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 Chapter
One

Kenya Wake Up

The blue sunlight hit my eyelids, waking me up. The
blinds were usually closed, keeping the light out and letting me
sleep in. Even when we still had to go to school, I liked to sleep
in until my alarm clock woke me. The alarm was always so much more
gentle on me than the light. But that was why Kenya always woke me
up by opening the blinds.

"Wake up, sleepyhead," Kenya called out. Her usual
twang cut through my lingering tiredness, making me smile, even
before opening my eyes. She jumped onto my bed, jostling me around
in the process. "Graduation day. Can you believe it? Oh, get up,
Dor. No time for sleeping on this glorious day. The suns are
shining. There are only three mana clouds in the sky. They fixed
the pothole on Main. Everything is coming up us."

"That's one way of looking at it," I grumbled.
Despite Kenya's accent being typical for the world, I had never
developed it during my time there. "Another way is that I want to
sleep another two diddies and you're interrupting."

"Two diddies? How can you sleep two diddies if the
ceremony is in one? Are you going to sleep through graduation?"

"Sure, why not?" I asked. "It's not like anything
good is coming out of it. All the good stuff isn't until later in
the day. I want to be well rested for that."

"Well, we both know you're already awake. So, you
might as well open your eyes and seize the day."

With one last grumble, I did open my eyes. The blue
sunlight of Kepler 1985, or Kep for short, was harsh on the eyes
when not properly filtered. That was why all the windows were
designed to do just that. Even properly filtered, it hurt my eyes
to see it so early in the morning. It took a moment for them to
adjust to the brightness.

To spare my eyesight, I flicked my eyes around the
room. In the corner was my suitcase, already packed for the trip we
were planning. Looming over me was the overbearing form of Kenya,
my best friend in the entire universe. Her mocha skin glistened in
the blue light of the sun, showing that the day was already way too
humid for anyone to be outside. I noticed that she hadn't mentioned
that when describing the weather. And, finally, to my closed door
on the wall opposite from the windows. Kenya had never met a closed
door that stopped her from opening it.

"Nope," I said. "Sleep is still calling."

"Oh, don't do that," she said.

She grabbed the pillow next to me, slapping it
against my stomach playfully. The pillow bounced back up, spinning
three times in the air before coming back down to the bed next to
me. The low gravity of New Kansas had a strange impact on pillows
like that. Or, perhaps, it was the low level of mana that seemed to
flow through the very air of the planet. It wasn't high enough for
Mom's tastes, and certainly not enough for it to have an impact on
electronics.

"Your mom is cooking a special breakfast, just for
us. The least you could do is actually get up to eat it. Come on.
I'll let you get ready. But if I have to come up here again, I'm
eatin' your pancakes."

"Fine, fine, fine," I said. I rolled over, closing my
eyes and burying my head with the pillow that she had thrown at me.
Only after the words played their way through my head did I realize
what she was saying. "Pancakes?" Graduation was one thing, but I'd
get up early in the day for pancakes.

My alarm clock read 2:84, which surprised me more
than anything else. That was probably the earliest that Kenya had
ever woken me up. Anything before 3:20 was an ungodly hour that no
one should be awake during. Of course, my father was always a
morning person, and usually got up closer to 2:00. Mom was more
like me. She was probably just as annoyed to be up that early, even
if it was a special day.

I paused between my bed and my dresser to look out
through the window. The blue light coming from Kep seemed unusually
bright. Then I noticed the mana cloud in front of it. The pink cube
hovered there for a moment as it slid across the sky. There were
five of them up there, all playing with the sun, with two just
coming up over the horizon from the factories in the distance. They
were exhaust clouds coming from the stacks that stuck out into the
sky, an unavoidable biproduct of the refining process. As kids, we
would reach up towards them, trying to pull the mana out of it by
our wills alone. There was an urban legend that the more powerful
mages could do just that. Of course, when we grew up, we learned
that such things were impossible.

Then again, neither Kenya nor I was a mage.

Once I made it past the window, and into the small
corner by the dresser, I pulled my nightgown over my head and
tossed it towards the laundry hamper in the closet. I said goodbye
to that old nightgown, which I knew I'd never need to wear again.
There was a fresh one in the suitcase next to me that I had bought
special for our trip. If everything played out the way I knew it
would, Kenya and I would ship out soon after the party that
evening. I tried not to think about it as I pulled open the only
drawer that still had anything in it, throwing on the dress that I
had selected for the day. It's not the dress that I'll be wearing
to the party after graduation, just until then. It wasn't anything
fancy, only my normal attire for heading into school on a warm day.
In the blue light from Kep, it perfectly matched my eyes, though it
was closer to white under the overhead lighting of the room.

