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CHAPTER ONE
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“Will this work?” a low, gruff voice rumbled from Jordan’s right. His earbuds were in; a clear signal he was unavailable, and it wasn’t his job to be available. He made a show of adjusting his right earbud before pulling another dusty keyboard from the shelf. Each box he cast into the plastic tub was yet another casualty in the war on big-box stores. All were painted a funeral-black, then brightened up with stylized neon lettering, and all were coated in a thin film of dust. It seemed their combat-adjacent branding — words such as “edge,” “dominate,” and “reflexes” — did nothing to hold back the invading horde of online shopping. Jordan would’ve found the aggressive marketing of PC keyboards and mice laughable, if he thought he could muster a laugh to begin with.


On a normal day, he would be restocking these shelves instead of removing items from them. What would replace them, he had no idea, and he cared even less. A paycheck’s a paycheck. Well, a second paycheck, in his case.


“Hey,” the voice called again, this time louder and thrusting a computer mouse in front of his face with a meaty, green fist. “Will this work?”


Jordan pulled the earbud out and turned to meet the owner of the black-nailed green hand: a male orc, although they preferred their original name of Taruk, so named for their country on their homeworld of Khalif. With how Jordan had to crane his neck, the betusked alien was easily two heads taller than him, likely standing over seven feet tall. Another stood behind him, his tusks and utter disdain for Jordan peeking through his bushy beard.


He sighed his scripted answer over the pulsing bass from the neighboring speaker section: “All new hardware is subject to a 10-day return policy. If the product is damaged, you may exchange it for a replacement or for store credit. Cash refunds are only available for unopened products.”


“I need no ‘return policy.’ I asked you if it will work,” the clean-shaven Taruk growled.


“I dunno. I just stock the shelves here.” The truth was Jordan could’ve easily helped him, but he was two-thirds of the way done with his shift and three-thirds of the way done with life.


“You think me stupid? You disrespect me?” He reached for the collar of Jordan’s ocean-blue and mustard-stained polo with the store’s logo embroidered over his heart. His off-kilter nametag shook as the Taruk roughly yet effortlessly lifted him from the floor and pinned him against the dusty shelves. His earbud fell from his hand as his mind raced. On the one hand, this Taruk could offer the sweet, sweet release of death. The everyday struggle to find a reason to get out of bed would end, he’d never go to sleep again thinking about every mistake he’d ever made in his life, and his past, present, and future would be as ashes in the wind. On the other hand, the raw strength and fury of a Taruk would ensure the end would be an excruciating one.


It’ll only hurt at first, he heard from twin voices inside his head.


“Hold, Ruz,” said the Taruk’s bearded friend, or sibling, or lover; Jordan knew little and less about Taruk relationships and culture. Same went for the elf-like Fandorell and every other race once thought to belong in the realm of fantasy that had migrated from Khalif to Earth. He vaguely remembered the day their arrival was announced on every channel, forum, and news site. He barely cared. It’s not like it would give his life meaning.


The more-aggressive of the two Taruk slowly set Jordan down. “Why?” he asked his partner.


“The humans here not settle issues with merchants with fists. No, they have passphrase to get what they want. It is, uh, what is it?”


“Ohhh, I think I know,” said Ruz. Mingled with his foul breath, the Taruk’s heavy cologne overpowered Jordan’s senses before he felt his collar slacken in his grip. “I want to — huh. I want to speak to your…”


“Manager?” Jordan offered before cringing.


“Yes! Thank you, tiny merchant. I want to speak to your manager!”


Jordan closed his eyes and sighed. Turned out there were some fates worse than death by Taruk fist.
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Thanks to Jordan’s manager taking the phrase “the customer is always right” literally, a long formal counseling on appropriate customer interaction was his punishment. During the lecture, he mentally switched himself to autopilot and remained that way until he arrived at his desk the following morning for his main job programming for Millicent Mutual, a mid-tier finance company.


He barely remembered coming home late, sleeping for four hours, feeding his cat, then driving to work. Yet, there he was, sitting in front of his workstation staring at the sterile, bland Millicent Mutual company logo on his green desktop wallpaper. The clock read 09:47 AM. Keyboards clacked from far away while someone laughed in their cubicle at some inane comment about the weather. He had been at his desk doing nothing for over an hour, and no one said a thing. If he thought himself capable of growing any more depressed, he would’ve found the lack of attention lonely and demoralizing. Instead, there was relief. And maybe a little hurt after all. But mainly relief.


“Jordan,” a woman’s voice called from his right. He closed his eyes, hoping she was speaking to another Jordan. Was there another Jordan here? he wondered. Whatever, it doesn’t matter. If there is, maybe he can take my place when I’m gone. Whenever that happens.


“Jordan. Jordan Koyne,” she called again, more urgently this time. A hand appeared in front of his face, the second one in the past twelve hours. Except this one snapped their slender, copper fingers to grab his attention instead of threatening to beat him to death.


He pulled his earbud out, allowing the hum of Millicent employees’ conversations and the clacking of their keyboards in. “What’s up?” he asked without turning his head.


“What is your status with the integration you have been assigned?” she asked. Her speech was heavily accented and halting in a voice hovering in the alto range and a timbre evoking crushed velvet. Jordan had never heard this voice around the office. Then again, he tuned out most every voice around him unless he was the one initiating conversation. Which was almost never.


He looked down at his heavily used and battered asphalt-gray keyboard as he spoke. “I’m working on it. I’ll have it to you by Friday.”


“Jordan, this is the same answer you gave at the end of the last production sprint two weeks ago, and the sprint two weeks before that. For the same integration.”


“I know, I know. Friday. It’ll get done by Friday.”


