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      The last thing I remembered before the drugs took me was the smell of the antiseptic that had been sprayed inside the cold sleep mask before it had been placed over my face. It had been distinctly unpleasant, like a metallic kind of minty smell that was far too strong. It made me more than a little suspicious. It was too much like the other places I had passed through since leaving the commune on Mars. In the commune, we had scrubbed diligently and daily. I knew what clean smelled like.

      This? Was the overpowering aroma that resulted from someone not wanting you to know just how unclean they were letting things stay. Because spraying a smell was so much easier than scrubbing and sterilizing.

      I had only gotten a single whiff of it before the cold sleep had washed over me, though. Not even time to form all those thoughts. No, those thoughts percolated up in my mind as I floated in some liminal space between sleep and wakefulness. In that place, I had nothing to do but smell that smell, and gag on it, and finally to realize with that mask still fitted over my nose and mouth, I really had better not throw up.

      Then all at once it was gone, and I sucked in a deep lungful of nonminty air.

      "Easy," said a voice I recognized at once as Brother August.

      "That was terrible," I said, and heard my voice rasping hoarsely. I wiped my mouth, where drool had dried in sticky, crusty patches, and then at something all too similar that had formed on my eyelids.

      Then I took a look around. "This is the place?" I tried not to sound as disappointed as I felt. I knew the new commune was going to be rudimentary, but this was nothing more than bare metallic walls with stacks of supplies yet to even be unpacked. And no windows? Even on Mars, we had had windows. Was the atmosphere on this new world really that bad?

      "No, we're awake too soon," Brother August told me.

      "In the spaceport?" I guessed. Although the scale felt wrong for that. If anything, I would think we were still on the ship that was taking us across the stars. Not that I had ever seen it. We had been put into cold sleep while still at the clinic on Mars, nowhere near the spaceport that orbited Earth where we were meant to pick up our ride.

      It was all very confusing.

      "Something's happened, but I don't know what," Brother August said. "Are you doing all right? I need to check on the others."

      "Of course. I'm fine," I said, although I desperately wanted a drink of water. But if the others were still suffering in that cloud of metallic mint smell, I could wait.

      Suddenly a man nearly as wide as he was tall—and he stood head and shoulders over even Brother August—lumbered into my view. He looked around, his nut-brown hair all standing on end as if channeling his ample nervous energy. His dark eyes skipped over me as if I weren't even there, then fixed on something behind me and to my left. I just scrambled out of his way before he seized on the crate that had been at my elbow. He hugged it to his chest possessively, like a toddler holding his most prized possession, then scuttled away with it, disappearing through a doorway that promptly closed behind him.

      It was the sort of door I was familiar with, even with the same high threshold that had to be stepped over. In the commune, those were meant to keep the Martian dust out of the buildings. They almost completely failed at their task. But I really couldn't imagine why anyone would have one inside of a spaceship. Wasn't this supposed to be a sterile space? Or at least dust-free?

      But what did I know? This was my first time off the commune. And I wasn't even supposed to be awake to see any of this.

      I had just gotten up to take a closer look at the only other door—this door was definitely not like anything I had seen before, and I only guessed it was a door because it was door-shaped and door-height—when I heard Brother August calling for me urgently.

      "Sister June! Come here!" he said.

      I climbed over a scattered pile of packing crates, wondering in passing if they had been put on the ship in this sort of disarray or if the motion of flying through the stars had somehow sent them tumbling back down from neat stacks. Then I was at Brother August's side. I saw all the other members of our traveling family were awake now. Brothers October and January were helping Brother August shift the heavy lid off what had to be the largest of the boxes. Sister April had found a crate of water bulbs and handed one of them to me with one hand as she sucked thirstily from the bulb she clutched in the other. Sister May had dribbled a little of the water from her own bulb onto a handkerchief and was scrubbing at her face so vigorously her skin was pink.

