with a rounded back. As it turned, I saw two big yellow eyes on either side of an elongated face, which split into two short trunks at the bottom. Two long ears protruded from the top of its head.
It turned away, snuffling at me as if trying to decide what I was. Suddenly, Alana jumped into view, grabbing hold of the creature’s ears with both hands. The startled beast snorted and whined, trying to escape, but Alana kept it in place.
“Quick,” she called. I got to my feet as quickly as I could.
“Give me your hand,” she cried.
As soon as I did, she cried, “Hold on,” and thrust me up onto the creature’s back. “Hold on to it as tightly as you can,” she shouted, letting go of me, and jumping onto the rearing animal. I did just that, holding on for my life, as the creature shot forward at great speed, leaving a cloud of dust in its wake.
“Looks like we might make it after all,” cried Alana, pressing her head against the beast’s fur.
We traversed the scorching landscape till the suns sank into the horizon, painting the skies orange, pink and gold. The creature veered left and right, yielding to Alana’s forced steering. I knew we were on our way to our destination, but my stomach was empty, and my mouth and throat were as dry as our surroundings. I hoped against all hope we’d make it in time.
A shape in the distance emerged. A tall stone spire stood alone. As we drew closer, I could see its bottom half was encircled by a high, rounded wall. Flags of various colors waved from ropes attached to its peak, which hung loosely down to all sides of the fortification.
As we approached the town, my vision blurred. Mere meters from the dwarfing structure, the creature upon which we rode stopped. Alana slumped and slid off its back, collapsing on the ground. The beast reared, and I tumbled next to her, just as it galloped away.