“Jordan.” She firmly pointed at the clock in the lower-right corner of his dim monitor. “Today is Friday. The end of the sprint?”


“Shhhhhhhhhhit,” he whispered as he pinched the bridge of his nose. He squeezed his eyes shut to block out just how much trouble he was in.


“I am afraid you leave me no choice but to schedule a meeting with you, myself, and Kevin.”


A meeting with his manager Kevin and this stranger. Jordan looked up at his empty PC desktop once more. The clock ticked over to the next minute, still proudly mocking him with the word “Friday” beneath it.


“So, you wanna speak to my manager, then?” He turned right, hoping he got some semblance of a reaction at his half-hearted reference to the previous night’s altercation. However, the stern voice had already left to set the meeting that would almost certainly get him fired.


“Cool,” he said to his sparsely decorated desk. He took stock of everything he would have to drop into an empty paper box, smirking at how little there was: a faded picture of his black cat Light from when he was still a kitten, printed on plain printer paper and taped to his monitor; a baseball signed by some player from the Chicago White Sox from the time his ex Jessica dragged him to a ballgame; and a small potted plant, long-since dead and falling apart. The only attention he ever paid that plant was whenever he remembered to sweep the fallen dead leaves into the small blue trashcan under his desk.


Well, might as well open up the inbox. Not that it matters anymore, he mused. He pulled open his email and chat clients, and sure enough, there at the top of his inbox was a meeting request with his boss. And it was in ten minutes.


Jordan hoped Kevin would at least make it quick and painless.



[image: ]


Muted green walls and drab gray carpeting welcomed Jordan to the hall holding Kevin’s office. The color scheme accurately reflected Jordan’s dread-induced nausea. The woman who scolded him before — he still hadn’t caught her name, despite it appearing in the meeting invite — was likely already waiting in Kevin’s office, already looking through résumés of candidates destined to replace him. It wouldn’t have surprised him if someone from HR was already standing at Jordan’s desk, waiting patiently with an empty printer paper box.


Jordan stopped next to the faux-wooden placard at the door that read “Kevin McDowell, Software Development Lead.” He looked down at his gray unzipped hoodie and black Dream Theater t-shirt and made the barest effort to wipe away whatever errant cat hair had found its way there. Might as well make himself presentable for his execution. And maybe after this I can finally be free.


Before stepping in, Jordan checked the time on his phone and found he had a missed call from “Garbage Butt” and one new voicemail. It was a nickname he had given his sister Heather when she was about seven years old.


“You have one new voice message. First message,” stated the robotic carrier of voice correspondence.


“Hey turdface, just checkin’ in, seein’ if you wanted to meet for coffee and catch up. Gimme a call when you get the chance. Love you. Bye,” said Heather. Jordan immediately pressed 7 to delete the message. The next was a voicemail from his mother.


“Hi sweetie —”


“Sorry, Mom. Can’t deal with this right now.” Jordan quickly hung up. His heart violently thrumming in his chest; it took three tries to stuff his phone back in his pocket just as Kevin’s voice called out.


“Jordan, you out there? Would you come in, please?”


He wiped his pale, sweaty palms on his blue jeans. Its belt loops were frayed, and the legs were faded from years of cycles in the washing machine. His fingers combed through his shoulder-length, greasy black hair. He wiped his hands one more time, took a couple deep breaths, and entered at last. The din of the production floor winked away as the door closed behind him.


Kevin’s office was a veritable shrine of “gamer culture.” Framed video game posters dotted the walls. The shelves behind him were crowded with figurines, many accurate representations of game characters classic and modern. Even the corners of his office cradled replica video game weapons and artifacts. There was a time once when Jordan wanted to make his own video games, and he would have found this nerdy pastiche exciting. Now it all felt so very meaningless. Even if he secretly wanted the Halo energy sword mounted on the wall behind his boss’s desk.


“Go ahead and have a seat, Jordan,” said Kevin, gesturing to the only other chair in the room. As it was currently occupied by a silver-haired, brown-skinned Fandorell woman, Kevin brusquely gestured for her to give Jordan her seat. She did so, turning to face Jordan with barely-concealed contempt, while Kevin leaned his portly frame back in his chair, hefting a coffee mug and scratching at his blond stubble.


Jordan sat and looked up at the Fandorell at last, although he didn’t have to look very far up. She was not a tall woman by any measure, but certainly taller than the dwarf-like Gurt from Khalif. Her gleaming gray hair hung long and straight in a ponytail, revealing her long, thin, tapered ears that threatened to touch the base of her skull. The races of Khalif had arrived just under a year ago, and yet this was the first time he had seen a Fandorell up close. If not for the glittering gold flecks in her onyx irises, Jordan would have noticed the ruby pendant around her neck that rose and fell with each steady, controlled breath.


“Tyrlok, if you wouldn’t mind repeating for Jordan what you just told me?”


Wait, this is Tyrlok? I mean, I knew the business analyst assigned to me was a Fandorell, but —


“Yes, sir,” she said, folding her hands behind the small of her back where her long-sleeved, button-down, flowy blue blouse met her black jeans. Those were tucked into what could be mistaken for black combat boots. “Jordan Koyne has now missed three connectative sprint deadlines, and I am no longer competent in his ability to perform the tasks assigned to him.”


Jordan wasn’t sure if he had misheard or if she had indeed screwed up a couple of words there. Probably still learning English. Mom always complained how hard it was for her, he thought. However, he definitely didn’t mistake his boss covering a smirk with his Invader Zim coffee mug. Dude, you’re a high school dropout — and not even the good kind. You dropped out because you fucking sucked, not because you were too smart for it. You surround yourself with kids’ toys while drinking too-sweet coffee from a mug featuring a cartoon character no one unironically gives a shit about anymore. Who the hell do you think you’re laughing at? Also, you’re in liberal-ass Washington in the year 2028. How are you still this much of a bigot?


