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      Brestille of Aiyrn

      They’ve been raiding our planet for generations, but I didn’t believe the rumors about twins being bad luck—at least not until the day Gvynette and I were taken. The Terrans snatched us from our home world, brought us to this remote planet, and turned us into guinea pigs, poking and prodding us for their own purposes. I know now that we can never go home.

      I might have just given up if it hadn’t been for the strange new alien I met here. There’s something that intrigues me about him. The connection we share is special—that much was clear from the moment we met—or else the scientists are up to more dirty tricks and all of this is just simulated. I don’t know who to trust anymore.

      

      Derresch of Belor

      I wasn’t supposed to be taken. I should be fighting the Terrans—in a year’s time I would have finished my training and been off to war. But now I’m trapped here on this XenoStation with all of the primitive races that are usually the ones being subjected to this kind of inhumane experimentation. I was ready to go down in a blaze of glory, to take as many Terrans with me as I could, but then I met this tough little Aiyurna girl—naïve as you please but strong, defiant even—who made me feel oddly protective.

      I don’t know if I can help her—or if she’ll even want me once she finds out what I really am, but she’s made me want to go on living, and for now that’s enough.
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      “Here, try this.” He held a bumpy little dark berry in his outstretched hand.

      “It’s bitter,” I said. He wasn’t going to trick me into eating that. I’d had mentleberries before and they were god-awful.

      “Aw,” he said, a grin branching out across his hairless face. All the boys on Aiyrn had hairy faces, but he was trying out a new fashion. He’d shaved his whole face almost all the way up to his ears! It sure did make his smile dazzle. Well, that and he had all of his teeth.

      “C’mon.” Ariyo tossed the berry down on the dusty ground and reached out for me with his other hand. He stood perched just a foot or two above me on the sandy slopes of Astamorr—the mountain that flanked our home village on Aiyrn. That was the day it happened. Everything would change just a few minutes later.

      I took his hand and shadowed Ariyo up the hillside until we came to a flat ledge that offered a gorgeous view of the valley. It was his favorite spot…he’d said as much when he first took me there. We threw the blanket down at the edge of the woods and spread out what meager rations we’d brought for a picnic. It didn’t matter too much about the food, though. We were happy just to steal an hour alone with each other outside the barracks.

      Life in the barracks wasn’t that bad, just—regimented. Every hour, every scrap of paper—and as they used to say, “every vegetable peel and pile of dirt” had to be counted and accounted for. They fed us though, if only just enough to keep us hungry for bonus allotments, which, I have to say came out fairly regularly. It was a functional system of social management, at least. I’ll say that for it.

      The only way to leave the barracks and live a civilian life was to be paired with your mate in a public ceremony full of pomp and circumstance—it was like your graduation and wedding day all in one. Everyone looked forward to their special day of commencement and envied those that went before them.

      Gvynette and I used to talk a lot about that: imagining who we’d end up with, where we’d live and if we’d have to be apart, whether we should look for a pair of twins to be matched with us or if we should each just choose whomever we liked. Twins were fairly common on Aiyrn, but identical twins like us were rare. Plus we were telepathic, which not all twins could claim. Gvynette thought Ariyo and I should get matched, but I hadn’t made up my mind about that yet. He didn’t have a twin though, so a match with him would’ve answered that question.

      “C’mere,” said Ariyo. He was leaning back on the blanket, his long form contoured into a welcoming pocket of heat. The breeze seemed to blow colder up the mountainside as I considered his warm embrace waiting for me just an arm’s length away, and I ducked into its radiance instinctively, nuzzling up to his hairless face and resting my forehead against his supple skin. It really was still soft there—even without the hair.

      He kissed me and laid me down under him. I guess I truly did think that I was in love then, but that was before the sky tore open and changed everything forever.

      I’d heard about the Terrans ever since I was little, but to me they had just seemed like fairy tale creatures before that day. Rumors held that the Terran warriors were more likely to take twins, but they’d say that about almost anything—like if you had red hair or blue eyes, it was said they were more likely to snatch you out of your bed at night, but I knew that was just gossip. I guess some people did disappear overnight sometimes, but I never heard of any proof it was Terrans. People can be so dramatic.

