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“Oh, Gaia... Save me,” Bella muttered, twisting her neck to look for the tops of the cloud-scraper buildings. They were bulky misshapen things; enormous structures put together with left-over starship parts. Engine casings were converted into apartment homes and attached to the sides of the buildings creating such monstrous architecture. 

The streets of The Spark whizzed by her window as the hover-car sped through them a few feet off the ground. Clicks and hums from each vehicle’s magnets bounced off the buildings and filled the night air. But from inside, she could barely hear any of it.

She turned to her cousin Mitch and his white-knuckle grip on the steering wheel. Bella tried to catch a glimpse of his eyes, but his round dark sunglasses hid them. His shaggy brown hair did its part as well. What they couldn’t hide were the dark circles of the insomniac beneath. 

Her nose wrinkled up. It’s been some time since he last bathed.

Mitch’s eyes darted around. Rear-view monitor, road, blind spot, door mirrors, road, rear-view again. He wiped the sweat off his brow with a dirty sleeve.

“You’re restless,” Bella said.

Mitch flinched at her voice. But when he looked over at her, he smiled and his shoulders relaxed. A little.

“Sorry. I get... focused.” His voice was level but forced.

Bella rolled her eyes and looked out her window again. “I think you mean the opposite.”

The iron streets were still wet after a rain and the hover-cars ahead of them were kicking water up into the air in their wake. They were boxy old things with rounded corners and tires that rotated downward, their magnets pushing them off the street. Mitch’s own hover-car was flatter, wider, and longer with ample storage space in the back and faux wood paneling down the sides. 

Bella focused her eyes out the right side of the car to experience how fast they were driving.

People walked up and down the sidewalks in hordes; a moving mosaic of color and culture. From the teenager with blue-dyed skin and tattoos that glow neon bright, to the bald monk in earth-tone robes, and everything in between.

Constant motion in every direction. But nowhere for sitting beneath a tree with a book. No stream to pray at, or trails to hike. Bella’s head dropped. She knew there were woods and enormous parks on other ARMs of The Spark but this one just seemed so industrial.

The Spark being a collection of fourteen ARMs, conjoined at the center like a three-dimensional asterisk. 

Her family’s farm was on the flat top of their ARM, providing an epic view of the rest of the Spark. One needed only to travel to any of the farm’s four borders and look down.

But Bella wasn’t looking down on the city anymore.

This feels alien, she thought. So cold and artificial.

Even the odd bush or small tree planted in a random little patch of dirt and grass along the sidewalks was sad and lonely among the wet gray buildings. She raised her eyes in search of real life, finding only Gaia.

The next closest ARM of The Spark leaned across the evening sky. A city skyline of cloud-scrapers reached down like stalactites on a cave ceiling, and the lights of tiny hover-cars crawled across its surface. Like glow-ants, she smiled. 

It was the first time she’d done so since leaving and it occurred to her she’d never seen the other ARMs from this angle.

Between the ARMs, the clouds were parting just as the sun was setting. Beyond those clouds, the planet Gaia shone bright blue, green, purple, and red, with silver rings that sparkled in the evening time.

“Focus is good,” she said to Mitch. “You’ve got tunnel vision.” 

“It’s important I drive perfectly. Can’t risk getting pulled over.”

Bella sighed and fiddled with her long sleeve, tugging at the wrist. She wore all black, covered from throat to toe, and wore no make-up or jewelry. Just a short, petite girl with a long face, sharp nose, and hands that were rough and calloused.

“Because of your illegal business?” 

Mitch flinched as if her words had poked him. “I prefer ‘legal-adjacent’.” He checked his mirrors. “I mean, give me a break, weed is legal but not ‘shrooms? Pfft! What happened to The Spark? Yo, doing this shit, you learn to fly under the radar like a pro.” He nodded. 

Bella studied him, her big gray eyes seeing through his demeanor. Was that nod meant to convince me, or himself?

He checked behind them again. Professional or no, Bella could tell something was eating him. As tight as he was gripping the wheel, his hands shouldn’t shake so much. “Mitch.” She paused and softened her tone. “What’s going on?”