      "Sister June, fetch Kolya," Brother August said, barely even looking back over his shoulder at me before returning his attention to whatever was in the box in front of him.

      "Brother… Kolya?" I said, puzzled. "You mean the man who was just here?"

      "Kolya, yes," Brother August said, not quite impatiently. "He's our escort. He needs to see this."

      "Of course," I said, and climbed back over the spill of crates to the normal-looking door. I had just closed my hand over the opening mechanism when it was ripped from my grasp.

      "Brother Kolya?" I said as he stepped over the threshold.

      "Just Kolya," he said, then slammed the door shut behind him as if that gesture punctuated his sentence.

      "Kolya, yes," I stammered, and I could see his impatience growing. I gestured to the far end of the—storage room, was it?—where the heads of the others were just barely visible. "Brother August has something to show you."

      "Delightful," Kolya said in a way that made it very clear that nothing about this situation was bringing him any delight, me least of all. Then he pushed past me to cross the room, pausing briefly when a crate caught his eye. He carefully extracted it from the spill and set it aside before climbing to where the others waited.

      I didn't hear what Brother August said to him, but when I finally found a perch on a stack of crates that had survived intact, I could finally see what had everyone in an uproar.

      There, in the heart of the largest box, were a pair of young people. They were curled up together, hugging each other as if for warmth, although the room we were in was quite comfortable in temperature. They reminded me of a story I had read as a little girl, about two children—babes?—lost in the woods. Only these two weren't covered in a blanket of leaves gathered by various woodland creatures.

      Also, the children in the story hadn't been clutching badly fogged masks to their own faces.

      "Well, that explains that," Kolya said. Although I had no idea what had just been explained.

      "Are they all right?" I asked.

      "They are sleeping," Brother August assured me. "Cold sleeping, I believe?" He looked to Kolya for confirmation.

      "They're stowaways, is what they are," he groused. Then he bent over laboriously, nearly tumbling into the crate himself as he reached to pluck off each of their masks. He ignored Brother August's offer of a hand as he straightened back up even more laboriously than he had leaned over. He turned away from the box, examining the masks in his hands.

      "Built these themselves?" he scoffed. "Still, worked well enough. They sapped off enough of our juice to pull us all out of sleep."

      "So we're not meant to be awake yet," Brother August surmised.

      "Of course not," Kolya snapped. "Does this look like your lovely new home?"

      "No," Brother August said, unbothered by Kolya's bad temper. "But I wasn't woken until we'd reached the homestead the last time. I thought perhaps we were in the spaceport on the other side."

      Kolya glanced around the room as if reminding himself of what it looked like, which definitely wasn't a spaceport.

      "Look, you can see where they sent a crawler drone out of their crate to connect their… masks," he said disdainfully, as if he wanted a different word for what he was holding in his hands but didn't want to bother finding one, "to our cold sleep system. They overloaded it."

      "So we can't go back into cold sleep?" Brother August asked calmly.

      "No," Kolya said, irritated. "It's shot. I don't have what it takes to bring it back online, and even if I did, there isn't enough juice to get us all back under. We're taking the long road this time."

      "Ah, yes. The long road," Brother August said, nodding sagely. Then he glanced at the rest of us. "That is a slang term some escorts use for traveling across the stars outside of cold sleep."

      "Yeah, because it takes longer," Kolya said sardonically.

      "But we'll still get there?" Sister May asked anxiously.

      "Of course we will," Brother August said.

      "We have air," I said. "And water. Is there food?"

      "There's liquid ration," Kolya said. "Everything a body needs to stay alive, in liquid form for the most accurate measurement. That last bit is going to be important. We have a long way to go, and not a milliliter to waste."

      "How long is the long road?" Sister May asked. Her hands were twisting together in her lap.

      "I haven't calculated it yet," Kolya admitted gruffly. "I'm still situating things in the… command room. Which is off limits to the rest of you."

