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      Blurb

      

      
        4 books. One volume. Binge the complete Ever series.
      

      

      
        When the future is broken, the present becomes all we have left.
      

      Genevieve wakes in a broken future. Cryogenically frozen in the hopes that one day her illness will be cured, she wakes to find she was never sick. Her disease is a power - one of the greatest in the galaxy. All will fight to control her, and they will bring the Milky Way to the brink of total destruction.

      There's only one man who can save her and everyone else - not that he knows it. A transport captain with a rocky past, Scott will have to find the good in his heart before he can rise to the occasion.

      ....

      Ever follows a cryogenic woman out of her time and a transport captain fighting to save the galaxy from her power. If you love your space operas with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab Ever today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    Ever Episode One

  
    Chapter 1

    I couldn’t see. Couldn’t hear. Couldn’t think. There was a fog around me – and one inside me. It’d been there for years, festering since the day I was born.

    I called it the sickness. The doctors had some fancy name for it. It afflicted my entire body. Spots appeared over my skin – these roving blue dots that would manifest on my hands one hour only to reappear on my face or the side of my back the next. The spots were manageable, though. The seizures weren’t.

    Ever since I was a kid, I always knew I was going to die. And I always knew that, no matter how fancy current modern medical tech got, there would never be any hope for me.

    I was willing to let go – my grandpa, one of the richest men in the country, however, was not.

    When I got sickest – when I had practically days to live, he sunk half of his fortune into a novel technology. True cryogenics, the guy who’d sold it to him had promised that one day I would be resurrected only to be cured.

    The last thing I remembered was being loaded into a pod. I’d been surrounded by this cooling liquid as a team of anesthetists had put me under.

    Then nothing.

    No. Something. Even now I knew my mind was active, even though I had no capacity to understand how much time had passed. My thoughts flitted by like leaves carried by a ferocious wind.

    They were never tangible, though – I could never hold on to them for that long.

    Nothing about me was solid. I was just this energetic mass. I thought it would stay that way – forever. Suddenly it didn’t.

    The first thing I remembered was this strange sensation that rushed through my body. I’d forgotten I even had one. But as these tingles started off in my fingertips then raced across my wrists then over my arms then up through my chest, I remembered I had a form. It reminded me of it as it started to shake. As these massive paroxysms smashed through my torso, I heard my head banging against something behind me.

    Then people talking.

    I waited to hear if it was English. I quickly realized it wasn’t. Though my mind wouldn’t work, I’d always been good with languages. The only problem was I couldn’t recognize what people were trying to say to me.

    Though my body continued to convulse, it was as if the metal behind me had been removed. I hadn’t been shifted anywhere, but suddenly it yielded to my paroxysms.

    There was more chatter. It seemed even more foreign. The cadence of the language was completely at odds with anything I’d ever heard.

    I tried to speak myself, but my body continued to shake. There was nothing I could do to fight the convulsions that blasted up my torso, into my head, and across my shoulders. It was like I was being pumped full of a thousand volts.

    There was more chatter, then suddenly, the convulsions stopped.

    I melted. My limbs thumped against the yielding gel-like substance beneath me, and my head flopped to the side.

    For the first time in a long time, my thoughts aligned. So too did my fear. Hot on its heels came my memories.

    The last thing I recalled was being loaded into a massive cryogenic pod.

    Obviously there’d been a problem with it.

    I was still having seizures, so clearly I hadn’t been woken up in the future and my condition had not been cured.

    These thoughts and more flashed through my consciousness so quickly, they were practically like bullets.

    I opened my eyes, ready to smile up at my grandfather, ready to tell him that regardless of how hard he tried, it didn’t ultimately matter. I was ready to die.

    I only just managed to open my eyes. As I blinked them, I tried to resolve the images in front of me. At first they were blurry. All I could detect was this gray background shape and these darting white figures in front of me.

    Slowly but surely, my gaze started to become sharper until I could actually see faces.

    But the faces made no sense.

    One of them was elongated – twice as long as an ordinary human face. The other one was blue.

    I closed my eyes again.

    There was more chatter. It seemed even more foreign than before. No, alien.

    Clearly something had happened to my mind. That’s what the doctors had always feared. They’d worried that the seizures would do something to the blood flow in my brain.

    I managed the smallest smile. I tried to tell myself that I was prepared for death, however it might come. But then I felt something being injected into my neck.

    My back arched. My eyes opened wide, and my lips spread in a gasp.

    I started to hear things. Those alien clicks and hisses became a language. It didn’t happen all at once. They slowly strung together in syllables, then recognizable words.

    “What?” I managed, my lips wobbling.

    “Human is awake,” one of them said. “Good. Human can now get out of the cargo room.”

    “… Human?” I whispered.

    “What was the ship registered as?” someone else asked, their voice deep and gravelly. I’d never heard someone with such a baritone before. It sounded as if a trombone had come to life and grown a voice box.

    “Comes from the first age of space travel. Will fetch a pretty price,” the first guy said.

    No. Not a guy. I warily blinked one eye open again to see that it was the man with the face that looked long enough to be a horse’s.

    There was no single feature on it that was recognizably human.

    Terrified, I closed my eyes again.

    I felt someone shake my shoulder. “Human can’t rest here. We have resurrected you. Now, leave this cargo bay.”

    “Cargo bay?” I whispered.

    “There’s no point in reasoning with her,” someone said in far better English. “The first age of human spaceflight was over 500 years ago. She’ll have no way of understanding our current world.”

    The first age of human spaceflight?

    500 years ago?

    These facts battered me. They smashed into my skull. They threatened to take the little sanity I still had left and scatter it to the four corners of the planet.

    No, not planet.

    Because I wasn’t on a planet, was I?

    “We should return her to Earth,” the second, more reasonable guy said.

    The first guy snorted. “We don’t have time. Human can rebuild life. Now, let’s find all we can on this treasure trove.”

    I felt myself being yanked up.

    I opened my eyes wider. My vision had now completely resolved. I saw that I was on some kind of….

    I closed my eyes. I locked my hands over them. I pushed my palms in until I could just see stars and it felt as if I would push my eyes out of the back of my head.

    “Human must move. If human doesn’t, she’ll get in trouble,” the first alien said.

    I was done calling him a guy. He very much was not anything like a human male.

    I sat there on the edge of some kind of bed. No. As I looked down, I realized it was two cargo boxes that had been pushed together.

    Terrified, I gazed around me.

    I was in… I didn’t want to admit this, but I was in some kind of cargo bay. It had cargo in it, after all. I might not have ever seen anything similar, but with the boxes and various objects stacked around it, it was clear what it was.