      I lay under Ariyo stretched out on our blanket over the grassy ledge above the village. His kisses were like chocolate drops, full and luscious on my skin. My head was light—without a single thought to weigh it down as I let him part my legs with his own. He pressed himself to me gently, playfully, letting me feel his desire pulsing hotly below as his eyes pierced my gaze with his longing.

      The thin fabric of my skirts was soft, and I felt every throb of his cock as he slid up and down against the swell of flesh between my legs. He kissed me firmly and deeply as he stroked my nipple over my clothes. I loosened the tie around my top and pulled the fabric away from the center, exposing my breasts to him on the mountainside. He closed his mouth over my nipple, sucking gently as his hips rose and fell against mine like a crashing wave.

      I let out a low moan and Ariyo said, “mm-hmm” and exhaled long and hard.

      We had been friends since childhood, but when we came to the barracks we had nothing in common, and had gone our separate ways. Now that most of our friends had graduated, we had rediscovered one another, but our friendship had taken on a pleasurable new dimension.

      Ariyo lifted the hem of my skirt up over my knees, ran a warm hand beneath the cloth, and traced a line up my thigh. He grazed the center of my mound and then fumbled teasingly around its edges, stroking and pinching and patting, as he liked, which he knew would drive me into a frenzy. I stroked the length of his shaft. Feeling its heat and wanting to touch its bare skin, I pulled at the leathers that held up his pants.

      My fingers worked quickly to free him from his trousers, and I slid my hand up and down the length of his manhood. Reaching with my other hand to grab him by the seat of his pants, I yanked his hips close to mine and rotated my pelvis under him eagerly, hoping to show him how much I wanted him.

      Ariyo dipped his head under my dress and pressed his mouth on me over my underpants, using his fingers to part my lips and gently rub the tiny cusp of flesh that rose between them. I exploded in sighs that matched his every movement, and I was soon on the edge of ecstasy. I wanted to remove my undergarments, free myself of the encumbrance and feel the hot wetness of his mouth on my sex. I fought my skirts to get a hand up under them. I tugged at my underpants and struggled against Ariyo, who kept a firm lock with his lips on mine as he reached under me and pulled down. When the cloth barrier was finally stripped away, he dived into my mound, sucking deeply of my flesh and growling as he shook his head, mimicking the way an animal kills its prey.

      I felt like everything in the world could not have been more perfect. The cold stare of a blue sky looked back down on me as the crisp breeze blew up the hillside. My heat radiated up into the air as Ariyo worked his tongue around in fabulous little circles. A laugh escaped my lips as he growled again.

      Then the sky cracked like it had split wide open with the loudest boom I’d ever heard. And a noise like thunder—but much louder—came blasting through the air, followed by an air ship of unimaginable size, which cast its dark shadow across the valley of my home.

      Ariyo held me protectively as if to hide me from the Terrans. I guess he’d heard that bit about twins, too. But I had to get up. I had to find Gvynette. I tried calling out to her with my mind’s voice, but everything was too muddled. Everyone—even those without telepathic gifts—Aiyurna from every pocket of the valley were crying out in horror. To find Gvynette, we’d have to make for the barracks. I allowed myself to hope she was already safely inside.
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      “What’s the protocol?” asked Haerton. Science officers always talked like that.

      “Forty sets of twins—female, identical,” Volace began in his most official tone. “Plus the peripheries and tertiaries.”

      “So how many is that?” Haerton didn’t want an estimate. And why should he, when his partner was looking right at the data? Volace didn’t answer but kept staring at the screen. Haerton grew annoyed and stepped behind Volace so he could see for himself.

      “Two hundred forty-three,” said Volace, suddenly reminded of Haerton’s question as his physical presence drew close.

      “It’s going to be a long day,” Haerton said with a sigh. He sat down next to Volace and rubbed his eyes.

      Their mission had been pretty standard: collect research subjects for the XenoStation on Alexander Prime. The science outpost had been in operation for over eighty Earth years and still hadn’t found a cure. It was just one of its kind dotted throughout the galaxy, but it was the biggest and newest thing in genetic research.