The dress caught on the implant on my wrist as I
pulled my arms through it. The time played across it for a moment
before switching over to the life signs monitor screen. The three
green lights hovered there in the circular glass. Each light was
linked to one of my parents, with the third being mine. I tapped
the glass again, setting the screen back to its usual blank. I had
gotten the implant before I could remember and was so used to it
that I would often forget it was there when I wasn't using it.

Before heading out of the room and down to the
others, I headed back over to the window for a moment. The other
two clouds had joined the rest of them, dancing around Kep and
lighting up the area so brightly that the filters on the window
struggled to keep it bearable. I looked down at Kenya's car, parked
in front of the house in her usual spot. The smart pavement that
made up the street was gobbling up as much of the extra energy as
it could, sending it over the hills to the factories in the
distance. It would be a high output day for the factories. I just
hoped that would put Kenya's father into a better mood when we
ended up leaving later.

Leaving New Kansas, hopefully never to return.

"Ah, there she is," Mom said, as I came down the
stairs to the ground floor.

The house had what was once called an open floor
plan. The living room, dining room, and kitchen all flowed into
each other, with just the occasional pillar to break up the space.
With the harsh light of Kep blocked out of most of the room, it was
easier to see the space as it opened up around me at the base of
the stairs. Mom, Dad, and Kenya were all sitting around the island
in the kitchen, where most meals were eaten. My plate was already
loaded up with a five stack and bacon. The entire place smelled
glorious, and I wanted nothing more than to eat it all in one
bite.

"Happy Graduation Day," Dad said.

Dad was staring at the island next to his plate,
rather than looking at me or paying attention to what he was
eating. His own implant was on the counter, angled just right to
interact with the smart surface. It took some practice if you
weren't used to it, but then it became second nature. He would, of
course, be reading the news. Usually, by 3:00, he was up to the
Terran Alliance news, rather than just the local stuff. I tried not
to eye what he was reading as I settled down into my usual
stool.

"Anything good?" I asked, meaning the news.

"It's all good," Kenya said, around a full mouth.
"It's pancakes."

"Just the usual pancakes this time," Mom said. "Your
father is being stingy again."

"We don't need to have magic pancakes every day of
the week," Dad said, without looking up from the table. It was the
same old argument that they got into every time we had regular
pancakes. "Everyone else on this planet eats the regular stuff all
the time. I don't see why--"

"Because it's a special day," Mom said.

"Well, then, maybe you should have saved some of the
mana from the last time I splurged on it," Dad and I both said
together. I said it teasingly, knowing Dad would say it. Dad
actually meant it, but he didn't mean any offense from it.

Despite being grown and refined right there on New
Kansas, mana really was expensive stuff. It was the thing of magic.
Really. It lets mages do wonders, like traveling across the galaxy
in a few days, and the universe in a few millennia. Or like making
pancakes taste like pure happiness and provide zero calories. Not
that regular pancakes didn't already taste like happiness.

"I only use the mana on the important stuff," Mom
said.

"How is cleaning the house important enough to use
mana?" Dad said. "All you ever use it for is to clean the place
with a snap of your fingers. Half the time you forget to close the
container and it just evaporates. Barb, honey, I love you. But you
have to be the ditsiest mage in the universe."

"Oh, I've met ditsier ones," Kenya said. "So has Dor.
Remember that one guy?"

"Oh, yeah, no," I said, shaking my head. "Mom is
totally ditsier than that guy." I didn't actually remember who she
was talking about, but I remembered the day that we ran into him.
This was mostly because of how often she'd bring him up.

"Okay, okay," Mom said. "I'll be more careful with it
next time. Maybe I'll even do something useful with it. It's
just... I don't know, I feel like my affinity is just going to
waste out here. Back in the day, back when I was in the fleet, I
had an actual purpose."

"Well, maybe now that this one is going off on her
own, we'll look into going back into the service," Dad said.

Dad tapped the counter twice, closing the newspaper.
Instead of turning to us, though, he opened a new one. This one was
actually the classified paper that only Mom and Dad were supposed
to see, but he always read it out in the open. He was a former
captain in the fleet, and she was a commander. They both had kept
their clearance, though only Dad used it. I looked over at the
counter, trying to see if I could make anything out. The words were
all jumbled up, though, the letters moving back and forth in a way
that made it impossible for me to make anything out. Dad never
seemed to have any problems reading it. Mom never seemed to
try.