Chapter Four


A sweet, smoky scent  permeated my nostrils. I stirred and opened my eyes. Soft lighting from somewhere cast shadows on thick, crisscrossing wooden planks above. An array of pots, pans, sheets and dry plants hung from hooks fixed to them. A thin sheet covered my legs, and I seemed to lay on a hard bed.
“Ugh…” I winced, bringing a hand to my head. Where am I? I thought.
“You’re awake,” someone exclaimed with a croaky voice. I shifted and propped myself up on my forearm in the direction I’d heard the voice.
“Where am I?” I groaned weakly.
“In my home, of course. You’re in Frelig,” replied the female voice. “You were laying out there. Not a clever thing at night, of course. Lucky I was coming back and saw. You’d be eaten by now, of course. Brought you here, make you all better, of course.” 
A portly, ancient-looking woman hobbled toward me with her hands behind her back. She emerged from a room just off the one I was in. Her round face was almost completely covered in thick wrinkles, and I couldn’t see her eyes through her bushy, gray eyebrows. She wore a long, blue dress, around the waist of which various brown and yellow belts were tied. Around her neck hung what looked like bulbs, roots, and herbs.
“Eat. You must eat for strength, of course. You come with me, yes. Your other one already eats. She doesn’t say much, of course.”
Alana. She had collapsed as I had outside. I needed to see if she was okay. I threw the sheet off me, swung my feet round, and tried to get up, but my legs didn’t support my weight. I winced and sat back down.
“Ay, ay. You were out there in the sun for a long, long time, of course. Very weak. Have to take things slow, of course. Come, with food you will get strength back, yes.”
The elderly woman took hold of my arm and helped me to my feet. I didn’t understand why she insisted on shouting every word she spoke, but I was grateful for the help she was giving us. We walked inside the room where she’d come from.
The cozy small space was round. To my right, there was a small fireplace inlaid into the white, stone wall. The blazing fire heated a large copper pot with boiling liquid inside. From the ceiling hung various herbs and plants, and from the opposite wall, various vegetables and fruits of different colors spilled down from their shelves, all likely contributing to the strange, sweet smell in the air. 
In the room's center there was a small, round table with two small wooden chairs. Alana sat on the left side, sipping a vaporous liquid from a crooked jade mug.
“Ah, now, now, sit here, of course,” the elderly woman said, gesturing to the chair opposite Alana. “Good girl is all better. She’s drinking the taro. Here, here,” she continued, “I will pour you some, of course. Sit.”
I walked over to the table and sat on the chair, as the woman hobbled over to the shelves, grabbed a mug, and made her way to the copper pot.
“It’s terrible,” said Alana in a low tone. “Tastes like feet. But I do feel strangely better.”
“Ah, that’s the taro root, of course,” said the elderly woman, approaching us. “Best medicine around. Best, best.”
A look of embarrassment flashed in Alana’s face. The elderly woman cackled. “You are right—it is awful; everything good for you is, of course. Drink it all down, yes,” she said, handing me a mug as crooked as Alana’s.
I brought it to my lips and hesitantly took a sip. It was gross. Like a cross between hard virian cheese and exo battery acid. Just as I screwed up my face and was putting the mug down in disgust, the elderly woman placed her hand at the base of it and pushed it back up to my mouth, until the putrid liquid went down my throat at an alarming rate.
“That’s it, that’s it. All down, of course,” she said.
Before I knew it, it was all gone, and it felt like my eyes were shriveling in their sockets. I slumped to the side and retched. I’d hoped to get that stuff out of me, to no avail. I wanted to wash my tongue clean, so wiped it using my fingers as fast as I could, to the amusement of Alana and the elderly woman. Amazingly, though, I felt brand new mere moments later.
“So, when are we leaving?” I asked.
“No, no, you must stay, of course. Stay for dinner,” said the elderly woman. I glanced at Alana, worriedly. If her food was anything like that tea stuff I wanted to be on the other side of the planet when it was served.
“That is very gracious of you, Morigala, thank you, but we must get to the capital city as quickly as possible.”
“Ah, young people are always drawn to the capital, of course. Never stay in towns like this.”
“What is the fastest mode of transportation here?” asked Alana.
The elderly woman, Morigala, rubbed her chin. “Fastest mode of transport, of course…” and after a moment, she replied, “That would be the Skatell. Yes, it delivers quite quickly, of course. Only used for deliveries and collections, but if you need it, old Tanhers won’t mind you hopping on, of course. Leaves before sundown.”
Alana stood up, and said, “Could you take us there?” The threat of dinner still ringing in my ears, I stood up, too, ready to depart as quickly as possible.
Old Morigala chuckled. “Take you? Of course, I will take you, yes. How else will you find it? Are you sure you won’t stay for din—”
“We really have to go,” I interjected. “Thank you so much for your hospitality,” I shook her hand animatedly with both of mine, “but there are things to do, things to see, and we have to go right now.”
“Seven,” said Alana, reprimanding me, “You are being rude.” 
“No, I’m not,” I said looking for the way out. “We need to go, don’t we? Well, I’m eager to get going, that’s all.”
Old Morigala seemed to find this funny as she held her stomach with both her hands and doubled-up with raucous laughter. When finally she stopped, she said, “Come on, come on, I’ll show you the way, of course. It’s not far.” She turned and hobbled toward the room I’d lain in. She reached around the entrance and picked something up that looked like a shiny, copper belt.
“My legs aren’t what they used to be, of course,” Morigala said, strapping it around her rotund waist. It clicked as she buckled it in place. No sooner had she done so that from each side materialized two flat mechanical copper rods that moved like arachnid legs. They at once clutched to the side of each of her legs and enveloped them in an ethereal, electric blue light.
“Ah, much better, of course. We can now go. If you’re ready, of course.”
She walked back toward us in two easy, fast strides. Far from hobbling, she now moved around with ease. She faced the bare side of the wall and placed her hand to the right. At once a square, yellow glow emanated from the section she was touching, and a door materialized in front of her, sliding up into the wall.
Morigala turned to us, smiled and said, “Come on, slow bones, of course,” and walked outside.