      All XenoStations had long ago been reengineered to solve the problem of fetal viability, which posed a real threat to the continuance of the human race on Earth. The environmental toxin that had affected female fertility on that planet would take thousands of years to dissipate. In the meantime, the last generation of viable eggs was slowly being used up, implanted into artificial wombs that had a promising 79% birth rate.

      The job of the scientists was twofold: first, to harvest eggs from alien females in hopes that they would produce viable fetuses, and second, to test their fertility after exposing the female subjects to the toxin. So far, all of the alien females were just as susceptible to the chemical as Terran women.

      The XenoStation on Alexander Prime was setup to identify the alien genes involved in female fertility. The scientists hoped to develop a gene therapy that would cure the Terran women of infertility, but the glut of research subjects there also drew scientists for a wide variety of other projects, too. Thankfully, human DNA was pretty much the same on every inhabited planet they’d discovered in their millennia of space exploration, but they knew there could still be that one mutation out there that would enable Terran women to withstand the eco-toxin on Earth and carry their pregnancies to full term. Whether they would ever produce viable eggs again remained to be seen.

      As the Selvager reached the outer orbit of Aiyrn, Haerton focused his instruments, tuning them to read the telepathic signals he knew were more common among twins. They had no scientific need for telepaths, and in fact, at the XenoStation they could be harder to manage, but that wasn’t his problem. His job was to locate and acquire twin females, and the signature of their shared telepathic signals made them easier to find.
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      Before the big boom there were lots of smaller ones. I was holding a pair of eggs in a basket at the time, but I don’t know what ever became of them.

      People outside were screaming and ducking for cover. I knew Brestille had gone up the mountainside with Ariyo, and I tried calling out to her mentally as soon as the chaos began, but the air was already thick with mental anguish from the terrified people all around me. There was no way of reaching her with all of this going on down here. A scene of general mayhem filled the valley on the day the Terrans came, and I was no less frightened than anybody else.

      This was not their first visitation, though, and I’m sure it won’t be the last. There have been rumors going back generations about what they do with you once you’re taken, but nobody’s ever come back to tell us for sure. Their raids were always unpredictable, and although we’d try to prepare, we had nothing on their technology and they pretty much did as they liked when they descended upon us.

      I rushed out into the sand-swept street to help coordinate the response. The raid had happened while I was in the village, so it was my responsibility to help lost children and the elderly make it to the shelters before I could report back to the barracks. The roar from their main ship spewed heat and dust into my eyes, and I had to cover my face using my hood as I ran about looking for stragglers.

      By the time most of the civilians were underground, the Terrans had landed their craft and lowered the ramp that would soon pour out armored, muscled Terrans—huge, hulking men who had traveled the galaxy for generations and knew no fear. Their muscles were of aiyrn, or so it was said. They could not be beaten.

      I scrambled up the base of the hill, desperate to reach the barracks and the safety that comes in numbers. Our strategic response on Aiyrn was little more than organized huddling, but being exposed out on the hillside was far worse. I could barely see more than an arm’s length in any direction though, so thick was the sand that still swirled around the valley. My best hope was to make it back to the barracks before the dust settled. Some people said the Terrans could see through a sandstorm, but I never could believe that.

      Brestille. I reached out to my sister, hoping my mind could see where my eyes were blind. Brestille. All I could hear were crying children, panic-stricken parents, and the occasional prayer emanating from some remorseful sap.

      Brestille...Brestille...Brestille...I trudged up through the vacant street to the barracks.

      Brestille...Now I could hear orders going out to all youth workers to report to the barracks to be counted.

      Brestille...Brestille...

      Gvynette!

      Brestille! Finally, I thought, with a hint of irritation. Where are you?

      Gvynette!

      Brestille, where are you?

      We had no sooner made a mental connection than everything went dark. I didn’t so much feel as if I’d slept when I woke up in the airship—more like I’d blinked. There was a great popping noise in my ears and then there I was on the deck of the Terran transport ship next to my sister, strapped into a seat that had me pitched forward in a way that made my stomach lurch, the screaming voices of a thousand other Aiyurna echoing in my head.