“I see,” said Kevin after a sip of coffee-splashed sugar. “Anything else, Miss Skrillex?”


“It’s Skrlosh, sir. ‘Skr’ like ‘skirt’ and ‘losh’ like ‘loathe.’ And if I may, I would like to be assigned to another developer — one who actually cares about their job, if possible.”


“Hm. And you, Jordan? Do you have anything to say for yourself?”


He looked down at his lap, his hair dangling before his eyes. “No,” he said in a half-whisper with a solemn, subtle shake of the head. Just get it over with, man. It’s time to go.


Kevin set his mug down and turned his beady blue eyes on Tyrlok. “Well, Miss Scarlet, it seems you’ve left me no choice.” Jordan held his breath while he listened for the whistle of the axeman’s blade dropping on his neck. “I’m giving you one last chance to get Jordan here to start meeting deadlines again.”


“What?” said Jordan and Tyrlok simultaneously.


Kevin looked back and forth between the pair. “Did I stutter? Tyrlok, for the past three months it’s been your job as his business analyst to set Jordan’s priorities and assign him a reasonable amount of tasks for each sprint. Yet the way he’s looking at you, I’m guessing it’s the first time you’ve met in person, which to me is ineptitude of the highest order. You know what ineptitude means, Tyrlok?” When she said nothing in answer, Kevin sighed, but only to conceal a smile. “Look, if you don’t start setting him up for success — if he doesn’t meet the next deadline, I’ll have to fire you. Do you understand, or do I need to speak slower?”


Tyrlok’s jaw clenched several times. “No, sir. I understand.”


“Good. You may go.” She turned to Jordan, locking eyes with him before he quickly retreated to his lap. “Don’t worry about him. Well, do worry about him, since your job depends on it. Now go.” She did, briskly and silently. Once Kevin believed she was out of earshot, he said into his mug with a small, mocking laugh, “Connectative.”


“What?” asked Jordan, unsure if he was referring to her English mistakes. Kevin dismissed it with a wave of his hand. “But what about me?”


“Hm? Oh, no no, I’m not gonna fire you over some alien’s mistakes, Jordan. Don’t worry about that. Now get to work.”


“Huh. Alright.” He stood and slowly walked out, his boss’s words lingering in his head. Or rather, it was the words left unsaid after “I’m not gonna fire you, Jordan.”


But you’ll wish I had.
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Tyrlok’s walk home from work was rain-free, although the winter winds still fought to make it uncomfortable nonetheless. She pulled her furred hood low and wrapped her long, black winter coat tight around her body with her hands firmly in its pockets. The full moon lit her way through the rows of abandoned shops and office buildings, guiding her safe passage home. A sinuous winged shape flew beneath the moon, casting a brief, reptilian shadow over her.


It was one of the adult dragons they had managed to ride out of Khalif. Only a select few were left with each migrant community that could build and support an aerie. And given how few they brought in the first place, only the most experienced among the Fandorell were allowed to ride them until enough of their clutches had successfully hatched. Even then, the new juvenile dragons would still have to be raised and trained. It would be years before Tyrlok and many of the other Fandorell could use them for transportation again.


The pale dragon veered right in the moonlight while black clouds moved to block it in its stead. Cold air stung her lungs, and she found herself longing for the muggy heat and soothing rains of Fandorell. Their traditional clothing was light yet strong, perfectly suited for defending their jungle home as well as for their ceremonial dances. Oh, how Tyrlok missed the dances! Her people’s most beautiful men and women celebrating life and the bounty of the Celestial Tree through rhythm and song, all while imbibing all manner of drink and mind-altering flora. But that was an entire planet ago. The closest she could get to reliving those days was the music playlist on her phone and the just-purchased cannabis resin cartridges in her pocket. But those weren’t for celebration. No, those were for keeping the nightmares at bay, which in turn would keep her from waking up screaming and subsequently vomiting in the toilet.


The pair of streetlights ahead of her winked out all at once, leaving an Olympic swimming pool of darkness in her path. “Fundal,” the Fandor curse softly fell from Tyrlok’s lips. Her breath quickened, the noise of traffic behind her grew sharper, and she kneeled down to pluck her dagger from inside her right boot. It didn’t make her feel as safe as her military-issue cloak would. If it were up to her people, they would wear their shimmering, mirage-like cloaks everywhere they went. Unfortunately, their human hosts found the garments unsettling, with some going so far as to accuse — and even assault, in some cases — any who wore them, believing they had something to hide.


Then again, their cloaks offered little protection in the face of the svwelon’sa, the shadowy horror that ravaged Khalif. Camouflage did nothing to fool their eyeless foe.


She edged closer to the sea of blackness before her. Home wasn’t far now, but she was only half-present, her mind now recalling the rows and rows of venom-filled teeth, the slithering smoke-like tendrils, and the screams. Some of them had been familiar, but she couldn’t bear to confirm her worst fears at the time. That had to wait until after they arrived on Earth, after they were certain the svwelon’sa couldn’t find them again.


Now smack in the middle of the temporary darkness, it felt as if a black spine-covered coil would spring from the shadows at any moment and pull her away to consume her whole, just like so many of her late comrades. Her eyes darted all around, trying to perform the impossible task of taking in all the details all at once. The surrounding buildings crowded her, threatening to curl down and crush her beneath stone and glass.


As the clouds parted, the moon cast a beam through Tyrlok’s hot, rapid, steamy breaths. Glass shattered to her left, drawing all of her combat-hardened focus. A drunken human stumbled from around the corner, and upon seeing the cloaked and armed Fandorell looking his way with murder in her eyes, immediately sobered up and ran back the way he came.