He didn’t answer. His eyes were fixed on the rear-view monitor. Bella took special note of Mitch’s gaping mouth and turned to the side mirror outside her door. Behind them was a hover-car with its high-beams on, making it difficult to stare at for too long. She could only make out the car during brief moments when it passed under a lamppost.

It was black, with a wide flat rectangular front end.

Bella shut her eyes tight. When she turned back to Mitch, he was eyes forward, driving as precisely as possible. There was sweat on his brow, and all the color drained out of his face.

“Police?” she asked, knowing the answer.

“Unmarked. No lights up top. Hard to tell.”

Bella turned in her seat to look straight out the back window just in time to see their follower speed up, and her heartbeat followed its lead. Her eyes fixed on the crazed car through the windows as he came around, slowing just enough to linger at the driver’s side.

This isn’t an officer. The hover-car was once police issue, that much was apparent. But here it was just black and unmarked, repurposed for civilian use.

Mitch and Bella stared at it, but the windows were tinted black to match the rest of the hover-car. As though it were contagious, darkness fell inside Mitch’s car like a silk sheet gently lowering onto a bed, and a shiver crept up Bella’s neck.

Then it was over. The black demon car sped up once more, passed Mitch, and disappeared into the distance kicking water up in a V. Its more powerful magnets sending clicks and hums back down the street loud enough to be heard from inside Mitch’s inferior vehicle.

Bella breathed just as Mitch exhaled hard and relaxed his shoulders again.

“Mitch!” Bella snapped him to attention. “What. Is going. On?!”

“How do you know what a cop car looks like?”

“I was near the gates once when they came to see Maw and Paw.”

“What were you doing near the gates?”

“Answer my question. What’s going on?”

His voice cracked, “Nothing.”

“I may not know you all that well anymore but I can tell you’re lying.”

Mitch drove on in silence.

Bella tugged at her sleeves in frustration. “Ugh! Where are we going?”

“We’re delivering a batch to a hippie chick,” he spat out. “Okay?”

“Why couldn’t I just wait at your place while you did that?”

“Nah. Nah.” He shook his head. Checked his mirrors. “You can’t stay alone at the house, it’s not—” 

“It’s not what?”

“It’s just...,” Mitch took a deep breath. “Look. I’m not gonna be in and out, man. This is going to take a few hours, and I can’t leave you alone to freak out on your first night out. I’m responsible for you.”

“What part of this is responsible?”

Mitch sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose.

“Delivering mushrooms takes hours?”

“No, but I’m hoping she’ll give me a session,” he said. “That can take hours.”

“A session?” She threw a hand up in question. “With a hippie woman? What... Like a palm reader? A fortune teller?”

“Nah. I mean, yeah she does that kinda shit too, but no.”

Bella balled up her fists, wrinkling up her skirts.

“She’s like a guru, man. Or like... I don’t know, like a medicine woman or something. She guides you on your trip. Like, I might be a professional drug dealer, but she’s, like, a professional drug taker.”

Bella propped her elbow up against the door with her fist against her cheek, and her eyes narrowed. She stared silently at Mitch for a moment, taking in what he’d just said. That’s what I get. “I don’t consent to any of this.”

“What is your problem? Just chill the fuck out and be cool!”

“I didn’t want to take my Pilgrimage, Mitchel.” She blurted it out, and then there was just no stopping it. “I wanted to stay home! They made me leave. I didn’t want to taste this world. I wanted to stay pure. They made me go. And I didn’t know where to go, so I settled. I settled for the only thing I knew. The druggie black sheep of the family.” She threw her hands up in surrender.

“Nice. I’m flattered.” He paused. “You know you’ve turned out to be a real fuckin’ treat. Fuckin’... You should’ve planned for this, Bella. You knew it was coming. Nobody sprung it on you. Name one Erdmann who hasn’t done it. It’s your own fault you ended up with the ‘druggie black sheep’.”

How very lost I must’ve been to come to him. She looked up at Gaia, silently praying to Her for help.

Mitch took a breath.

“Alright, okay.” Mitch’s hands went up in surrender, much like his cousin had done. “I can tell you’re not super psyched about this—”

“Very perceptive.”