      The heavy footfalls of a Terran warrior pounded through the aisle next to where I hung suspended in fear. The metal-covered feet were almost as wide as they were long, and although the figure moved in all the same places as a man, the fearsome warrior did not, to my eyes, resemble a man in the least. When I dared look upon its face I saw there a blankness in its expression, nothing in its eyes that resembled a soul.
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      Ariyo’s hands balled up into fists when he came to on the transport ship. I could feel his rage, and so could every other telepath on board. I reached out for his hand and he turned to look at me, the whites of his eyes showing his utter horror at what was going on. He didn’t need to speak. He took my hand and shut his eyes.

      I made myself into a soothing presence. Willing him to accept my calming energy, I breathed in and out slowly as I softened my grip into a relaxed hold. I hummed in tune with the vibration I was sending, and when I could feel he was letting it in, I rubbed his hand with my thumb to sap the static energy of terror from his veins.

      Most people know how to work this magic without being taught, but telepaths are given special training so that we’re able to perform under pressure—our kind has maintained order and calm during events just like this one that have plagued our people for generations. But usually it’s our job to keep people calm on the ground. Up here, I wasn’t even sure if it was such a great idea to keep calm, but it was all I knew to do.

      Gvynette hung suspended in her seat next to me, and she looked just as terrified as Ariyo.

      Use your training. I blinked slowly one time and breathed in and out emphatically until she followed suit. Soon, a wave of calm descended around us.

      We were all strapped into a long row of metal seats. The machinery that bound us in place made it hard to see beyond one’s immediate neighbor, so I couldn’t say for sure who else was there. From the immense size of the room that contained us, I would estimate they’d taken hundreds at least. I wasn’t sure if the voices I was hearing were from inside the ship or on the ground, and I couldn’t make sense of most of them anyway. The jumble of thoughts and the constant thunder of the Terran ship made it difficult for me to think straight.

      The Terrans shouted at one another and then the doors began to slide closed. When they were finally shut, a hissing could be heard as jets of steam shot into the air from all sides. The last thing I can remember is holding my sister’s hand on one side and my boyfriend’s on the other. When I woke again I was alone in a gray room with metal doors and no sun.
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      I don’t remember much about my days in the science hub. I do recall the first time I saw a Terran scientist, though. He was nothing like the Terran warrior I’d seen on board the transport ship. Where the warrior was thick and seemed to be made of gleaming aiyrn, the scientist was thin, made of flesh and blood with a normal face you might find on my home world—except that he grew no facial hair save his eyebrows. I found it odd that he should look so much like a young one or even a woman, but be full grown like a man. Even through the fog that filled my brain that one little oddity stuck out.

      He was only the first of many Terran scientists to come see me. I can’t remember all of them, but they mostly looked the same as the first: their faces the color of sand, with hardly any hair at all and limbs so long and lanky I wondered how they could manage to walk or lift or haul a thing. On Aiyrn we pride ourselves on our muscular physicality. It’s only our strong build that helps us work our way up the sandy mountainside to provide for ourselves, and our tawny skin that protects us from the sun. I wondered in my sleepy haze whether they’d taken us because they’d lost all their strength or if they had some sickness that made them so pale, but in the end I really didn’t know what they wanted with us. No one ever offered to explain.

      The scientists stuck metal instruments under my skin. They made me open my mouth while they pointed lights and peered into every hole in my head. They took notes and had quiet conversations about my status using words I didn’t understand. Although there was no pain when they cut into me, I did object. When I tried to protest, however, the scientists acted quickly and everything went dark after that. I woke up later with fresh bandages and some soreness in my abdomen. But I’ll say this for the Terrans: they must have some secret remedy for pain because I should have been hurting a lot more from my wounds than I was.

      The hardest part for me during those dark days was that I couldn’t hear my sister. I couldn’t hear the thoughts or feelings of anyone—even the scientists who were in the same room with me—which was the strangest sensation I have ever felt, even to this day. Everything was so quiet. The visual equivalent would be lying in a darkened room where there’s nothing but utter and complete blackness. I felt so alone and lost in the world. I’ll never shake that horrible feeling of being adrift in a mental void. I’m glad they made me sleep so much while I was there.