    I searched for the cryogenic pods I’d seen in Doctor Trevelyan’s laboratory. They were these massive interconnected things that had been sunk into the wall. They’d been fed by these huge power cables. They were distinctive objects. But… there were none of them around. There were just boxes.

    I stared down at the box I was sitting on top of. Then I looked at the dull symbol across its side. I leaned down and palmed off the dust and muck covering it.

    It was Doctor Trevelyan’s logo.

    I’d been inside that cargo box?

    I pushed off it finally.

    I expected my limbs to wobble. If these aliens were to be believed, I had been asleep for 500 years. But I didn’t wobble. My balance was absolutely perfect. Heck, I felt better than I had in years.

    “Human must get out of here. We will soon automate this cargo reclamation,” the first alien said.

    He was walking around in some kind of spacesuit. Okay, that was a guess. He was wearing this slick gray and black jumpsuit that was flush with his skin. It wasn’t just clothing, though. I could tell from the way it caught the light that it was no mere fabric. Sure enough as he leaned down and touched a cargo case, I watched the fabric shift. It moved up into his hand, created some kind of tool, and allowed him to jimmy open the box.

    He darted his head inside and started to pull out cans of baked beans, of all things.

    As soon as he saw them, his eyes widened in obvious glee. Maybe I was imputing that emotion on him considering I had absolutely no experience understanding what aliens looked like when they were happy, but it became obvious he was gladdened by his find when he hooted loudly. “These will fetch a pretty price at the ancient auctions. We have done well, J’x.”

    J’x, for his part, just stood there, his hands on his hips. He slid his gaze over to me. He had a blue face. The upper half of it was covered in fur. He had three eyes. They were sunk into that luxurious hair. I could only see a glimmer of them.

    “Just walk out of the airlock,” he said, pointing over my shoulder. “We’ll drop you off on a planet. You’re in the future, human. That might be hard to understand. But you have to get used to that fact if you expect to survive. We will begin automatically cataloging this cargo in approximately two minutes. Move.” With that, he turned around and continued to look through the boxes with the other alien.

    I just kneeled there. I rocked back and forth, hugging the cargo box with the Trevelyan symbol.

    I finally gathered the courage to wipe off more dust.

    I saw words painted over the side.

    There were a series of numbers. Then there was my name. Genevieve Forester.

    I collapsed.

    I closed my eyes and pressed my face against the cargo box. I’d been inside this thing for 500 years?

    The entire world that I had known was gone? My grandpa was long, long dead? Everyone I knew, everything I understood, had disappeared?

    The tears came, thick and fast. They could not stay forever. As promised, in two minutes, those aliens walked out, and some kind of drone flew in through the airlock. It started to expand. This strange humming picked up and vibrated through the air. It made my hair stand on end and my teeth chatter in my skull.

    Acting purely on self-preservation, I forced my way past my terror and shoved up.

    I darted out of the airlock just before the drone started shooting lasers at the boxes.

    The metal melted away, and objects were revealed before the drone picked them up in some kind of stasis beam and started flying them around.

    I was in the future. I was on my own. The alien was right. I would have to try hard if I wanted to survive.

  
    Chapter 2

    The rest of the alien ship was suitably just as alien as that cargo bay had been. No, who was I kidding? It was more so. Cargo boxes I could understand. Cans of baked beans were familiar. The rest of the ship… I didn’t have any grounding whatsoever to understand it.

    Once upon a time, I’d been a fan of sci-fi. But all the gleaming corridors and futuristic fancy tech did not prepare me to understand a fraction of what I witnessed now.

    As I walked along a wide corridor, that blue alien by my side, I stared at what could only be cargo corridors. They were on either side of this walkway. They were separated by… I didn’t know, some kind of glimmering force field. It couldn’t be glass, because it undulated like water. And yet it was perfectly clear to see through. I found myself wanting to shove my hand toward it until J’x growled that would kill me.

    As I watched the cargo continually shifting by, seemingly floating untethered in the air, I tried to recognize something – anything. But there was nothing that was familiar.

    I was freaking out on every level, but at the same time I had the courage to put one foot after the other.

    “What is the human’s name?” J’x asked as he reached the end of the corridor.

    “Genevieve Forester,” I spluttered.

    “Well, Genevieve Forester, welcome to the future.”

    He opened the door. All he had to do was walk into it, and the damn thing opened around him. I did not mean by that that he approached it and it opened for him. I literally meant that he walked into it and it suddenly decided not to be solid. It kind of undulated around him as if he’d just shoved his face into a sheet of jelly.

    Terrified, I squeaked and froze on the spot until J’x shoved a hand back through the door and waved me on.

    I shook my head continuously until I realized I had no choice.

    Squeezing my eyes closed, I finally followed.

    I walked out into some kind of… I don’t know, cockpit maybe?

    It certainly seemed to be where one might control this vessel from. There were a few seats. At least those were recognizable. And at the front there was some kind of screen that appeared to be showing a view of space beyond. It was that that really got to me. It solidified, once and for all, that I was out of my time.

    My knees suddenly gave out. I flopped hard onto the metal floor.

    That other alien with the long face was already in one of the seats. He turned and looked at me blankly before switching his gaze to J’x. “You should sedate her. She’s uninteresting cargo. We can drop her off on one of the Foundation planets. We’ll be heading there soon.”

    I jerked back at the mention of sedating. I shook my head wildly, the reaction way over the top.

    All I could think of was the 500 years I’d been cryogenically frozen for.

    I had been promised by Doctor Trevelyan that I would not be awake. There was no conceivable way for me to be conscious. I would be frozen in deep, deep slumber. But dammit, those foggy thoughts had been real. I might not have had any clue whatsoever how much time was passing, but a part of me had been conscious, nonetheless.

    J’x flattened his lips into what could have been a compassionate smile and turned quickly back to the other alien. “Maro’x, there is no point in sedating the human. We are only two days out from Foundation Alpha 12. We can deposit her there.”

    “Foundation Alpha 12?” I whispered, my voice a mess, my thoughts tumbling through my head on fast forward.

    “It is not one of the best Foundation planets, but still, it is well-equipped. There’ll be someone there who can help you,” Maro’x said dismissively.

    “You are not the first cryogenically frozen human – or alien – to appear in the modern galaxy. There are systems to help individuals like you. We will ensure that you get help.”

    I switched my gaze fully to J’x. “Thank you,” I managed.

    He tilted his head down. “My race is a noble one.”

    Maro’x snorted. “Is that why you are involved in piracy?”