      "You need have no worries about us, Mr. Kolya," Brother August said. "We will obey your rules, and gladly."

      "Just Kolya," he said again. But he was softening now, some of his angry demeanor evaporating away.

      But then we all heard a yawn, a long, loud, almost theatrical sound. We turned our attention back to the box to see the stowaways sitting up and wiping at their mouths and eyes. They were both young, barely more than teenagers, although with the over-sized coats they were wearing they looked younger still. Like kids wearing an older siblings hand-me-downs. But they were two of the oddest people I had ever seen, even compared to all the odd people I had seen on my way from the commune to the cold sleep clinic back on Mars.

      Their eyebrows were odd, for one. It was like they had shaved away their natural hair and drawn in their own jagged patterns where eyebrows should be, but the shapes were all wrong.

      And they both had metallic implants all over their faces, curving around their eyes or over their ears or set just at the corners of their mouths.

      They had the same hairstyle, untidy tall masses of it on top, but shaved all around to leave clear space for all that hardware, I supposed.

      But one's hair was indigo, and the other's was magenta. That was the only difference I could see between them.

      "Street rats," Kolya said disdainfully. Then he shook the masks in his hand at them. "You built these?"

      "Sure, we're street rats," the indigo-haired one said with another exaggerated yawn. "You the cat?"

      "I am as far as you're concerned," Kolya spat back.

      "Mr. Spectre," said the magenta-haired one to the one with indigo hair. "I'm thirsty."

      "Oh, here," Sister April said, and gave them each a bulb of water.

      "Now, just hold on here," Kolya said, but the two of them sucked down the contents in a startling short period of time.

      "Thanks, love," said Mr. Spectre. Then, to his companion, he said, "thank the nice lady, Ms. Ardala."

      "I was going to," Ms. Ardala pouted, but morphed her face to a warm smile in an eye blink as she turned to Sister April. "Thank you, love."

      "It's Sister April," Sister April stammered, blushing. "Are you still thirsty? We have more."

      "Now, just hold on!" Kolya boomed. "Stop feeding the rats."

      "They're human beings, Mr. Kolya," Brother August said, gently but firmly.

      "They are the reason we aren't happily in cold sleep right now," Kolya said. "I explained about the liquid rations, didn't I?"

      "Yes, you did. But surely there's enough for all of us," Brother August said. "There are only two more of us."

      "For months, maybe years," Kolya said.

      "But you're going to figure out how long soon, right?" I put in.

      "Of course," he sputtered. "My point is, we shouldn't be sharing in the first place. These two don't belong here. We're within our rights to space them both and be done with them."

      "Space them?" Sister April said uncertainly.

      "He means to push them out the airlock and kill them," Brother August said. His tone was still measured, but his habitual gentleness was gone now. "We'll be having none of that, Mr. Kolya."

      "I told you, it's just Kolya," he sighed. "Look, I'll do the math and tell you how long this all will last. And I'll measure out everyone's daily ration of liquid nutrient. Every paying passenger's daily ration," he clarified. "What you choose to do with it from there is your own business. But I won't be feeding these two. That's not how I run my business."

      "I'm sure that's quite satisfactory, Kolya," Brother August said. "There are six of us paying passengers. Stretching our rations out to cover for eight won't be too much of a hardship, I shouldn't think. Nothing like one of our holy fasts, I shouldn't think."

      "No, brother!" we all said together.

      "Well, cheers, all of you," Mr. Spectre said cheerily. "So, when's that ration coming? I'm so hungry I could eat a rat, since someone brought it up."

      "Rations will be distributed at dinnertime," Kolya said. Then, without even explaining what dinnertime was on this ship, he stormed out of the room, stopping on the way to retrieve the crate he had set aside before.

      "We have enough for everyone, don't we, Brother August?" Sister May asked.