      I couldn’t understand how the scientists could function without thoughts or feelings, but eventually I came to understand they did think and feel. Apparently they’d blocked their telepathic signals somehow. If you watch their faces closely, you’ll see that they do have feelings that they convey visually, but I’ll never understand how they block the vibrational messages that normally accompany emotions.

      After I’d slept and awoken many times in the science hub, I remember waking up in a different room one day with no gadgets at my bedside and no recollection of how I’d come to be there. It was always that way with the Terrans. You’d never know how you ended up where you were, and they’d never tell you what had happened. Nor would they tell you what was going to happen. Don’t even bother asking a Terran for information. They’re a secretive and evasive lot.

      There was a chill in my new sleeping chamber that had encroached upon me before I awoke. The light was too bright and the blankets too rough. In general I felt woozy and out of sorts. I wanted to get up, but I sat for a while with my legs dangling over the side of the bed, fearful of what might happen if I tried to stand. In the end, I pulled the scratchy blankets around my shoulders and lowered my bare feet to the cold floor, cringing slightly as they made contact.

      I found that the pajamas I’d been wearing had been replaced by a drab one-piece garment. With some relief I discovered a pair of leather foot coverings by my bedside, although I did wish for a scrap of fur to wrap around my feet for warmth.

      The scientists had gone, the restraints that had kept me strapped to the last bed didn’t appear to be installed on this one, and it seemed as though I had been left to my own devices for the first time since they’d taken me.

      Taken, I mused, pausing as I considered the word that had once signified “The End”. Now that the worst possible thing had happened to me, and it appeared that I might survive it, I wondered if this flat and gray new world was to be my home, and if so, whether I could withstand the cruelty of its constant isolation and absolute silence.
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      Ariyo, I called out as soon as I was able, but he didn’t answer.

      Gvynette… No response.

      In fact there were no voices to be heard at all. I’ve never experienced such utter stillness as I did those days while I was in the science hub. It was creepy, like I was somehow the only person left alive. It gave me the chills then, and it still does now when I think about it. There was no sound of wind through the trees or running water nearby. The room where I was held seemed to be made of only metal and glass, and the Terrans who came to my cell were also eerily silent. Their minds must have been completely vacant, and I took an immediate disliking to their sickly kind.

      Even once they’d moved me to another chamber after the scientists were done poking at me, I still couldn’t hear Gvynette or Ariyo when I called out to them. The silence was killing me. I wanted to die.

      When at last I was allowed to move about on my own, I stepped outside my tiny room and joined a long chain of people—most of whom looked just like my own kind with perhaps some slight differences. Everyone was wearing the same type of drab jumpsuit that I had on, and I joined the others as they proceeded down a long corridor that opened up into a huge, windowless room. As we approached, I smelled food and finally understood the main attraction in the gigantic enclosure.

      I did not want to eat. I wanted to find my sister. I searched the faces of all the people in the dining hall. I called out mentally to Gvynette and Ariyo, but despite the massive crowds around me, there was no vibration of thought or feeling. Were all of these people Terran, I wondered. Surely they couldn’t all be so empty-headed. There was a mind-numbing murmur emanating from the crowds as the people talked amongst themselves, shuffled their feet, and moved according to some unseen plan. Finding my lost ones in all this mess of people would be no small feat if I couldn’t connect to them telepathically.

      I stood at one corner of the great hall, watching the throngs go about their business until I finally just began shouting the names of my people out of desperation. A few individuals shot me sideways glances before going back to their conversations. Most of them just ignored me.

      One girl with very light skin and bouncy yellow curls came bounding over toward me and pulled me in by the shoulders, spun me around and walked me down an adjacent corridor.

      “Hey,” she said. “Don’t do that. You don’t want to do that. C’mon with me, now.” She must have been very convincing or I was just stunned because I stopped yelling and stared at her. “Did you lose someone?” she asked.

      “My sister, Gvynette and my boyfriend, Ariyo,” I said. “Who are you?”