    My eyes widened a little at the mention of piracy, but I didn’t say anything. I couldn’t. Slowly but surely, a lump was forming in my chest. It was pointing out – then pointing out again even louder – that I was in the future. The world I knew had been left far, far behind.

    As I started to freak out, I unconsciously grabbed my arms. I waited for the seizures to begin. Back in the past, they had always been precipitated by fear.

    But no matter how much I waited, they did not come.

    J’x stared at me, a frown marching across his wide lips. “What is the human doing?”

    I brought my hands up and stared at them. I grabbed the medical tracksuit I’d been given and pulled up the sleeves. I waited to see the spots that I knew would come. Ever since I was a child, they’d blighted my skin. They weren’t unattractive, per se – it was what they signified that mattered most. They were these perfectly concentric round little blue dots with white in the middle. Whenever I’d seen one back on earth, I had freaked and run for help. They would often precipitate some of the worst seizures. But now… they were gone.

    I took a shallow, shaking breath. I looked up at J’x. “What happened to me? Did you… cure me?”

    “We woke you up,” J’x revealed.

    I shook my head. “I have a medical condition. A nasty one. An untreatable one,” I said, my voice becoming barely audible. “What happened to it? Did you treat that?”

    J’x turned to Maro’x. “You had access to the medical scanners. What drug did the computer synthesize when it woke her up?”

    Maro’x shrugged. I really didn’t know what kind of race he was from, but he kind of reminded me of a surly teenager.

    He scratched behind his ear. His ears were these long kind of floppy affairs. They looked like they belonged to a Labrador. They were blue, though, and they were struck through with these nerves that appeared to be carrying golden yellow blood. “I’m not sure. I didn’t look. The computer did it on its own. If the human had a condition, it will be cured now. This is the future. Almost all medical conditions from the past are irrelevant.”

    “We have our own host of problems to watch out for now,” J’x added, his voice quiet as all hell. I almost didn’t pick it up.

    I stared at him for a few seconds, then I shook my head. “The thing that I had… it was incurable. No one had ever seen it before—”

    “It doesn’t matter,” Maro’x shrugged again. He brought down his bony white fingers and latched them around the armrest of his seat. He tapped them back and forth. That’s when I realized there were only three of them. “As we already said, the computer would’ve healed you. It scanned your body, ascertained what was wrong, and synthesized the correct drug.”

    “So… it’s over?” I whispered.

    Neither of them answered me. They didn’t know what I was talking about. But I did. As I remained there down on my knees, I squeezed my eyes closed, and I thought of all the horror I’d put up with my entire life. I hadn’t had a normal childhood. I hadn’t had a normal adolescence. Dammit, nothing about me had in any way been normal. I had lived for my condition and my condition had lived through me.

    But now it was gone?

    I couldn’t believe it. I pulled my sleeve up again. I waited with all my heart for those spots to come back. But they didn’t.

    I remained there in silence for several minutes. Maro’x and J’x communicated with someone or something called the In-Betweener. I didn’t really know how they were doing it. An image of this In-Betweener didn’t appear on the screen. But the way Maro’x and J’x started acting, it was almost like they could see someone in here that I couldn’t. I darted my eyes around. I widened them. But I couldn’t discern anything.

    The conversation soon ended. I only picked up a few facts. They relayed that they’d come across an old first age Earth ship. They talked about the bountiful cargo – even the box of baked beans.

    But they never once mentioned me.

    It was only when the conversation was well and truly over and I had checked for about the fiftieth time that my spots weren’t back that I managed to turn to J’x again. “Are you going to take me straight to this place that deals with cryogenically frozen people from the past?”

    It was a testament to how much I’d calmed down that I managed to force those words out of my mouth. They tried to become stuck. Heck, they tried to strangle me. A part of me simply could not accept that I was dealing with this. It wanted to point out until it went blue in the face that I was in the future. Everything I’d known was gone. All I should be doing was crying and screaming. But… I couldn’t.

    It was almost… as crazy as it sounded, it was almost as if part of me had been prepared for this.

    I could only go back to the fact that I had been conscious in some form for the past 500 years. And maybe during those 500 years, I’d dreamed. Perhaps – just perhaps those dreams had awakened me to this new world.

    I never usually thought like that. My condition had taught me to have a scientific mind that analyzed and judged dispassionately. I couldn’t afford emotion, and I sure as heck couldn’t afford mystical thinking. Because both had only hurt me in the past. When you have a condition like mine – a sickness no one can understand – people come out of the woodwork promising they can cure you. They bring their crystals and singing bowls. They bring these strange gels. But nothing works.

    But I couldn’t stop these mystical thoughts from filtering through my mind now. What if… what if I’d somehow been prepared for what I was facing now?

    Those thoughts – and the strength they gave me – could not last.

    “Take the human out of here, J’x. Her breathing is bothering me.”

    I looked up at J’x. He nodded at me.

    I pushed up to my feet.

    The door in front of us became gelatinous like jelly once more, and we pushed through. This time I only waited half as long before I got the strength and courage to shove my face into the strange substance. When we reached the other side, it wasn’t to the corridor I’d already faced. It had shifted. It was some kind of room now. It wasn’t big, but at least it had a window. It looked out into space. I could see stars flashing past so fast, they just looked like lines of rainbows.

    “What?”

    “This will be your room for the next two days. I suggest you spend it researching the modern galaxy.” J’x walked past me. He tapped the wall. Suddenly a bed appeared. And I do mean that it appeared. It kind of just… I don’t know, pulled itself out of the wall. It wasn’t hidden in there. It was like the metal of the wall had decided to reconstitute itself to form a different shape and different substance.

    I stood there, completely flabbergasted.

    J’x went to walk away.

    I turned to him sharply. “You told me to research the modern galaxy. How?”

    “Ask the computer.”

    I searched around me. “What computer?”

    He inclined his head to the side, clear confusion swamping him. “I will admit that I’m somewhat of a historian. I am aware of the period of Earth’s history that you came from. Even in those times, you had computerized voice assistants.”

    My eyes opened wider. “You mean… I can just… kind of access the computer of this ship with my voice no matter where I am?”

    “Correct.”

    “But why would you allow me to do that? You don’t even know who I am. What if—”

    He looked at me seriously. “You have been frozen for 500 years. You have no skills. You have no understanding beyond what we have already told you. You are no threat.” With that, he turned to walk out.

    “What about food?” I spat. He’d already disappeared.

    I stood there for entirely too long. Now I was alone… now I was alone, the fear came back. It started as nothing much at first – just as this tickle that had been with me since I’d stopped crying in the cargo bay. But it quickly grew.