Ragged breaths continued to fall from Tyrlok, her eyes wide and searching. She needed to get home. Nothing could harm her there. Her friends were there. Her people were there. She could be safe again. Just two more blocks.


Ten feet later, she sat between two sparsely lit trash cans with her back against the wall and sobbed into her knees; her second panic attack in as many months. So much was lost on Khalif. She had been told time and time again it wasn’t anyone’s fault. Khalif was likely just the wrong planet at the wrong time. The sentiment was small comfort, though. The salve of absolution could never heal the wounds of loss.


The cartridges in her pocket eventually reminded her there were people waiting for their medicine. My self-indulgence can wait, she thought as her sleeve wiped her nose and mouth in a vain effort to wipe away the traumas of Khalif. With a shake of her head, she rose and walked the remaining two blocks home as though nothing had occurred.
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The elevator doors squeaked open to a dizzying cacophony of distorted guitars and pounding, rapid-fire drums. It was the fourth floor’s usual greeting for Tyrlok when she came home from work, although the hall of every floor of the nine-story apartment building was much the same. Many of the doors were either open or missing, every light was on, and the dank aroma of cannabis and overcrowded rooms wafted out into the hallway.


She longed for the forest life of home. The fresh air, the bright golden sun in the partly cloudy sky, the sounds of leaves rustling in the soothing breeze. And the nights with her platoon where they would often unwind at one of the Great Houses by taking in a show, listening to soothing music, inhaling from a bowl of burning sentok, and finding a willing partner or two to bed for the evening. Those were some of the best moments in her century of life. Such wonderful memories, all made in a world long-gone with people long-since turned to cosmic dust.


She sniffed once as she yanked her keys from her coat pocket and pushed the thought away. Her unit was one of the few that had a door, but only because Tyrlok had gone out and bought one after using a curtain for their first six months. Even then, the door was too short for the frame, hanging a full two inches off the floor. Her roommates wanted to bring her back to the hardware store to kill the clerk who sold it to her, but she convinced them to stand down. After all, it still did the job.


The job. Right. Work. Jordan, she thought. It felt like every survivor of Khalif was counting on her to keep her job, to show that they were capable of sharing Earth with the humans. Recovering from the Fall of Khalif was hard enough; recovering from disappointing every Khalifiri on Earth would be impossible.


It wasn’t fair that her boss wanted to punish her for Jordan’s continued ineptitude, even if she had used a similar tactic in the past for sergeants with underperforming subordinates. Unlike Kevin, though, she maintained a certain level of respect for her people, and many did the same for her. Not all. But many.


She closed the front door behind her and hoped her eyes weren’t too red from crying. The others couldn’t see her affected by the horrors of Khalif. Two of her roommates had already unfolded their couch into a bed. Simal, in a thin shirt and pajama pants, was already asleep despite the noise in the hall, while her husband Jyntal scrolled shirtless through some social media app on his phone beside her, stroking her wavy, silver hair. Tyrlok pulled the vape cartridges from her pocket and hung her coat in the nearby closet. She then dropped a couple of the cartridges next to Jyntal’s arm on the foldout bed. He waved his appreciation.


“Where is Lyrulah?” she asked him, peering into the kitchen with its cracked and loose linoleum flooring.


“I think in the bedroom, playing on her phone or something,” he answered in their native tongue.


“English, halem Jyntal. You need to practice if you want to work here,” she admonished. Tyrlok was one of a select few in the Washington settlement who had been granted permission to work amongst the Earthlings, namely due to her adaptability and quick learning. It also helped that not many volunteered in the first place.


He sighed. “But it is hard, bet’halem. Why can’t they learn Fandor?” Before coming to Earth, Tyrlok held the rank of bet’halem, or master sergeant. Given that the Fandorell army was no more, the ranks simply became terms of endearment, as well as occasional reminders of social hierarchy, something Tyrlok found herself conflicted by.


“When we allowed the Taruk to live in Fandorell, when we fought the svwelon’sa side by side, did you try learning their tongue?” she chided. Jyntal only answered with a sneer and went back to his phone. She switched back to Fandor: “Just keep practicing here. Or better yet, try going out and meeting the locals. Could be fun, meeting new people.”


He grumbled as she continued on to the lone bedroom. Stains from tenants long past marred the ragged carpeting, and Tyrlok had long ago stopped trying to identify them. She figured she was better off not knowing. She pulled open the curtain leading to the bedroom and found Lyrulah looking out the window, her long black curls all a-tangle over her button-up, floral-print pajamas.


“Later than usual,” said Lyrulah without turning.


“Sorry. There was a delay. Had to do some shopping.” She walked around the two twin beds and held out the cartridge next to Lyrulah’s face. She plucked it from Tyrlok’s hand and met her eyes at last.


“What happened? You’ve been crying again?” asked Lyrulah, noting the redness in Tyrlok’s eyes.


“Bad day at work. It’s not a big deal. Don’t worry about it.”


“English!” came the deep-voiced call from the living room. Tyrlok raised a few obscene fingers at the adjoining wall.


“Are you sure it’s just work?”


“I’m fine, really. I’m home now. That’s what’s important.” Tyrlok sat on the bed and invited her childhood friend to join her.


“Okay then. So what happened at work that traumatized you so?”


“Nothing important. I just work with idiots and assholes.”


“I didn’t know there were Taruk and Gurt working with you.”