      “Dowanti’achu,” she replied. “But my friends just call me Doey.” She smiled warmly before asking my name. I suddenly felt as if I’d been rude.

      “Brestille,” I said tersely, unsure how much I should tell her. “Are you Terran?”

      She just laughed and shook her head.

      “Well, Brestille, if you want to find your sister –”

      “Gvynette,” I offered.

      “Gvynette, what a lovely name. If you want to find her, just go over to one of those windows and tell them who you’re looking for. They’ll make sure you find each other.”

      Doey indicated a bay of small service windows on one end of the dining hall. There was a bit of a crowd gathered around waiting to speak to the handful of official looking Terrans who were seated behind the glass in individual alcoves on the other side of a narrow counter. The whole installation created a bizarre system of barriers and control that put a bad taste in my mouth. I didn’t like these Terrans one bit, and I certainly didn’t want to ask for their help locating my sister.

      Doey must have read the look of apprehension on my face, because she offered to go with me.

      “Where are you from?” I couldn’t help asking as we waited for assistance. She just looked at me blankly like that was an indelicate question.

      “You’re from Aiyrn, right?” she asked.

      How did she know?

      “So I could tell you I was from pretty much anywhere and you wouldn’t know any better.”

      She was making fun of me. Of us. Of our backwardness.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “That’s not very nice, I know.” She bit her lip and her smile disappeared. “I’m Dowanti’achu Murquesa from Alest-Th’non Four,” she said, putting her palm out toward me.

      I stared at it.

      This was some kind of greeting, but I didn’t know the correct response.

      Doey giggled, lifted my hand up, and flattened it against her palm.

      “Now you,” she instructed.

      “Oh, I’m Brestille Cordialle Phostene of Aiyrn.”

      She spread her fingers and interlaced them with mine, grasping my hand as she said, “Welcome.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      The whole thing was so surreal. I’d been captured and separated from my people, poked and prodded by scientists and kept so lonely that I’d wanted to die, but one small gesture of kindness or friendship and I suddenly felt like I might survive this. I wasn’t sure yet if I wanted to, but it seemed clear enough that I could.

      The Terran behind the window took my information and said they would let me know when she was “available.” I told him my sister has never been not “available” to see me since she was born four minutes after me, but he was unmoved.

      “Don’t worry,” Doey said. “They’ll let you know. Now, why don’t we get something to eat?”

      I’m not sure why I let her lead me around like I did. In retrospect it all seems so strange, but I guess I was in a state of shock. She seemed friendly enough, and apparently knew a lot about how things worked, so I felt lucky to have her help.

      “Some subs take longer than others to come out of testing,” she explained between bites.

      “Subs?”

      “Oh, sorry—test subjects,” she said. “Called subs around here.”

      “Oh,” I said, not sure what to make of that. “We’re twins, though. Shouldn’t it be the same for both of us?”

      “Is everything always the same back home?”

      “I don’t know, I just…” I didn’t know how to explain.

      “You’ve never been apart, have you?” It seemed Doey’s telepathic signals weren’t blocked. It was a bit unsettling how much she could read me, but I suppose that’s how other people had felt about me my whole life. It was still strange seeing it from that perspective.

      “Is it that obvious?”

      Doey gave me a sympathetic look that was a little too sweet for my taste and I stood up, thanked her for her company and excused myself to go have a look around.

      Locked doors lined each side of the long corridors that ran outward in parallel lines from the center. The holding area was not unlike the barracks in its establishment of order—but where back home we’d had our own houses and lived together in small groups inside the compound, here we were kept alone in cells of glass and metal while Terran guards watched over the central areas and hallways.

      I strolled down one of the lifeless passageways that led away from the dining hall, determined to find Gvynette or Ariyo. Short of some miracle, I knew I wouldn’t be successful. However, I could at least learn a little bit about my surroundings, I thought.

      At the end of each passage was a vestibule and a connecting hallway. A ladder at the intersection was guarded by Terrans, who didn’t make eye contact but cast their gaze far down the aisle in a chilling stare.