    I staggered backward. I fell onto my bed. It yielded to my touch. It was so soft, I almost thought it was quicksand. I shrieked and shot up, but there was nowhere else to go in this room. It was tiny. It was the bed, the window, and the door.

    I briefly thought of going through the door again to find J’x. He was the only friendly face I knew. I knew Maro’x wouldn’t appreciate that. And I could tell that the rude alien was only just tolerating me.

    He’d already referred to me as cargo.

    Warily, I touched the bed again. When my hand sunk against it but wasn’t swallowed, I turned and sat. I pushed myself right over to the edge. I dangled my legs off the side. And I… tried to think. I closed my eyes. I rubbed them. I opened them. Nothing changed. So I did it again. Still nothing changed.

    I shook my head. “This can’t be happening to you. This absolutely can’t be happening to you.” I dragged my fingers down my face. I turned the nails all the way in. I grabbed chunks of my hair. I pulled them over my shoulder. I began to rake my nails over them. But still nothing changed. I even flattened my hand and pounded it into my forehead. But apart from giving me a slight headache, that did nothing at all.

    I began to rock back and forth. I shook my head over and over again. “This simply can’t be happening. The world you know can’t be 500 years ago.” My voice choked with so much emotion, I thought I would be strangled by it.

    But no matter what I said and no matter what I did, the situation remained the same.

    I didn’t immediately start researching the future. I rolled up into a ball. I turned my head to the wall. I closed my eyes, and I tried to make it all go away. But it would not. It was here to stay, and so was I.

    I had traveled half a millennium into the future. There was no going back. So all I could do was go forward.

  
    Chapter 3

    I woke from this fitful sleep. Immediately, I jolted up.

    I’d had the craziest dream—

    I turned.

    I saw that little porthole and the view of space flitting past beyond, and I screamed.

    “Is the human in distress?” someone asked in perfect clipped English.

    Jerking my head around, I looked for the source of that sound.

    There was no one around me.

    “Is the human in distress?” the voice repeated.

    I eventually dropped my fingers. I forced my racing mind to stop and think about this. J’x had already told me that the computer could be accessed from anywhere in the ship. Maybe it was checking up on me.

    I cleared my throat. I slowly opened my lips. “Are you the computer?”

    “Correct. I am version 235 of the Intergalactic Artificial Intelligence Unit Brother. At your service.”

    “Brother?”

    “It stands for—”

    I shook my head.

    The computer stopped.

    So it was watching me too?

    I shivered a little.

    “The human is cold. With a request, I can increase the temperature in here.”

    I shook my head. “Never mind that. I want… I want to know how you encountered my ship? How long was I on there for? How did I get on it? Can you access… I don’t know, some kind of cargo manifest?”

    “Those are restricted details.”

    “What? Why? I came from that ship.”

    “Those are still restricted details.”

    I quickly reminded myself of what I’d heard J’x say. They were pirates.

    Of course I wouldn’t be able to access sensitive information. I dragged my nails over my forehead. I crunched my body down, locked my elbows against my knees, and tried to make this all go away, but there was no way in hell that would happen.

    I forced a deep sigh through my teeth.

    “The human appears distressed.”

    I laughed. “The human is distressed. The human is 500 years,” my voice broke, “from her time. She’s way out of her depth. She has no damn idea what to do. And everyone,” I began to choke up, “she has ever cared about, is in the past she can no longer reach.”

    “The human should try to smile more,” Brother said.

    It was such an incongruous thing that my lips twitched. “I’m sorry? What?”

    “You’re the first human that this version of Brother has ever encountered, but from accessing databases on humans, it is clear that your race is happy when they are smiling. So you should try to smile more.”

    I went to snap that there was no way I could smile through this, but I just shook my head. There was no point in that kind of fight right now. I was so fatigued. I grabbed my arms.

    “If you can’t tell me anything about the crew manifest, then can you tell me about my own condition?” My voice broke. The fear that was never too far from me when I was discussing my sickness rose once more. It made my back elongate and itch.

    “The human has no condition other than fright – and a mild case of that.”

    I shook my head. I shoved my sweaty fingers into my fringe. I pulled it in front of my face. It was like I was trying to erect a curtain between me and this frightful situation. “No. The human had a condition,” I emphasized that with a shaking voice. “Back on Earth, that’s why she was cryogenically frozen in the first place. That alien, Maro’x,” I tried out his name, even though it was a mouthful, “told me that some kind of medical scanner cured me of the condition. I was just… I want to know more information about it. Can I access that at least?”

    There was a pause. “Yes, you can access the information. It is not restricted.”

    I let out a deep breath. It really shook in my chest. I had been waiting my entire life to find out what was wrong with me. I can’t tell you the number of tests I’d had. From genetic to psychological, people had been attempting to get to the bottom of my medical mystery. But no one had ever had a clue.

    “Can you tell me what was wrong with me?” I asked quietly one last time.

    “Nothing.”

    “What?” My voice twisted. “Nothing? I was cryogenically frozen for a reason. I had this… I don’t know. I had seizures. And marks appeared over my skin.”

    There was a pause. Maybe I should’ve taken more of that pause. But my mind raced, and all I could do was wait for the truth.

    “What the human is describing is curious. However, such a condition was not present when the human was revived.”

    I put up a shaking hand. “First, stop calling me human.”

    “That is what you are.”

    “I have a name.” I slapped my chest. It was overwrought and way too emotional. Blame it on the fact that my name was literally the only thing familiar I had right now. “Just call me Genevieve.”

    “Parameters updated. Genevieve had no medical condition.”

    “That’s impossible.” I paused. “Wait, can you tell me if I was transported directly from Doctor Trevelyan’s lab into that cargo box?”

    “That is restricted information.”

    I rolled my eyes. “Fine, can you just tell me whether it’s theoretically possible,” I emphasized the word theoretically, “that I was cured at some other point in history before I was frozen again?”

    There was a pause. I fancied the computer was trying to figure out whether this was a permissible question. “Yes, it is theoretically possible.”

    I pushed back. I squeezed myself fully onto the bed until my back was supported against the wall. I closed my eyes. “Great, more mysteries.”

    “The human should take—”

    “Genevieve,” I reminded it.

    “Genevieve should take this time to study the modern galaxy. Study after study has proven that cryogenically frozen individuals who do not take the time to understand the galaxy do not survive.”

    That was blunt. It felt like a slap. I ground my teeth over my lip. “How many others like me are there? Can you tell me that at least?”

    “This unit does not have access to full cryogenic data. An estimate can be made, however. Define a time period.”

    “How many cryogenically frozen people do you find every year?”

    “Within the hundreds.”

    “Really? Were there that many people frozen on Earth?”