"Hey, all power to the both of you," I said, as I
finished off the pancakes. As usual, they were glorious. "I'd never
be caught dead in the fleet."

"Me, neither," Kenya said. She raised her half empty
glass in a toast. "To never being stuck in the fleet."

"Oh?" Dad asked. He couldn't hide his smile as he
flipped through the paper in front of him. He had always known how
I felt about the fleet. And yet, he never seemed to take offense.
"And what if The Pilgrims don't take you? Huh? Ever think of
that?"

"Not going to happen," Kenya said. "With our grades,
we're a shoe-in."

"And the letters of recommendation from all our
teachers, plus four former members of the fleet, didn't hurt
either," I added.

Our neighborhood was largely made up of retired
former fleet members. New Kansas was somewhat of a backwater
planet, with one of the lowest costs of living around. That meant
that we were pretty much rich. Kenya, on the other hand, was the
daughter of a factory foreman. She came from a long line of factory
foremen. Her biggest nightmare was getting stuck in that same
factory as her dad. Just as mine was getting stuck in the
fleet.

Only her nightmare was just around the corner if The
Pilgrims didn't take us.

"Anyway, we'd better be going," Kenya said. "We have
to start setting up the party."

"What are you talking about?" I asked. "We're not in
charge of that. That's Jenny's job. She wanted to plan it. She's in
charge of setting up."

"Didn't I tell you earlier? Why did you think I was
waking you up this early? It's on us now. Jenny enlisted."

"Oh, good lord, no. Not another one."

"Yeah, she and Amy both did."

"Which one was Amy again? The weird one?"

"No, the other weird one."

"That's what I said. That weird one."

"No, you said the weird one."

"Do you think they actually know what they're talking
about?" Mom whispered to Dad.

"I don't think I care," Dad said.

"But, yeah," Kenya said. "There's a rumor going
around that they were dating. For like two years. Can you believe
that? Dating."

"Jenny... and Amy?" I asked. I stared over at Kenya
in complete shock. It was impossible. It was unheard of. It was
cause for banishment and shunning. It was...

"It's not that big of a deal," Dad said. "Out in the
fleet--"

"But we're not out in the fleet," I said. "This is
New Kansas. It's just not done. I mean, two girls? Dating? Each
other? Ew."

"Oh, uh, yeah, ew," Kenya said. "Who'd ever want to
do that? I mean, seriously?"

"Exactly. Well, I guess they deserve to enlist then.
Anything to get off this blasted planet."

"Oh, now, that's enough," Dad said. He lifted his
implant off the counter and the newspaper immediately disappeared.
"I know you're eager to get out and explore the universe and
everything, but there's no need to badmouth this planet. It's your
home. It's the only home you'll really know, if you're on ships for
the next few decades. We've done our best to make it a home that
you could feel comfortable in. Comfortable to be yourself in. I'd
hate to think that you'd take this place, take your mother and me,
for granted. You never know what tomorrow may bring. Or take
away."

"Sorry, Dad," I said.

"Yeah, sorry Mr. S," Kenya said.

"I know you have your hearts set on the Pilgrims
accepting you tonight and shipping out with them. And maybe you
will be, maybe you won't. I just want you to know that your mother
and I are here for you. That we will be here for you whenever you
need us."

"For as long as we can," Mom said. She nodded her own
agreement to the sentiment.

"I know," I said. I reached over to Mom and Dad from
across the island, trying to pull them into a hug. Kenya got mixed
in there as well, but that just made it better. "I love you all.
I'm going to miss you guys when I ship out tonight." There was no
"if" on that. "Will you guys still be up when we get home from the
party? Keppy should be up by then. You're never up that late."

"Oh, we've seen Keppy set in our day," Dad said.

"Yeah, but that doesn't count. You probably always
see Keppy set. It sets at like 1:65."

"I don't get up that early."

"But we should be getting going," Kenya said again.
"I'm driving?" She asked that every morning, as if it would be any
other way. As rich as we were, comparatively speaking, Dad always
refused to get me a car. Kenya had worked for an entire summer one
year just to pay for her crappy, run down one.

"Bye guys," I waved to my parents, thinking that
would be the last time I'd see them for a while.

Or, at least, see them in person.