Tyrlok rolled her eyes. “Have you prayed yet?” Lyrulah shook her head, no. “Join me, then,” she added with a smile. Lyrulah pulled up an app on her phone that offered an approximate location of Khalif’s sun. It was only an approximation, as the Khalifiri only knew which arm of the galaxy they were from, but could not be more precise than that. And their sun’s location was important, as all Fandorell believed the Celestial Tree, the source of their magic, eternally blossomed at the center of it.


They both stood at the foot of their beds, arms raised in V’s with hooked and tense fingers. As one, they started quietly singing their prayers in the direction of the Tree, fluidly moving their arms down across and around their own bodies, offering themselves and giving praise to their deity. Their fingers relaxed as they brought them up to their faces, lifting them up to the heavens in continued prayerful song. The focus, the repetition, the ritual, all brought Tyrlok a brief moment of serenity. She wished she could feel like this forever, to live only in the prayer, to feel connected with something far greater than her. Above all, it was the one connection to home that nothing could sever. She could take comfort in that, at the very least.


Lyrulah was the first to open her eyes. “Will you sleep soon?”


“I think so, yes. Today truly was difficult.” A thought came to her, recalling her time trying to lead Taruk and Gurt units against the svwelon’sa. “Tell me, what do you think is the best way to inspire someone?”


“You are plenty inspirational already, bet’halem.”


“Oh, shut up. I mean, I have someone at work who doesn’t really do anything he’s supposed to. He seems lazy, uninterested, indifferent. And if I can’t inspire him to do his job, I’ll lose mine.”


“Well,” said Lyrulah, switching back to English. “Have you spoken with him?”


“Through messages. Many times,” she answered, before sheepishly adding, “I only met him face-to-face today.”


“Haaaay, bet’halem. What are you doing, ha?” said Lyrulah, batting Tyrlok’s arm. “You of all people should know you can’t lead from the rear! What did you always do to motivate your troops? To inspire them?”


“I hope it was through my actions on the battlefield.”


“Well, sure, but plenty of soldiers perform acts of heroism and bravery. No, Tyrlok, you stayed with them. You didn’t spend all your time locked away with the higher ranks. You spent it with them, drinking with them, dancing with them, even bedding one or —”


“I get your point. So, what, I take him out for drinks and dancing? I am sure that would get me in trouble. These humans are sensitive to, uh…” she paused as she searched for the right word. She finally gave up. “Bah, curse this damn language! He’ll think I’m trying to bed him or something ridiculous like that. What are you doing?”


“Then maybe you should try this,” said Lyrulah as she held her phone up to Tyrlok’s face.
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Light rubbed against Jordan’s leg while he sat alone on his couch. The sable feline chirped at him, begging him to cease the endless scrolling of useless pictures and words on his phone and to start playing with him instead. The gesture barely registered. He was sure he was going to get fired from his day job, and there was no way he could get more hours at the electronics store. Not that he wanted more hours there, anyways. It was just a means to not having roommates in his turn-of-the-century two-bedroom apartment. Not a day went by where Jordan didn’t pray for that garish blue-and-yellow shrine to overpriced plastic trash to burn to the ground.


Admittedly, he started feeling that way less and less as of late. For that matter, he started feeling less and less, period. It all started about ten years ago when, with the support of his then-girlfriend Jessica, he dropped out of university to try his hand at making video games on his own. Two years and countless crates of cheap instant noodles later, and Jordan’s completed game had sold practically nothing. His mother tried to show support, but his stepfather reminded him whenever he got the chance that he had warned him it was a bad idea. Resentment grew within Jordan to the point where he had only spoken to the man twice in the year before he died.


A chime on his phone announced he had a new text from an unknown number. The message simply read: “Jordan.” It was a local number, but Jordan almost never gave out his contact info. He figured it was either a scam or a wrong number. After all, there are plenty of Jordan’s out there, and probably several in the state of Washington.


Another chime. “Jordan Koyne,” read the second message from the same number. Jordan swiped away the notification, instead choosing to read about another game studio shuttering due to mismanagement. It seemed like every small developer was going under or getting bought out by multi-billion-dollar studios and license-holding companies. It was a small comfort knowing that he had maybe dodged a —


“This is Tylenol,” came the third message. What in the actual hell is this, he thought with a raised eyebrow. With a single tap, his messaging app opened up. Three dots blinked beneath the message. He looked around his apartment for hidden cameras, expecting someone to come leaping out from his bathroom like an asshole telling him he’s part of a “social experiment.” No assholes; just a dusty electric guitar and amp, a shelf of board games and books, and a couple of toy rats for Light. A full minute passed, and he was still alone with his cat.


Finally, another message: “Tyrlok. This is Tyrlok.” Oh. Great. Fantastic. He massaged his forehead, dreading what she was texting him about. And then a thought came to him.


How’d you get this number? he wrote.


Another forty-five seconds of the three flashing dots. Then came the reply: From work.


His first thought was she got it from HR, which would be a big no-no for her. But surely she would know that’s not allowed. He had only met her briefly, but she presented herself as a stickler for the rules. A real law-abiding citizen.


From your email, she added.


It hit him then. When he first joined the company, they asked him to put his personal phone number in his email signature until they could get him a work phone. They never did, so his personal number remained. For four years.


Oh, right. What’s up?


Coffee.


???


Three dots came back up after he sent the question marks, the confusion plain on his face. He looked to Light for answers. The cat merely headbutted his arm and walked away to nibble on some food.


“Well, you’re no help,” he muttered. Hopefully it wasn’t anything serious. Maybe she just wanted to know more about coffee. How long had it been since they came here? A year? Less? Coffee was available in the break room, so surely she understood the basic concept of coffee. Surely she’d at least seen coffee before, right?