    “Earth is only one planet in the Foundation.”

    That was the second time I’d heard that word. I scratched my lip. “What’s this Foundation?”

    “The Foundation is the backbone of the modern galaxy. A largely peaceful institution, it is responsible for the governance of over 300,000 distinct races.”

    “300,000?” I spluttered so quickly, the computer only barely had a chance of understanding me.

    “That is correct. There are precisely 300,621 unique races in the Milky Way. Others are expected to be found within the next several decades.”

    “That’s insane. To think, in my time,” I hugged my legs, “we didn’t even know aliens existed.”

    “I don’t know what to say to that,” Brother spoke frankly.

    I laughed. I palmed my face. “And I don’t know what to think. So that makes us a pretty good pair, doesn’t it?”

    “I cannot answer that. I can only assume that the answer is yes.”

    I laughed. “You know, I’m glad you’re here, Brother. I’d be freaking out even more if I didn’t have you to talk to.”

    “I must remind you that I am the property of the Bounty Twins.”

    I made a face. “Bounty Twins? Is that what Maro’x and J’x call themselves?”

    “Yes. That is their recognized identity on the bounty boards.”

    “What are those?”

    “It is suggested you do not begin your exploration of the modern galaxy via piracy. There are many more things you need to understand first.”

    “What are the bounty boards?” I asked anyway.

    “They are a means for pirates and other affiliated criminals to update themselves on current deals, bounties, and missions.”

    “Maybe this isn’t translating very well, but piracy wasn’t exactly considered legal back in my day. And it certainly wasn’t organized like this.”

    “Piracy is not legal. But it is, as you humans might say, a shade of gray.”

    I really made a face at that. “What?”

    “Piracy has its place. While some activities are illegal, others are not. Chasing down bounties, for instance, is a reputable pastime. It assists enforcement agencies in doing their work.”

    Maybe I shouldn’t have started this topic. It was already giving me a headache. I scratched my brow. Leaning back, I sighed as I stared up at the ceiling. “What happens when I get to Foundation Alpha 12, wasn’t it?”

    “Correct. The ship is headed there. It is the 12th most important planet in the Foundation central system.”

    “12th most important planet,” I parroted. I shook my head. I was trying to pretend that I understood this, but there was no damn point. I scratched my brow again. “Can you tell me what I’ll face there? J’x said that he’d turn me over to some kind of institute that would help me. What will they do?”

    “I do not know. Their methods are proprietary.”

    “Proprietary? Don’t they work for the government or something?”

    “Incorrect. They are a private corporation.”

    My grandfather had run businesses his whole life. So I knew all about them. And I knew the one most important thing – they were run by money. “Do I have to pay?”

    “Genevieve is quite intelligent. Yes, you will have to pay.”

    I bolted forward. “But I don’t have anything—”

    “They will scrape your mind for information.”

    “Scrape my mind for information?” I sat straight.

    “Information on the past is collectible. Many people pay a lot for it. While your particular time of history is well documented, there still may be useful facts in your mind. You will have to submit to being scraped. Then the rest of your care will be free.”

    I wanted to point out that it would not be free. I would be buying it. All by allowing something to scrape through my mind. That sounded horrible and instantly got my hackles up. “What if I don’t want that to happen?”

    “The institute will not help you.”

    “What about the government? Are they really going to allow someone from a different time to just,” I flopped a hand forward, “walk around the galaxy without any help?”

    “Why would the government be concerned about this?”

    “Because they’re kind and decent, and they’re there to help other people?”

    There was a long pause. “The government is here to hold the peace. They are here to institute taxation—”

    I put a hand up. I really didn’t need a long list of what the Foundation did. I could read between the lines. So the future wasn’t a happy place, then? It was the kind of place where someone like me could appear and be called cargo. It was a place where unless you had value to give you wouldn’t be looked after.

    Great.

    I hugged my legs tighter. “What do I do, Brother?”

    “You allow yourself to be scraped—”

    Every time he said that, I had a much stronger visceral reaction to it. I practically convulsed this time. I shook my head wildly. “No way. I’m not going to allow myself to be scraped. That sounds wrong on every level.” I flattened my hand against my sternum and rubbed it hard.

    “I cannot comment on it being wrong on every level, but I can point out that it is the only way you will get assistance. You are not a registered citizen of anywhere. No one has an obligation to help you. You must give in order to get help.”

    “How nice. How charitable,” I added through clenched teeth. I jerked my head up and stared out of the portal. As space flashed past, my stomach kicked with nerves and disgust.

    I’d always hoped, in between watching sci-fi movies, the future would be a better place. That all the greed that defined our time would be whisked away when technology caught up to humanity’s hopes and dreams. That wasn’t true, was it?

    I pressed my eyes against my knees until I started to see stars.

    “The human has increased the pressure on her eyes. She should stop. She could damage them.”

    “And then she’d have to pay to get them repaired. She understands.” Sighing, I brought my head back up. Then I nestled it back down again when I realized the world hadn’t changed around me.

    I was in a bitter damn place now. I’d left one hell for another.

    I would have preferred to die all those years ago. But I couldn’t change the past. I could only survive the future.

  
    Chapter 4

    The next two days I spent in my room. Occasionally I tried to study, but the more I found out about this Foundation and the future, the less I wanted to know.

    I didn’t see Maro’x or J’x again. The computer delivered my meals. By that I meant that three times a day, like clockwork, it would push them through the door. I didn’t know where they appeared from, but I got the impression they were likely being pushed along one of those cargo corridors I’d seen earlier.

    They were… food. It didn’t taste poisonous. It didn’t taste of anything at all. It was like ingesting nutritional cardboard.

    I hadn’t wanted to eat, but the computer wouldn’t let me starve myself.

    If there was one good thing that had happened over the past several days, it was that Brother was company. I wouldn’t exactly call him – or her – a friend. Brother was just… there. The AI was a voice to keep me sane when all my mind wanted to do was drag me back to the past I would never be able to reach again.

    When we reached Foundation Alpha 12 on the third day, my fear reignited. I’d had two-and-a-half days to understand just how screwed up this galaxy was from the safety of my room. But soon that safety would end. I would have to step out into the real world – sorry, universe.

    I might’ve studied a little, but even if I’d taken every hour and crammed as much knowledge as I could into my head, it wouldn’t have counted.

    My door suddenly opened.

    The jellylike substance that created it simply slipped into the walls with no warning.

    I looked up to see Maro’x’s face. I expected J’x. Maro’x looked down at me just as dismissively as he had previously. “Cargo, we have reached Foundation Alpha 12. You will leave. Have a life,” he added as he turned, clearly expecting me to follow.