 Chapter
Two

Party Planning

My boyfriend, Fom, was waiting for us when we got to
the school. I smiled when I saw him standing there as we pulled up
into our usual spot. When I spotted Evan standing next to him,
though, I just glared at the two of them. Evan was Fom's best
friend, and Kenya's ex. They broke up barely a week ago. I still
hadn't gotten the full explanation for what happened between them,
but Evan had wisely stayed away for most of that time. Whatever
happened, I knew it was his fault.

"Now, now," Fom said. His hands were in the air
defensively, trying to hold off my righteous fury as I stormed out
of the car towards them. "It's graduation day. Evan is shipping out
tomorrow. Let's just celebrate the occasion like everyone else,
alright?"

"Shipping out?" I asked. That drained some of my
anger, though not all of it. "Seriously? You enlisted? You?"

"What can I say," Evan said, shrugging. "I'm not
getting stuck on this mudball for the rest of my life. You two will
be in The Pilgrims. Fom has that scholarship on New Krypton. I
wasn't going to be left behind."

"We already left you behind," I said.

"Dor, it's fine," Kenya said. "He can hang out with
us if he wants. It's fine."

"See?" Evan said. He pointed towards Kenya, her usual
placation his supposed evidence that he wasn't a piece of dung.
"Besides, I'm here to help. I heard about Jenny cutting out."

"Yes, but did you hear why?" Fom asked. He looked
between the three of us, looking like he ate the canary.

"Yes, Fom, we all know," I said. I was usually the
last to hear about such rumors, at least in our little group. Fom
was instantly deflated by my statement.

"It's not that big of a deal," Evan said. "Right,
Kenya?"

"Do not address her directly," I said. I threw my
hands up into the air between the two of them, cutting off his view
of her. "Fine, if you guys are going to help then come along. I
won't stop you. But I expect the two of you to work."

"Of course," Evan said.

"Well, not all the time at least," Fom said. He
smiled at me mischievously, no doubt giving me eyes behind his
sunglasses.

"Come on," I said. "Let's all get out of the Keplight
so we can actually see each other."

Our school was a low, squat, huge, metal structure
stuck out in the middle of nowhere on the edge of town. It was one
of the original buildings that was set up on the planet, about
three hundred years earlier. At one point, it was the entirety of
the colony. That was before people started migrating there in
droves. As backwater as the planet was, at least there was decent
infrastructure, decent jobs. Well, if you actually consider factory
work decent. Some of the planets out there were worse off than New
Kansas, but not by much.

The front entrance opened up into the main lobby. As
soon as the doors behind us fell closed, we were able to take off
our sunglasses and see around us. The lobby hadn't been set up at
all. This was where the graduates and guests were supposed to be
arriving for the party, right after the ceremony. The party itself
was in the gym, just to our left. I expected to have the tickets
counter set up at least. But the lobby was just as vacant as it was
the day before, when we were there for our last finals.

"Okay, Evan," I said, figuring to get rid of the
albatross first. "You're in here. Find a table for the ticket
counter. The lock box should be in the student council room. You do
know where that is, right?"

"Yeah," Evan said. "I think I've been there a few
times over the years." He eyed Kenya with a smirk on his face. I
just rolled my eyes as I pulled Kenya and Fom into the gym
itself.

The gym was worse. Much worse. The space was big
enough to run two regulation length basketball games next to each
other, with a healthy crowd for each. It was still set up for the
gym finals. There were three racks of volleyballs, plus the nets
themselves, still set out in the middle of the room. I assigned Fom
to the nets and Kenya to the balls as I looked towards the storage
closet for the supplies that were supposed to be in there.
Streamers and party balloons weren't easy to come by onworld. Even
paper mache was practically unheard of. Real paper was largely a
thing of the past, and most of what we come by is used in books.
None of it was something you could just waste on decorations. Most
years, we had to recycle the decorations from one party to the
next. You'd be surprised how many under the sea themes there really
are.

But this year, the student council had splurged on
the decorations for the graduation party. We got a decoration
projector that was disguised as a disco ball. It was dirt cheap,
too, as it was used, and disco was going out of style again on New
Hyphestus. Shipping wasn't too bad either, as New Hyphestus was one
of our usual trading partners and only two systems over from us.
Still, the projector was supposed to arrive just two days before
the party and many of us were worried it would be delayed.

And, when I saw that it wasn't in the storage closet,
I spent much of the next twenty millies panicking as I tried to
find it.