Chapter Five


We rushed out after her . Ahead, a row of white, conical clay houses stood in a long curving row and was parallel to the row where Morigala’s own house was.
She walked on with ease and sped through the yellow dirt road, toward a gap in the houses opposite.
“We had better hurry, or we’ll lose her,” said Alana, and we both ran to catch up. Once through to the other side, the street opened into a vast, bustling, circular area, in the middle of which the enormous stone spire took the stage. Now up close, I saw it had five big, rectangular windows carved into it on different levels, each with a balcony. Between the windows, a large, red and white banner spiraled around it from its base to its tip. 
“Hurry,” cried Alana, fighting her way through the masses. Seeing so many species, of so many varied colors, sizes and shapes, made me miss the Sky Drifter as I’d known it.
The odor that dominated the air caused my stomach to growl. It smelled of fried meats, of broths, of soups, of sweets, and baked goods, all mixing in my nostrils. Spread around were stalls upon stalls, all serving steaming, crackling, boiling foods and drinks that drove me to distraction.
I couldn’t see Morigala anymore and just spotted Alana as she tried to keep up with her. We crossed the vast area to the opposite side and started up a slope that spiraled around and up the inner fortification.
All along, more stalls lined the wall, with eager customers browsing the wares for sale, as owners of different races yelled out words in languages I couldn’t understand.
We had almost reached the top when Alana stopped. When I caught up, she was standing in front of Morigala. As I panted, doubling over and resting my hands on my knees, she said, “This is old Tanhers’ scrap shop, of course,” signaling to a lonely ramshackle shack made of wood and corrugated iron. Various electronic and vehicle parts hung from the front and sides, and a large wooden sign above the wide entrance had ‘Tanhers’ carved into it. 
“He won’t want to take you, of course, but if you insist, he will eventually change his mind. He’s an old fool, of course, but a kind one.” With that, Morigala walked over to the shack and cried out, “Tanhers, you old fool, of course. Where are you?”
From within, a gruff, crackly low voice, replied, “Who is it? What? Oh, is it you, Mori?” 
“Is it me? Who else is it going to be, of course?”
A moment later, a short, stout elderly male stepped out from the shack. He was square-faced with no hair on his pale, gray head. A thick, wiry silver handlebar mustache hid the bottom part of his face and was the same length as his low, protruding brow, which cast a shadow over his eyes.
Tanhers stood at the entrance of the shack, wiping black oil from his left, robotic arm with a cloth as dirty as his overalls.
“Who are they, Mori? They want to buy something? Sell?”
“Oh, they’re just drifters I found hanging around my place, of course.”
“Drifters, eh? Well, why you bringin’ ‘em to me?”
“Need to get to the city, of course. I told them you have the best and faster way to take them there. Can you help them, Tanhers?”
“This is no tour service. If they want to go to the city, they can walk—they’re young enough.”
“Please, Mr. Tanhers,” said Alana, taking a step toward him. “We need to get there as soon as possible. It’s a matter concerning the Morex.”
“The what now?” said Tanhers, cupping his hand over the side of his small ear.
“The Morex—they have made several attempts to invade Simia over the past few decades. The Morex,” Alana repeated, raising her voice as if Tanhers was short of hearing, which he seemed to be.
He waved his hand at her, and said, “Bah. That’s nothin’ to do with me,” and headed back into the shack.
“Stop right where you are, of course,” said Morigala in an even louder tone of voice. “Now, I’m not going to ask you do this for me, because all an old miser like yourself is interested in is bargains, so what I’ll do is tell you that you will help these lovely young people, or else. Of course.”
Tanhers stood facing the shack, his back to us, and said, “Oh, yeah? Or else, what, you old crone?”
“Or else no more scrabbler pie for you—ever again, yes.”
Tanhers was silent for a moment, then gave a deflated sigh, and said, “I leave just before sundown. You better make sure you’re both ready to go.”
Morigala turned to Alana and me. “There, I told you he was a sweetheart, of course. I’ll leave you in his hands, yes.” She leaned in toward us and whispered, “Make sure you’re not too nice to him, of course; it would go to his head and he’d become insufferable, yes.”
With that, Morigala turned and dashed back down the spiral slope till I couldn’t see her anymore.
[image: image-placeholder]Tanhers tinkered around with some things inside his shack, while Alana and I waited outside, unsure of what to say or do.
“Do we go in there?” I asked her. “Maybe he’s forgotten we’re here.”
“Maybe,” replied Alana, looking up at the sky. “It’s almost sundown.”
From within the shack, Tanhers said, “Young people these days. Doesn’t matter where they’re from, they’re all as impatient as each other.”
We both froze for a moment, and looked at one another. “Do you think he heard us?” I whispered.
“I heard ya,” replied Tanhers, walking out of his shack toward us. “I may be old, but there’s nothin’ wrong with these ears”
“But you’ve only got one,” I couldn’t help but say.”
“Seven,” seethed Alana through her teeth.
“But she told us not to be too nice to him,” I replied raising my shoulders.
Tanhers guffawed. “That’s old Mori, alright.” He pointed to the side of his head with an ear, and said, “Platanium cochlear implant, boy. I can hear anything I want, from whatever distance I want. Now, come on, we’d better get goin’. I got to collect some parts just past the city. You’re lucky I’m headin’ that way.”
“That, and that you like scrabbler pie,” quipped Alana, to my surprise.
Tanhers chuckled to himself as he led us back down the busy slope. “Young people today.”