    He couldn’t be bothered telling me to have a good life? He just wanted me to exist?

    I’d try, but I got the impression it would be impossible.

    Nerves bolted through me as I followed him down the corridor.

    I caught a glimpse through a window. We appeared to be in some kind of docking ring. There were ships out there – massive spaceships. I couldn’t really recognize them. They weren’t shaped like the kind of vessels I was used to from TV. Some of them were bulbous. Others had these light sails. Several were just cubelike. One was so small, I was sure no one could fit inside it until I saw a stream of about 12 humanlike aliens walking out of an airlock on its side.

    My heart continued to pound.

    I waited for Brother to tell me that I was in distress, but obviously Maro’x had disconnected me from the AI. I hadn’t even had the chance to say goodbye to my only friend.

    Because I did get the distinct impression that Brother would be my only friend in the future.

    I began to sweat. I shook a little, too. Maro’x probably noticed. His nostrils flared at one point. Perhaps his race was overly sensitive to sweat. It didn’t matter. He didn’t point it out, and he sure as hell didn’t show me any compassion.

    We reached some kind of airlock. I didn’t really know how it was an airlock – I just got a strong impression that it was. And sure enough, as he swiped his hand forward, it appeared out of the wall in front of us. First there was some kind of manual wheel – though that was just a guess. Then there was a round door. It was thick, and some kind of energetic field was crackling around it.

    “I can prove that we have not traveled to any restricted areas,” he said as he brought one hand up and placed the other on his heart.

    I frowned hard at him. Was he making an oath?

    “I can prove that we have not engaged in any restricted activities. We have not sought out nor used restricted technology. And we have not,” for the first time since I’d met him, Maro’x actually became sincere, “used Atlantean energy.” As he said that, everything changed. For one, the airlock opened. For another, he stiffened and grew straighter, and a flood of fear crossed over his expression. But for another, everything changed within me. This cascade of nerves started in my belly, then it rocketed up to my throat, then it jerked into my jaw, then it shot into my heart. It made me shudder so badly, I thought I’d be broken in half.

    Maro’x snapped at me to follow. At first, I couldn’t. It felt like my feet had melted into the floor.

    I caught a glimpse of the docking bay around us. I didn’t walk out. And it wasn’t because I was freaked out at the sight of all those various aliens and ships. It was because the words Atlantean energy kept reverberating in my head.

    I clutched my face. I dug my nails in.

    “The human, Genevieve,” I heard Brother say, “should calm down. She has reached safety. All she must do is allow herself to have her mind scraped, and the rest of her life will be prosperous.”

    “Where have you been, Brother?” I asked through a choked breath. “I assumed Maro’x disconnected me from you.”

    “That is correct, but I’m still responsible for all crew members. I have noticed a precipitous spike in your fear. You should calm down. And you should follow the Captain.”

    “Maro’x?”

    “Correct.”

    “Where’s J’x?”

    “Unknown. He left the ship as soon as we docked.”

    “Can I… I dunno, wait until he gets back?”

    “You may not. The captain has requested you leave. If you do not, I will be forced to eject you.”

    My lips twitched. “I thought you were my friend?”

    “You cannot make friends with an AI. We are automated.”

    “I was taught by my grandpa that you could make friends with absolutely anyone,” I said quickly. “I used to talk to my cats all the time. And I had my own voice assistant, you know. When things got really bad there,” my voice dropped, “and I got sicker and sicker, she really was my only friend.”

    “It is the modern understanding that you cannot make friends with AIs,” Brother repeated.

    I scrunched my lips in. I closed my eyes and tilted my head back. “I never liked modern understandings,” I whispered. “They can never understand me.”

    “This system does not know how to respond to such an observation.”

    “Never mind.” I took a step forward. Maro’x was already out of sight. Knowing him, if I didn’t follow him now, he would just leave me here. He’d kick me off the vessel and tell me to go find my own help. I really didn’t want to be scraped, but at least if I could show my face at this cryogenically frozen institute, or whatever the heck it was called, I could talk to other people like me. Maybe there’d even be people from my time.

    With that to bolster me, I took another step forward. I turned. I looked at the ceiling, but that wasn’t where Brother would be located. “Thank you for your help. And you’re wrong. Of course people can make friends with you.” With that, I walked off.

    This was my first alien docking station. I shouldn’t have to tell you that. But at the same time, I had to tell someone. Because the experience was insane. The first thing that struck me was the smell. It was almost overpowering.

    I thought I saw someone who looked like a human. They had some kind of mask over their face. I only vaguely recognized it as a mask – it had the same shape. I don’t know why, but it told me that they couldn’t stand the smell.

    I clamped my hand over my mouth. I couldn’t really tell you what the scent was. Maybe it was exhaust, maybe it was just other alien bodies. Maybe it was space itself.

    It was gagging.

    I locked my hands so tightly over my mouth that I drew a lot of stares.

    There was every kind of alien you could think of. Every shape and size, every color and form.

    If I hadn’t had the last two-and-a-half days to prepare, I would’ve freaked out. I would’ve become a gibbering mess on the metal catwalk.

    While there were aliens, there also appeared to be some form of security guards. They were standing around in this thick heavy black armor. I was only guessing it was armor. It looked sophisticated and reminded me of some of the things I’d seen in games. They weren’t holding guns, but as I saw one square off in front of this massive dodgy looking guy, I watched as he brought up his hand. There was an incision running lengthwise across his palm. As my back arched, it told me it was some kind of handgun.

    That meant you’d never be able to get a gun off one of these guys unless you took their hand with it.

    I shook my head as I thought that. Why was I thinking of stealing their weapons? I would have no chance if I engaged anyone in any form of fight.

    It wasn’t in me, anyway.

    I repeated that to myself as I finally caught up to Maro’x. He stopped to talk to an ankle-high alien. The guy was decked out in some kind of flight gear. It was this really weird mishmash. Some of it looked modern, but most of it was old. He was honest to God wearing flight goggles. And judging by the fact they were clearly leather, they looked to be from the 1920s.

    I stared at him, and eventually he looked up at me. “Is this the cryogenic human you spoke of?”

    Maro’x nodded. “Came in with the lucrative cargo we found the other day.”

    The little alien’s eyes widened. They were red, and they were… I guess you could say they were like two little balls of melting jelly. They didn’t hold their shape. Instead they bulged then contracted. It was almost sickening.

    I found myself unconsciously taking several steps behind Maro’x despite the fact that he was the least likely person to protect me from anything.

    “From when? From when is she in Earth’s history?” the little guy asked in broken English.