No, it was likely about work. Lately, Jordan had become completely apathetic about work. Every task he completed, every batch of code he got to work relatively bug-free had the value and impact of a wet fart. Then again, that could have described just about everything Jordan had ever tried in his life.


Hell, that could just describe my life. Little value, little impact, basically shit.


Let us get coffee, she wrote.


I’m sorry, what?


Together, she added.


What, now?! It’s past 10! Way too late.


No. Tomorrow. 10 AM. Here.


Jordan had no clue where “Here” was, but three dots came up. He also had no clue why she had suggested this out of the blue. Their conversation with Kevin earlier that day made it clear she wanted nothing to do with him. Professionally.


Wait. No, that can’t be it. I mean, sure, Fandorell are very different from humans, and maybe they move faster than we —


She sent him a picture. Once it loaded, he saw it was a blurry picture of another phone screen displaying a map. She still didn’t know how to take a screenshot on her own phone. By the time he had deduced it was the coffee shop across the street from Millicent Mutual, she sent one more text:


About work.


Jordan sent a thumbs-up, then lightly tossed the phone over to the less-lumpy couch cushion, barely noticing it bounce once before landing on the floor.


“Yeah, that figures,” he said aloud, referring to his phone. And the mandatory Saturday morning meeting set by his business analyst. At least the phone landed on carpet.








CHAPTER TWO
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Jordan parked his twenty-year-old blue sedan in the company lot. He had owned the thing since high school, and it was nothing short of a miracle that it lasted this long. It took three cranks of the engine to get it started this winter morning. Much like his career, his car was on its last legs.


Wearing a simple green hoodie, jeans, sneakers, and a beanie, he trotted across the street. He was already five minutes late. Given her rigid personality, it wouldn’t have surprised him if she scolded him for his crappy car taking longer to start, or for taking two hours to stop lying in bed and staring at the ceiling, or for hitting one of his usual traffic lights at the wrong time, or for nearly getting into an altercation because he almost ran over a Gurt man in a McDonald’s uniform who stepped off the curb at a bus stop. Nobody came to the Gurt’s defense.


Whatever, he thought. Let’s just get this over with. See what she wants, then go the hell home. It’ll all be over in a couple weeks, anyways.


The ding of the coffee shop’s front door announced his late arrival. The dull murmur of coffee-slurping customers washed over him as he entered. He didn’t see her at any of the tables near the entrance. Perhaps he could just stand in line and act as if he had been here the whole time.


“Hi, I can help you over here!”


There was no line, and the barista behind the counter had just blown his cover. Jordan smiled through his disappointment and walked past the slate signboard on the floor advertising the blend of the day.


“You’re late,” said Tyrlok right behind him. Jordan nearly dove away from her.


“Jesus Christ, you’re quiet!” he answered, struggling to put his heart back in his chest.


“And you’re loud,” she retorted. “And late.”


“Sorry, sorry. Coffee’s on me, alright?”


Tyrlok looked bemused, searching for something on the top of his head. Jordan looked up and felt his scalp.


“But I don’t see any coffee on you.”


“Oh. No no, there’s no actual coffee on —”


“I know this turn of phrase, Jordan,” she said through her halting accent. “It was a joke. Of course you are paying for my coffee. It is the least you could do.”


Jordan looked back down at her, unsure of what to make of this situation. She was wearing a long, black fur-lined hooded coat over a slate-gray ribbed cotton tank top, blue jeans, and her boots from work. She wore them unlaced today. This must be her “casual mode,” thought Jordan. Not too different from work, really.


No words were exchanged while they waited for their order. They simply stood at the receiving area of the counter, with Tyrlok watching Jordan and Jordan watching a corner of a napkin slowly soak up a splotch of spilled coffee. He envied the napkin. It had a purpose, and it was achieving it. And once it was done, it would be removed, forgotten about, never to exist again. Or perhaps it would be reconstituted into something else. Something better. Something people wanted instead of just needed. That would be nice.


“Peppermint mocha and a white mocha for Jolene?”


“That’s me, I think,” said Jordan with the receipt in his raised hand.


“No, it isn’t,” said Tyrlok, holding her hand out to stop him. “Your name is Jordan.”


He waited this time for her to reveal she was joking again. She wasn’t. Jordan reassured Tyrlok that he would work it out with the barista and asked her to wait for him at a table. Once done, he brought the two cups over to his Fandorell colleague. Cup before her, she eyed the whole candy cane sticking out of her coffee with trepidation.


“You people normally drink these?” she asked, pulling the cane out.


“Some do,” he answered. “Usually only around this time of year, though. S’posed to be festive or something, I dunno.”


Tyrlok carefully held the striped mint stick in place and took a sip. She looked like she had just tasted battery acid.


“That bad, huh?”


“Fundal, it tastes like someone burned Colgate and threw it at a piece of chocolate.” Many in the diaspora had taken to calling all toothpaste “Colgate” as it was the brand issued to them when they arrived. Jordan snorted — not at the use of the brand, but at her description. “What’s funny?” she asked.


“Nothing, just… I always said it tasted like someone squeezed toothpaste into a mocha, but I like your description better. You wanna switch?” He slid his white mocha towards her. “Better?” he asked as she sipped it with her eyes on him the whole time.


“Mmm. What about that mess?” She pointed at her former drink.


“I’ll finish it, don’t worry.” He had finished Jess’s drinks and meals numerous times before. Most days it was because she was full. Some days it was because she left before he did. Much like the peppermint slop in a cup, those memories were not so good. It mattered little; it had been months since he had last tasted anything.


“So, about this sprint.”


“Just getting right to it, huh,” he muttered as he discarded the melted candy cane.


“Yes. What do you need to complete it so I can keep my job?”


“The will to live,” he answered into his cup. It was barely a whisper.