Chapter Six


We reached the bottom , much slower than we had gone up, as Tanhers was not as quick as Morigala. Underneath the initial slope, we walked through a large circular gateway that led into a docking station. 
Parked vehicles of various sizes had their wares loaded or unloaded into square entrances along the walls. Once done, they took off by air or land. We ambled behind Tanhers, who led us to the far left side of the station, near the enormous, wide exit gate. The sun was setting, shining a bright orange light inside.
“Here she is," growled Tanhers. “My pride and joy.”
He walked up to a long, rusted brown ship which was narrow at the front, and had two rectangular carriages, one behind the other, slotted into the main frame. At the back was a singular round engine. I’d seen these land ships before, but they’d always been new models. This one looked as if it were ancient and ready to fall apart.
 “Guess you'd better get in, then,” he said, ambling up to the front of the ship. It was so narrow, I wondered how anyone, let alone him, could fit comfortably inside.
 “How are we supposed to fit in there?” I asked, skeptically. 
Tanhers chuckled again. “You ain't. You’re going in cargo,” he said, pointing at the two carriages. Still chuckling to himself, he opened the cockpit door, whose windows were so filthy and caked in dry mud, that I wondered how he saw anything through them.
The door opened vertically with a slight creak. Inside smelled like smoking badango, a plant native to Simia. The odor was so foul I had to hold my breath. Tanhers reached in and pressed a series of buttons. I heard something like metal groaning toward the carriages, followed by a ‘swoosh’ sound.
 “In yer get,” he chuckled. 
We made our way over to the back of the vehicle and stopped in front of the first one. Inside, loosely stacked metal rods were against the opposite blue wall, while the floor was littered with dust, conductors, and various harnesses.
“Make yourselves comfortable. It shouldn't take more than a few hours,” said Tanhers.
 “After you,” I said to Alana. She looked at me, visibly unimpressed, and pushed me in. As soon as she had stepped inside, the door rattled for a moment and closed. We sat against the back wall. I was glad for the long horizontal window halfway up the door as I hadn’t been relishing the idea of being plunged into darkness for the duration of the trip. The carriage rocked as the sound of the back engine igniting roared from outside. We were off.
The land ship blasted out through the large docking station gate, and into the cooling desert along magnetized rails that increased its speed tenfold.
I stood and walked over to the window. The setting sun gave way to a myriad of stars, the two orbiting moons illuminating the shifting landscape.
“What's the city like?” I asked.
“I've never seen it,” replied Alana.
I wondered how my life would be from then on. I felt uncertain as to where I would end up, or what would become of me. At that moment, watching the rolling hills, the thought scared me and wished I could just go back to how it all had been before Alana had revealed the truth.
As we traveled through the shifting landscape, I saw gigantic cannons spread throughout, all tilted at angles pointed at the sky.
“What are those cannons for?”
“The fight against the Morex has been a long one, Seven. Simia is constantly at risk of another attack. Perhaps now you are no longer under their control, they won’t dare make any more attempts. At least for a while.”
A pang of guilt hit me. I wondered how many people I had made to suffer from the strategies I’d given the Morex. My head hurt. I walked back, and lay beside Alana, propping up my head on some harnesses. I hadn’t slept in what felt like an age, and just couldn’t stay awake any longer.
Just before I drifted off, Alana said, “Seven, I don’t know what will happen when we get to the city, nor what the council will decide on how best to go forward. I can only tell you that, whatever happens, you can always rely on me. You are not alone here. And never will be.”
I smiled and fell into a deep sleep.