      The guards didn’t sport the metal coating of the warriors on the transport ship, but they were bulkier than the Terran scientists, if less hairy. In fact, the guards had almost no hair at all. They wore it close cropped up on top, and they appeared to be shaved from their nostrils on down. I was just thinking what odd looking creatures they were when a voice startled me out of my thoughts.

      “Don’t look too long; you might fall in.”

      I turned to see a dark-haired boy about my age smiling broadly at me with a jaunty expression on his stubbled face. Something about his watchful attendance unnerved me and I suddenly had the sensation I was naked in his presence.

      “Excuse me?”

      “They’re trained to do that. It’s called the fifty-yard stare. They won’t look at you,” he said, still grinning. “Go ahead, talk to him. Ask him his name.”

      The boy was audacious, but he’d also made me curious.

      “What’s your name?” I asked the guard.

      No response.

      I waved my hand in front of his eyes, but he didn’t flinch.

      “What’s your name?” the boy asked me, still grinning.

      I whirled around.

      “Who’s asking?” I had met boys like him back home—the overconfident type. The only way to deal with them was to give them right back whatever attitude they put out.

      The smirking mug opened its mouth and said, “Derresch Möestrel of Belor reporting. How may I service you?” He took a dramatic bow.

      He was teasing me. I’d had just about enough of that business for one day. I wanted to turn on my heels and head right back toward the dining hall, but I couldn’t bear to show such a lack of good graces.

      “Brestille Phostene of Aiyrn,” I said, adding “pleasure to meet you” for no reason at all. I felt so awkward in that moment I wanted to bolt, but I didn’t want him to see me run away, so instead I stood entirely too still for way too long. My hands felt clammy and my brow glistened with sweat. I enjoyed a moment of silent gratitude that telepathic signals were blocked as I took a closer look at Derresch.

      He was quite striking, really. His dark hair was shiny and hung loosely in tufts around his thick, dark brows. He was taller than me, with a broad chest that swelled pleasingly underneath the fabric of his jumpsuit. His frame was lean but sturdy, and he had an indescribable magnetism that I found a little too tempting.

      “Ariyo,” I said dumbly.

      “Hmm?”

      “Sorry,” I said, unsure why I had suddenly spouted his name. “My boyfriend,” I offered by way of explanation. Every muscle in my body was poised to run away, but my feet were still rooted to the spot. I plastered what I hoped was a casual smile on my face and took in a breath as though ready to speak. Then, nothing.

      “OK, well,” Derresch said a little uneasily. “Brestille.” He held out his palm.

      “Derresch,” I said, holding my palm out toward his. As our hands touched I felt air rushing into my lungs. A strong and sudden wave of psychic energy pulsed through me that was more intense and lasting than anything I’d ever felt before. My eyes widened as my mouth grew dry at this new sensation.

      He spread his fingers out and interlaced them with mine, saying, “Nice meeting you.” He squeezed my hand, and warmth oozed up my arm while static electricity played around my fingers.

      “Likewise,” I heard myself say.
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      “Brestille!” I called out. I could hardly believe my eyes. I wasn’t going to be kept alone in my cell forever. In fact, there were lots of other people in the holding area, most importantly my sister. I ran to Brestille and threw my arms around her. She laughed and hugged me back. I think we both cried a little.

      A Terran science officer had brought me from my cell to the service center and then sent someone after her. Before we even had a chance to catch up, though, an unusually loud voice from an unseen man began making an announcement. People turned their heads up as if the speaker were hovering at the edge of the ceiling, but when I looked there was no one there.

      “All Test Subjects please report to the dining hall. To the dining hall please, all Test Subjects.”

      I thought there would be more to the message, but he only repeated himself a few times and then all was quiet again.

      “Gvynette,” my sister was saying, “this is Doey.” She indicated a sweet looking girl standing beside her. She had the most beautiful golden hair that spun into ringlets all around her face and down her back. Her skin was lighter than any I’d ever seen, and she had a warm smile that made me want to like her.

      “Dowanti’achu Murquesa,” the girl said, and she raised her palm to me. “But you can call me Doey.”

      Brestille took my
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