“Yes, all living creatures have that.” At that, Jordan nearly choked on coffee. He just learned Fandorell have superhuman hearing. “So, what else do you need?”


He scratched his ear. “I dunno. Honestly, I don’t really give a shit anymore.”


“Even if it affects someone else’s job?”


“I mean… you shouldn’t get fired ‘cause of me anyways.”


“Well, that is what Kevin said would happen.”


“Yeah, well, Kevin’s an asshole.”


Her black-and-gold eyes went wide with shock, then darted back and forth. Jordan guessed she was afraid someone from work would hear him insulting their boss.


“I think I already know the answer, but what was your job back on Khalif?”


She took a longer sip of her coffee. “I was in the Fandorell Tanmushif — what you would call the military. Pacifically, I was in a special squad that handled… things. Why?”


“What kind of things?”


She paused mid-sip and threw him a flat stare. “Things.”


“Uh, okay. Well, unlike the military, you’re allowed to talk shit about your bosses here. Well, maybe not to their faces. But we can call Kevin an asshole. Because that’s what he is, and he’s not here.” It was Tyrlok’s turn to nearly choke on her coffee. If Jordan didn’t know any better, he would swear he had just made her laugh. Her face was neutral when she put her cup down, but there was a twinkle in her eye that was more than just the light catching the golden flecks eternally falling inside.


“In that case, he does not seem a very nice person. And he seems to think I am unfamiliar with, um… is ‘prejudice’ the word?”


Jordan’s eyebrows shot up. “Yep, you got it. You picked up on that from him pretty quick.”


“We have dealt with it for centuries on Khalif.” She paused. Then: “And still do.”


Jordan was tired of talking about work. However, he had never met someone from the military before, regardless of their planet of origin. He had questions. The most prescient being, “Did you kill anybody?”


The sharpest of grimaces flashed across her face. “I was in the Tanmushif for over ninety years. We were at war for my entire time. What do you think?”


Jordan sensed he may have stepped on a landmine. “S-sorry, I’ve just never met someone like, uh —”


“Like what, exactly? A Fandorell? Or a soldier?”


“Both?” he wanted to answer, but only short bursts of syllables escaped his throat.


“Tell me, do you ask everyone you meet that question?” Jordan looked out the window. “Is the answer outside?” He slumped a little lower in his seat. “Under the table?” He sat back up.


“S-sorry. I didn’t think you’d — I guess I just didn’t think. I’m sorry.”


She sighed and looked out the window herself. He saw her long, tapered ears flick a centimeter just before she turned back to him. “This Gurt music is terrible, like that peppermint sludge,” she said, drawing Jordan back to the present. The music playing over the café speakers was The National’s “Don’t Swallow the Cap.” It certainly wasn’t Jordan’s preference, either.


“Wouldn’t have thought you a music-lover. What’s your jam?” Her brow furrowed at that. “I mean, what kinda music do you like?”


“Oh. Fando music, of course.” It was Jordan’s brow that furrowed this time. “I don’t believe it will catch on here. Your people would find it harsh and grating. That is how the Taruk describe it, anyway.” She turned away, and her silver braided ponytail fell over her shoulder.


“Anywhere I could hear it?”


Her face jerked back to him, her hair just missing the patron’s seat behind her as it whipped around. She cleared her throat and collected herself before saying, “If you’re asking where on your phone, you can’t. Not yet. But there are clubs near my home that specialize in Fando music. I only ever see Fandorell in them, though. Maybe some Taruk.”


“Oh. I see.” Jordan took it those clubs were Khalifiri only. He understood, though. Living in a strange land against their will, they would probably want a place to unwind that was just for them. He conceded that it was only disappointment he was feeling. He was feeling something, though, and that was a small miracle unto itself. Her eyes brightened for half a moment before drifting over to the window. They were mesmerizing.


“I do love seeing Fando music live very much. And if I lose my job, I’m afraid I couldn’t afford to go anymore.”


If Jordan hadn’t been so horrifically depressed, he would have caught the over-the-top appeal to his better nature. Lucky for her, his depression made him as perceptive as Mister Magoo in a diving helmet.


He thumbed the rim of his cup as he tried summoning the will to care about his job. But maybe it wasn’t his job he needed to care about. Maybe he could do right by someone in unwanted circumstances. Maybe he could be a benefit to someone instead of a detriment.


There’s a first time for everything.
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Tyrlok had politely declined his offer to give her a ride home — as polite as she could be in English. If he had offered in Fandor, she would have answered in kind and offered her sincerest gratitude while delicately and diplomatically saying no. Instead, all she could manage was “no need, thank you” before walking to the settlement alone.


The settlement itself was not bad, and the migrants were grateful. They had all heard stories of Khalifiri settlements in other regions of the world that were far worse, what with people forced to live in tents, in buildings without running water, and in merciless heat without any means of cooling off. Then again, there were stories of entire neighborhoods of detached houses constructed just for them. Her formerly-condemned apartment building was two hundred feet from a highway, and half of the lights didn’t work. And given the trauma they had all suffered at the hands of an alien scourge that made its home in the shadows, it was no wonder every working outlet in her building had a nightlight plugged in at all times.


Tyrlok greeted Simal in the kitchen as she arrived. Simal was cooking something on the stove, staring intently at the sizzling skillet. Her husband sat on the now-folded-up couch watching videos about learning English on his phone, while Lyrulah called out for Tyrlok from the bedroom.


“How did it go?” she asked Tyrlok.


“It went well. You were right,” she answered as she entered the bedroom and threw her coat on the bed.


“Of course I was right. You don’t rise to my level by being wrong about these things.”