    “She was frozen in 2032.”

    The alien instantly looked away, disgusted. “A boring time. A time of waste and destruction. No class.” As he spat that, he looked me up and down, turned, and walked away.

    “Human will have to find skills,” Maro’x said in a voice that wasn’t exactly kind.

    “Skills? I thought I was going to be taken to the cryogenic institute?”

    “You will be, but your worth to them depends on when you come from. Eh’dge is correct.”

    “Was that the alien you were just speaking to?”

    “Yes. The time in Earth history you come from is a boring one. There are already plenty of cryogenics who have been woken up from it. The information has been scraped from their minds. You might find that you need to fall back on a skill if you are to survive in this galaxy.” He looked at me dismissively. “But you do not appear to have any. What is it you did when you were back on Earth?”

    I didn’t want to share my life history with this guy. I just looked at the floor. “You’re right. All the skills I had back then won’t translate to now.”

    He laughed. It was sarcastic. I really didn’t like this guy. I wanted J’x to come back.

    “Then human might find she’ll have to sell herself to survive.”

    I immediately bristled. “That’s disgusting—”

    “She can start with hair,” he said as he gestured at me. “Then she can move on to blood parts. These can command a certain price amongst bioscientists who are attempting to re-create older versions of races to understand how their biological characteristics led to their disastrous histories.”

    I calmed down a little. Then my gut kicked and my hands curled into fists. “I’m literally going to have to sell parts of my body to live in this world?”

    He laughed. It was ribald. “You would never be able to afford to live on this world.” He misinterpreted my generalized statement. He pointed out the grating beneath him. “This is the 12th most important planet in the galaxy. You could sell your entire body, and you would not achieve a fraction of the money required to live here.”

    I didn’t bother to point out I didn’t want to live here, anyway. I set my gaze forward.

    If there was one good thing having this conversation with Maro’x was doing, it was reigniting my anger. For a while there, it had been my only companion. Toward the end of my life, not that I’d shown it to any other members of my family, rage had built within me.

    Why had I been afflicted? Why had other people had easy, long, cushy lives? Yeah, my grandpa had been rich. And yeah, in a way I’d been looked after. But my prospects had never changed, no matter how much money he’d thrown at me. I’d been this solitary creature who’d been rotting away in a body she could not trust.

    We reached an elevator. At least I assumed it was one. It was built into this large tower-like structure that I could see descending through the various levels of the docking ring.

    The ships didn’t just park on one level. It was kind of like a multi-level car park down there. As I stared down, I stopped counting after 35 different floors of ships.

    “Forward,” Maro’x commanded me.

    I walked straight into the door of the lift. I expected it to act like the doors on the ship, but it sure as hell didn’t.

    Some guy from behind me laughed. “Must be from one of the richer worlds. We don’t use immersion tech here. Can’t afford it. You want a door to open, you have to instruct it to first.”

    I rubbed my face. Maro’x laughed at me as I turned.

    The guy who’d spoken – he was human.

    I dropped my hand. My eyes widened. It was like coming across a lifebuoy in a choppy ocean. It was like coming across a rope in a blizzard. I jerked forward, and before I knew what I was doing, I grabbed his hand. “You’re human. Just like me.”

    The guy’s eyes widened in surprise. “Yeah, I am. Just like you.” He cast his gaze over to Maro’x. “She been hit on the head?”

    “Ah, one of the famous Delaney brothers,” Maro’x said. I could tell he was being sardonic, though he was clearly trying to hide it. He bowed, and there was a kind of reverential edge there.

    I still held the guy’s hand. My grip got tighter. I didn’t want to let go. He was the first friendly face – okay, recognizable face – I’d seen since I’d gotten to the future.

    He swiveled his gaze from Maro’x over to me. He looked pointedly at his hand. “You plan to take that from me? Because I’ll fight you for it.”

    I finally dropped it. “I… I arrived here two-and-a-half days ago.”

    “Well, I hope you have fun. You should learn how to open lift doors first.” He pushed past me. He swiped his hand to the side, and there was a beep. The lift doors opened.

    “No, I was frozen. I’m from 500 years ago. I’m human—”

    “Have a nice day, Miss.” He walked into the elevator, and the doors instantly closed.

    I was left standing there, staring at the doors.

    Maro’x laughed again. “Human should not run around grabbing other humans. They may misinterpret it as an assault. And in this galaxy, you never know how much trouble you can get in if you reach a hand out to the wrong person.”

    With another unkind chuckle, he tapped something on the door panel, and the lift opened again. That human was already well and truly gone.

    I stood there cold as I stared at the empty lift.

    “Come,” Maro’x said unkindly.

    Dutifully, I followed.

    It took a blink for the lift to arrive somewhere. Instantly, we were standing on… well, an alien planet.

    The lift didn’t open into some kind of big building or some kind of processing area. Instead, it opened on a street.

    It was too much. I’d already gotten Brother to show me images. But it was completely different actually being here.

    I staggered out of the lift just as Maro’x strode forward. He picked up the pace as he turned and saw that I’d stumbled down to my knees. It was clear that he did not care if I fell behind.

    There were intersecting streets all around me. They were not just built on one level. Some of them – most of them – were in the sky. Hover traffic lifted through them, looking like fireflies with blue and red exhausts that darted through the air leaving streaks like drying paint.

    There were these crystalline towers. But they weren’t built in a logical fashion. They weren’t the same width or fattest at the bottom then thinnest at the top. Instead, they were geometric. There were small blocks at the bottom only to have bigger blocks above, then smaller blocks jutting out at all sorts of angles. They looked like some unnatural crystal formation.

    “What…?” I trailed off. I shivered and grabbed my arms.

    I let my gaze dart out across the city. There were two buildings that were bigger than all the others. One of them was this massive spiderlike tower that seemed to reach right up into space. At the top of the tower was this red energy field. It kind of looked like a balloon made out of blood.

    The other tower was far more architecturally distinct. It was set back from the city, and it was surrounded by similar smaller buildings.

    There were little islands built around it that stretched out to a glistening blue sea.

    I was instantly taken by the view. Something inside me twitched. I started to walk toward it, and I had no clue why.

    “This way,” Maro’x growled. “Do not head to the security division. There is nothing they can do for you. You have not committed a crime. Yet,” he said, his voice dropping down with glee once more.

    I really didn’t know where Maro’x got off being so cruel to me. I wondered where the heck J’x had gone. What if Maro’x had done something to him?

    I really doubted that. They were called the Bounty Twins or something, weren’t they? That suggested they were in this together.

    But I still couldn’t help wondering where J’x had gone. It wasn’t like I’d expected a goodbye from him. It was just….