      "Of course we do, Sister," he said. "These things happen. It's part of the contract we signed before beginning this journey. Mr. Kolya swore he would bring enough to keep us alive through the whole journey, if it came to that. And the whole journey would take years and years. So you see, you don't need to worry. Everything will be fine."

      Mr. Spectre said something like, "heh." Just a burst of air that exploded out of him. But when we all looked to him to explain, he just shrugged and sucked down the last of his second bulb of water.

      Kolya emerged from the room about an hour later to tell us our journey down the long road was going to take five months, two weeks and a day. Then he went back into his room and closed the door.

      "There, you see?" Brother August said. "Plenty for us to share, even with our two new companions. Now, let's see about a work rotation. Sister April, will you assist me?"

      There was a sudden bustle of motion, as if knowing the length of our journey down to the day somehow had freed all of us to even stand up and walk around. Brothers October and January set themselves to arranging the crates in neat stacks against the walls, and Sister May took the rest of the water bulbs to arrange a kitchen area in one corner. With Brother August and Sister April drawing up a work rotation together, only I was left at loose ends.

      I knew I was supposed to be finding something useful to do, like the others were, and I really shouldn't wait until one of the others found a task for me, but I was curious about the stowaways.

      For their part, they seemed curious about me as well, and waved me over to sit with them on the edge of their massive crate. I noticed for the first time that the crate they had been hiding in was nothing like the rest of the crates that held all of our supplies for the new homestead. So they hadn't hidden among our baggage themselves. They had sealed themselves up in a box and… what? Hoped for the best?

      "What's your name?" Ms. Ardala asked me between tiny sips of her water bulb.

      "I'm Sister June," I said, and tried not to blush. I wasn't used to talking to people who weren't part of our commune, but at least these two were less blustery than that Kolya fellow.

      "Sister June, and Brother whatsit," Mr. Spectre said. "You're not really siblings, are you? Because that one over there is darker than the black of space, while that one is paler than… well, me."

      "Not that we're judging," Ms. Ardala hastened to add.

      "Not a bit," Mr. Spectre heartily agreed.

      "No, we're not genetic family," I said, then took a deep breath before going on. "We're family within the Church of the⁠—"

      "Yes, right," Ms. Ardala interrupted me, but smiled warmly to show there were no bad feelings. "I thought it might be that. Please, say no more."

      "No, I wouldn't, of course," I mumbled. My first great chance at witnessing, and I had blown it before even properly getting started.

      "Not that we mind," Mr. Spectre said.

      "Not a bit," Ms. Ardala agreed.

      "So you're all missionaries?" Mr. Spectre asked and sipped at his water bulb.

      "Not exactly," I admitted. "Our communes on Mars are getting very crowded, so we're going to found new ones across the stars."

      "How romantic," Ms. Ardala said. I honestly couldn't tell if she was being sarcastic or not. I thought she was. But her voice was so warm and friendly.

      "Yes, well, Brother August has been there before, and he's seen the aliens who dwell there," I said. "He didn't exactly explain, but he did tell us that they aren't the sort of creature we can spread our message to."

      "Not the religious sort?" Mr. Spectre asked.

      "More like, they can't hear us speak or notice us if we try to sign to them or something," I said. "I don't really understand it."

      "Don't give it a moment's worry," Ms. Ardala assured me. "I'm sure it will all be clear when we arrive."

      "Are you coming to the commune with us?" I asked, excited despite myself. I had known my other five traveling companions my entire life. The idea of getting to know someone new was quite novel. "Is that why you stowed away? To join us?"

      "Not quite, love," Mr. Spectre said with a look of sorrow I didn't quite understand.

      "We were just looking for an adventure, Sister," Ms. Ardala said. "Didn't matter where. We just wanted to be moving."

      "We'll probably keep moving," Mr. Spectre said.

      "Well, not for the next six months," Ms. Ardala reminded him.

      "Love, please," he said with an eye roll. "We're literally moving faster now than we've ever done in our lives."

      "That's true," Ms. Ardala
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