“True. You rise to your level by being born into it, my heq’ta—”


“Stop. We agreed you wouldn’t call me that. Not anymore.” Her lavender-and-gold eyes burned at Tyrlok’s near-usage of her royal honorific. Outside of the Fandorell community and select human government officials, nobody knew she was once royalty. A princess once, although third in line for the throne. But the throne no longer existed, so she figured her title shouldn’t either.


“My deepest apologies, Lyrulah,” said Tyrlok in Fandor with a deep, magnificent bow. Lyrulah balled up a shirt from the ground and threw it at her long-time friend. Tyrlok caught it with a half-grin. She did so love to tease the once-princess.


“Do you think your, uh, I don’t know what you call him…”


“Colleague.”


“Yes, that. Do you think you inspired him to work?”


“I think so. For now.”


“How?”


“I hinted that losing my job means I can’t see live Fando bands anymore. Made it sound like the worst thing in the galaxy.”


“Not entirely a lie, then.”


“Well, the truth could crush him.” Just like it’s crushing me.


A loud clatter and sizzle from the kitchen interrupted them. Tyrlok peered out and saw Simal curled up on the linoleum floor, shrieking and crying in Fandor for her dead sister. Jyntal rushed to her straight away. The poor woman was the last living creature through the portal to Earth just before it closed. Her sister would have been last, but sadly only her hand made it through, still clutched in Simal’s.


The oil from the pan spread across the cooktop and caught fire. Jyntal pulled his wailing wife away from it while Tyrlok raced over to smother it with nearby dish towels. Confident the fire was out, Jyntal started shushing and soothing Simal, but she continued sobbing and incoherently mourning her lost sibling, her lost home, seemingly everything.


“Kwelt’demma na, an-damma. Khaizha, an-damma. Khaizha…” he said, gently gripping her wrist and placing her palm on his cheek. The gesture brought her back to reality as her crying paused, and her eyes found him at last. Then the crying started anew, only this time she wept for her own broken state of mind. For the burden she felt she placed on her husband and her people.


Tyrlok knew the feeling all too well. It was why she volunteered to enter the human workforce. If she hadn’t, she believed she would have ended up like Simal: a broken shut-in in constant need of mental and emotional care. It was a situation no one wanted to be in.


“I thought you found her a new tuon’i to help her with this,” she said.


“I did,” Jyntal said with some annoyance, perceiving her words as judgment. “Unfortunately, he doesn’t make house calls, so step one would be getting her out the door.”


“Oh.” Simal had yet to leave their apartment since they migrated here.


“What about you?” he asked almost accusatorily.


“It’s not me you need to worry about. I’ll be fine.”


“Familiar words.” He looked meaningfully at Simal. Sensing the conversation was closed, Tyrlok got to cleaning up the kitchen with Lyrulah’s aid. The rest of the day passed in uncomfortable silence.
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Nothing kicks a Monday morning off better than a torrential downpour, thought Jordan as he drove to the office. His wipers harshly squeaked; the rubber of the passenger-side wiper was flapping loose in the wind. He told himself he would replace it. About six months ago. To his credit, he did manage to buy a replacement, yet he couldn’t buy the will to actually go out and change it. It was a task most everyone would consider trivial. It required little-to-no effort and even less time. But that’s the thing about depression: in the moment, even the most menial of tasks can seem like Herculean feats. And for people like him, confronting the ridiculousness of that can wrack them with guilt, sending them further into a dark, downward spiral.


He pulled into a parking spot at Millicent Mutual and put the stupid windshield wiper out of his mind. As he reached to shut the car off, his phone chimed. It was a notification saying Jessica Skye wanted to add him as a friend. His ex left him over a year ago after she got fed up with him constantly blowing off friends and family — both his and hers — for seemingly no reason. He had tried explaining to her that he just couldn’t drag himself out of bed, the apartment, or into the shower. Whether she recognized his illness for what it was, he never knew. But there she was, trying to reconnect with him out of nowhere with her dark, smiling eyes and her wide, beaming grin.


She looks happy, said the twinned voices. Almost as if she’s already moved on. Maybe you should, too. It’s time to go, Jordan.


His thumb hovered over the “Accept” button. She couldn’t possibly want to get back together. There was no way. She had made it very clear that it was over, that she had given him dozens of chances to “get his shit together,” that she wasn’t his therapist, and that it wasn’t her job to “fix” him. He was pretty sure he had never explicitly made it her job to fix him. And if he had, he would have sued her for gross incompetence and negligence, as he was clearly still very much broken. He locked the screen, grabbed his umbrella, and headed into the office.
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He found at his desk the back of a pointy-eared, silver-haired woman’s head. Unless the company had hired a second Fandorell without his knowledge, the head belonged to Tyrlok. On the cream-colored desk in front of her were two large covered paper coffee cups.


“Morning,” he said as he took his seat. “You’re here early.”


“And you’re,” she looked at her phone, “on time. Impressive,” she added, keeping a patronizing tone to her words.


Jordan turned the cups around. They were both white mochas. One had “Jane” scribbled on the side.


“Who’s Jane?”


“As far as the merchants know, me.” Jordan squinted at her matter-of-fact statement. “If they couldn’t understand ‘Jordan,’ it was safe to assume they wouldn’t understand ‘Tyrlok’ either.”


“Touché,” he said with a snort. “Wait. Why are you here?”


“To help you.”


“No offense, but did you learn how to code over the weekend or something?” he asked, his laptop and monitors glowing to life.


“I did not, no. But it’s become clear that my previous approach to working with you wasn’t,” she briefly hesitated, searching for the right word and ultimately settling on, “working.”


His first instinct was to tell her to go back to her desk, and that he worked better alone. But it was clear as day she desperately wanted this to
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