“—But seriously, man, aren’t you just a little curious? Excited even? I mean, I’ve been where you are, yo. My Pilgrimage was not that long ago, and it was so good it never ended. I know how curious you must be about the outside.”

“I’m not.” She crossed her arms and shook her head. “I’ve never been curious about it like the rest of them.” Mitch chuckled at that, as if he knew something she didn’t. “I mean it. Twelve months out here, and then I’m headed right back to the farm.”

“You know... I was pretty devout too when I left. But I realized that if I truly believed, which I did, then that included The Pilgrimage. The Goddess tells us it’s good, necessary even,” his finger poked at the steering wheel, putting emphasis on every other word. “To live in the world and choose a path for yourself. To choose with full awareness. Right?”

Bella made a face that seemed to say Point Taken. For a moment, she recognized the old Mitch in him. The Mitch that never returned home.

“If you keep an open mind, an open heart, you might find you actually like it out here. You never know. Y’know?”

He paused, waiting for her to speak. She didn’t.

“And by the way, I don’t like the way you called me the druggie black sheep. I’m an entrepreneur, a homeowner, and I give to charity.”

Say nothing, Bella thought. She forced a smile.

“So, listen dude. Er...” He shook his head. “She and I are going to be doing our thing tonight. So, I mean, obviously you don’t have to partake b—”

“I won’t.”

“—But try to just relax, okay? Hang out. This is exactly what your Pilgrimage is all about, y’know. New experiences, man.”

Bella shifted in her seat. She sat up straight, crossed her legs, and straightened her skirt, smoothing out the wrinkles delicately with her hands.

“New experiences are fine but I’m simply not willing to abandon my morals.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Bella noticed a coy smile on his face.

“You said ‘them’,” he said with snark.

“What?”

“Earlier,” he explained, “you said you weren’t as curious about the outside as ... them.”

Bella’s eyes widened. “Well, I meant US!”

“Mmhmm. And where’s your bonnet?”

She turned away from him with a start and sat in silence.

“Yup, that’s what I thought. Look, just ... I need this to happen, so please be cool, okay?”

“Oh my—,” Bella breathed and closed her eyes tight, as it just occurred to her. “Are you fornicating with this hippie woman?”

“First, is that being cool?! And second, who says ‘fornicating’?”

“Well?”

“Even when I lived on the farm, I didn’t say ‘fornicating.’” Mitch twitched like he’d felt a shiver. 

Bella crossed her arms, waiting.

“Nah, Bella. It’s not like that.”

Bella lifted her chin. “MmHmm.”
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MITCH DROVE THE HOVER-car over the bridge and down the other end, to which Bella’s stomach protested. Bella rolled down her window for some air and stuck her head out, flooding her ears with the noise from the magnets of the hover-car. There was more in the way of advertisements in this area with holograms of scantily clad women standing six stories tall and grinding against the ‘gentlemen’s’ club, or the Old West Cowboy in a ten gallon hat holding out a joint from the window of a bodega. The people on the street just walked through him.

The architectural differences between these new cloud-scrapers and the ones that had captured her gaze before were clear. These were distinct. The steel from ground level met with brick, cement, and stone in various ways. All fused together to create something new in each building.

Many of the window frames and balconies were made of marble and other fine materials, accenting them against the roughness of the other textures.

Such a mess had no business looking so clean, crisp, and stylish. Classic and timeless, these cloud-scrapers stood as homage to the melting pot cities from Ancient Earth, like the infamous New York City.

“Wait, is this..?” Bella looked around at everything as though it could disappear at any moment and she had to take it all in. New Manhattan.

Mitch smirked. He pulled up on the steering wheel slowly, bringing the four magnets to roll up, becoming the car’s tires again and landing gently. The hum and clicks of the magnets died down to nothing with the push of a button, and the noise of the city rose to take their place.

Grandpa would tell the kids stories about their ancestors having designed New Manhattan before the Farm was sanctified, and sealed up their family. Even in the early days of its design and construction, everyone talked about New Manhattan like it was the classiest place on The
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