    It was just what? Intuition? Yeah, I’d always had good gut instincts, but what I was experiencing now was different.

    If Brother had been here, he would probably have pointed out that what I was experiencing was paranoia created by an overwrought psyche that was having trouble adjusting to the future. I wasn’t so sure.

    “Forward,” Maro’x snapped.

    There were people surging all around us. They were coming from the docking ring. As I tilted my head up, I saw that the elevator shaft we’d traveled through went right up through the sky. I couldn’t even really see the docking ring. It was just this shadow above through the clouds.

    I grabbed my collar. I was still in my medical tracksuit. I was glad it wasn’t some flimsy medical gown.

    I raced after Maro’x.

    I finally caught up with him.

    He’d stopped to talk to another alien. This guy was big. He reminded me of a large ginger cat. His fur was silken, and he had these two pointed eyes that perfectly matched two pointed ears. Though it was kind of hard to tell what he was gazing at, I was certain that he stared at me several times.

    He spoke in a language I couldn’t understand.

    According to Brother, as soon as I’d woken up, Maro’x and J’x had injected me with Liquid Understanding. I’d freaked out at that until Brother had told me it was a proprietary name for the small nanoparticle modules that were injected into people who did not speak the Standard Galactic Tongue. They were some kind of fancy universal translator. It meant that I could speak the standard language, but none of the others. If I wanted to speak the others, I would have to pay the price.

    I waited there until Maro’x finished his conversation. The whole time, I stared around me. My gaze kept being dragged back to the security division. I didn’t know why, but every time I stared at it, I moved slightly closer to it. Something inside me knew that something inside there could help me.

    But that was crazy, wasn’t it?

    “Yeah,” I muttered to myself quietly. “Crazy.”

    Maro’x darted his gaze over to me. “If you show psychiatric symptoms, the institute will be less likely to assist you. You will have to pay more money. That means you’ll have to sell more of yourself. This gentleman here is interested in your hair.”

    I jerked back, repulsion filling me.

    The catlike creature looked me up and down, or at least his pointed eyes shifted down then up. He grinned. I don’t think I’d ever seen anything more lascivious. I grabbed my sleeves and locked my arms hard over my middle. I shook my head. “I don’t want to sell anything.”

    “Yet,” Maro’x said. He bowed at his friend then led me forward once more.

    I was becoming increasingly more uncomfortable.

    I had to wait until Maro’x nodded at his friend and started to lead me forward.

    I didn’t want to describe what my gut was doing. It felt as if it was descending through the four levels of Hell. Were there even four levels of Hell? Did that even matter?

    I was getting sicker and sicker. As I stared out at this once miraculous city, I waited for it to rise up and consume me. First it would take my hair, ha? Then my blood? Then my bones? Would the future leave anything behind? Or was it some giant parasite?

    I locked a hand on my sternum and rubbed hard.

    I had no idea how long it would take to get to this institute. This planet looked massive. It wasn’t as if I’d glimpsed it from space, but I could tell that. Heck, I got the distinct impression that this was one of the larger of the Foundation Alpha planets.

    … And that made no sense whatsoever. How could one simply get a distinct impression that a planet was large even though they had absolutely no information to back that up? And, hello, this was only the second planet I’d ever been on.

    Something was happening to me. I wanted to dismiss it as paranoia, but I wasn’t so certain. For about the millionth time, I yanked up my sleeve and waited to see those spots. It seemed as if they were long gone.

    “Human will have to start thinking about how she will get ahead. Her memories will be useless to the institute. There are too many from her time.”

    “Brother told me about my time,” I began.

    “Brother?”

    “The AI aboard your ship.”

    “Simply refer to it as AI. It has no name.”

    I looked at my feet. I let my gaze slip back up. “He said tens of thousands of cryogenically frozen people were recovered from my time. Is that really true?”

    “The AI had no reason to lie. It has access to the universal galactic databases. This is the information everyone else has.”

    “Oh.” My voice went quiet.

    Why had I questioned that fact? For one, why would I believe that Maro’x was a more reliable source than the AI?

    It just seemed ridiculous that over 10,000 people had been cryogenically frozen in my time. It had been a ridiculously expensive technology, and from the way Doctor Trevelyan had spoken, he’d only picked interesting cases. He’d been a real scientist, see. He’d wanted to send people into the future who did not have a chance in the past. I’d heard from a friend that the rich patriarch of some oil company hadn’t been able to woo Trevelyan, even after slapping down $500 million.

    From the research I’d done at the time, though there’d been competitors to Trevelyan, none of them had been worth the money.

    Had something changed?

    Of course something had changed. How had I ended up in a box, for God’s sake? And who had cured my sickness?

    I palmed my head. Curling my fingers in, I let them scratch lines down my face.

    “We are approaching the institute. This way.” Maro’x walked right off the side of a cliff.

    I’d only barely been paying attention to him, but as he disappeared, I spluttered, screamed, and thrust forward. But he didn’t go splat on the bottom of the street about 50 meters below. This… this light bridge appeared underneath him. Maybe it had always been there and had only been activated by his descent, or perhaps he’d created it somehow. It didn’t matter. It was categorically one of the most amazing things I’d ever seen. As the light spread out, my breath became trapped in my chest. I stood there, shaking. I even reached a hand out to it.

    There was something about it….

    Maro’x turned over his shoulder. He shot me a snarky look. Despite the fact he was an alien, he had expressions that were uncannily human. And I knew exactly what he was thinking. He wanted to dump me off as soon as he possibly could. Then he would get out of here. Or hell, maybe he’d go back to one of his furry friends and see if they wanted any of my hair. Knowing Maro’x, he’d probably have collected some samples.

    “Follow, human. I do not have time for your fear.” He turned abruptly. He started to walk across the light bridge.

    I darted my head up and saw what he was heading toward. It was this unusual spire. While everything else looked decidedly modern, this tower almost resembled something you’d get in downtown Manhattan in my time. Architecturally distinct, sure, but otherwise it just looked like glass and steel.

    There was something comforting about that – something that drew me forward. I finally took the plunge and pushed off the cliff. My feet settled on the light bridge. There was real resistance there. It wasn’t like I was walking in the air. But there was nothing else between me and the view beneath. I could see lines of hover traffic zipping around below like minnows in the depths.

    I immediately locked my arms around myself.

    Maro’x let out another unkind chuckle. “If you cannot handle a light bridge, then you really will be consumed by the future.”

    I opened my mouth to ask him where he got off, but I stopped. There was no point in baiting him. If I started snarling at him, he would likely just leave me here and wander off.
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