Chapter Seven


“ Seven . Seven.”
I blinked my eyes open. Alana was standing by the window.
“Come see,” she said. I stood up and walked over to her. “Look.” She nodded to somewhere outside. My eyes followed the direction in which she gestured. In the distance, high, rounded structures and spires dominated the landscape. Their many-colored lights reached up to the skies like a light show, as ships overhead flew back and forth in a constant stream.
“The city,” I breathed.
“It’s much bigger than I’d have thought,” said Alana, gazing at it.
The land ship approached at great speed. The closer we got, the greater and more impressive the city became until it seemed to swallow us whole, leaving nothing else to see. Tanhers stopped the ship just outside its border.
The door to the carriage creaked briefly, then swooshed open. I heard footsteps approaching.
“This is as far as I go—the alloys ain’t goin’ collect themselves,” Tanhers chuckled, stopping in front of us. We jumped off and thanked him for his trouble. A moment later, he was gone, and we were walking toward the enormous city.
[image: image-placeholder]“Do you know where we’re going?” I asked, rushing to keep up with Alana down a wide, busy road filled with pedestrians. The neon lights that illuminated shops, bars, eateries and billboards above shone brighter than the moon and stars did on the landscape beyond the city. The roar of vehicles whizzing and whooshing past matched the level of chatter that filled the air.
“I have a fair idea from the coordinates they gave me,” replied Alana.
“Coordinates? Who from?” I asked.
“The Council. They sent them a while ago and I memorized them, more or less.”
“More or less? I’d have thought you would’ve memorized them completely.”
“I did,” she replied, “but we landed further from where I had intended us to. The coordinates only became detailed closer to the city. I got us here, didn’t I?” She had a point.
Alana took us through shadowy side alleys, little empty parks and anywhere that seemed devoid of people until we reached yet another long, wide street. Unlike the one we’d first walked along, this one was far emptier. Most of the high surrounding buildings were covered in reflective windows with gold or silver walls.
“This is it,” said Alana, stopping in front of the largest of them. More like a tower, the building’s walls spiraled upward with an interlacing design of silver and violet gems, so closely pressed together they seemed to form one long stone. Ahead, a wide staircase led up to a set of gold-tinted double doors, outside of which stood two bulky Torus guards.
We walked up the stairs toward the doors, only to be stopped by them.
“What do you want?” growled one in a deep voice.
“The Council has sent us,” replied Alana. “It is a matter of urgency.”
“Wait here,” snarled the other who shifted his gaze to somewhere ahead of him. The Torus’ yellow eyes suddenly glowed an intense blue for a moment, before reverting to what they’d been. He looked back down at us both, and said, “The Council is expecting you. In you go.” Both Torus stepped aside, and the wide double doors silently opened.
“I told you they were,” said Alana under her breath as we walked past them.
Inside was a simple square hall with long vertical lights that started at the base of the walls and went all the way up across the ceiling, to the other side. On the wall opposite where we stood were two silver doors. We stepped up to one of them and Alana placed her hand in front of a small, square protrusion next to it, making it glow. The door swooshed open, and we stepped into a small silver elevator. 
“Meeting room,” said Alana when it closed. No sooner had she spoken those words than the door opened again.
We stepped out into a large oval room. Plants and flowers of all colors and sizes stood in the center, dividing the room into two paths. The walls were lined with high floor-to-ceiling windows. We had to be on the top floor as all I could see was the night sky with vehicles whizzing past from time to time.
We walked around and I leaned forward to peer out the window. The whole cityscape spread out below, like a million little lights in a galaxy.
“Seven,” Alana whispered looking annoyed. “Come on.”
At the back of the room was a platform where three figures sat next to each other on high, plush seats. Silver and violet draperies hung on the ceiling above them. On either side of the platform, ten Torus—five on each side—stood to attention looking menacing, as Torus do. As we approached them, I saw the seated figures were Simian, like me. I wasn’t used to seeing any as all my life I had been surrounded by several other races except my own. It was a strange yet exciting experience to see them, and for the first time I felt like the planet we were on was the place of my birth.




Chapter Eight


“ Happy to meet  you finally, Alana,” said the figure in the middle. He was wearing a long, thin silver and purple coat, buttoned to the waist, revealing dark purple pants and high silver boots beneath. Over his shoulder and across his chest was a golden sash. He was an older man with long silver hair and soft facial features.
“I trust our coordinates served you well?” he continued.
“They did,” replied Alana. “Thank you.”
“So this is young Seven,” spoke a woman who sat on the right. “Or is it One? Were there not two of them?” She wore the same attire as the man and had long brown hair tied loosely behind her head.
“We lost him during the escape,” said Alana, in a grave tone.
The man and woman looked at each other, frowning, then turned back to us. “I am very sorry to hear that,” continued the woman. “Welcome,” she said. “We have heard much of you. Congratulations on your successful escape. The Morex are not known for their compassion as many of our own have had the unfortunate misfortune to experience.” Hard as it was I shook away the image of One from my mind. “I am Valeta, this is Fhior,” she said, referring to the male with gray hair, “and this is Rhyfel.”
“What do you think of our city? Of Simia?” asked Rhyfel. He was a round-faced, pot-bellied elderly man with a balding head and white hair at the sides. His round nose was
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