"Don't worry about it," Kenya called to me. She and
Fom were done making the gym look more like an open, empty room and
less like a smelly, disgusting gym. "The old decorations are still
in here anyway. We can just hang those up."

"Which will take the rest of this diddy and then
some," Fom said. "We'd better get started."

"I cannot believe Jenny could screw us like this," I
said. "Whose bright idea was it to run for student government
anyway?"

"Yours," Kenya said. "And it wasn't a stupid idea.
That stuff looks great on college applications. And Pilgrim
applications. Without this, we wouldn't have a chance at getting
in. Remember?"

"Yeah, yeah, yeah," I said.

"Hey, look what I found," Evan called out. He was
holding the projector in one hand, and a smile in the other. "It
was tucked away in the student council room."

"And you waited till now to bring it here?" I asked.
I pulled it from him before shooing him back to the lobby. "Out
with you."

"Think it works on mana?" Kenya asked.

Kenya and Fom came over next to me as I looked at it,
trying to figure it out. The entire surface was made up of mirrors,
reflecting the lights of the gym back at me and all around the
room. There wasn't a hook to hang it up, which suggested that it
hovered on its own. Which normally meant mana. We didn't have a
budget for mana.

"What a waste," Fom said, dejectedly.

"Maybe, maybe not," I said.

Picking a spot at random, I placed my implant against
it. My usual display popped up on the mirrors, blocking off the
reflective surface. After a moment, a new link showed up to the
side for the control interface for the projector. I quickly tapped
on that, which wasn't easy while still holding the thing. When it
started to slip out of my hands, Fom grabbed it and held it
steady.

There weren't many options in the decorations, and
most of them were marked as custom. They must have been left over
from the old user. I tapped one of them at random and the projector
activated. It quickly flew out of Fom's hands, soaring up to hover
near the ceiling. Once in place, it projected the decorations all
around the room. With the lights on, it was hard to see some of
them, and there was some misalignment in the corners. Other than
that, it looked pretty good. Silver banners stretched across the
walls. Holographic balloons hovered in the air. The disco ball
itself... discoed. All in all, I'd say it was worth the
expense.

As long as it didn't die on us in the middle of the
party.

"Still charged at least," I said. "If it is magic,
the juniors can deal with it next year. It's not our problem after
tonight."

"Well, it's hovering," Fom said. "That means it's
either magic or Delnadian tech."

"Whatever," I said. "Decorations are done. If Evan
has the ticket counter set up, we should be good."

"What about food?" Kenya asked. "Refreshments?"

"We're not setting those up yet, are we?" Fom asked.
"They'll go stale."

"That's not our department. We're done here, folks.
Time to get ready for the graduation."

"Woot," came a call from outside the gym. That was
such an Evan thing to do. I couldn't help but smile.

"See?" Fom said. He pulled me over towards the far
wall so that we could be out of earshot of Kenya as she headed off
to the changing room. "He's not that bad, is he?"

"He hurt my friend," I said.

"That's not how he tells it. And Kenya doesn't seem
to have any hard feelings about the whole thing. What has she told
you, exactly?"

"Nothing," I said. "Which is totally not like her.
That's how I know it's bad. If it was just them not liking each
other... Hell, if it was that they'd never see each other after
tonight. That I'd understand. She knows that. What else is there
besides that he did something so bad that she's too nice to say
anything about it? I'm just hoping she tells me before it eats her
up inside. Maybe while we're out exploring the universe, we can
discuss how horrible our high school boyfriends really were."

"Hey," he said. Clearly, he was offended, despite the
fact that he knew that I was teasing. "I wasn't that bad, was I? If
we weren't heading off to different parts of the galaxy, we'd still
be together, right? At least for the summer?"

"Well, sure," I said. "I mean, I'm not the kind of
girl to marry my high school sweetheart. But, yeah, I could see us
still being together. If we were born on Earth or Grand Prigas or
somewhere actually livable. Hell, I've heard Mars isn't so bad
these days."

"What about Pliant?" Fom asked.

"Pfft, Sports World? Oh, no. If we grew up on Sports
World, we never would have dated. You'd be on the team and too high
and mighty for little old me."

"I was on the team. I have a sports scholarship."

"Oh, you know what I mean. It's different here. It's
different in most places. If you want to go off to Pliant, you
could probably make a killing there."

"No, I'm not Pliant talent. I just want to make it in
college and get an actual education. Like you and Kenya will get in
The Pilgrims. Like Evan might get in the fleet. Getting offworld is
easy enough these days. It's not ending up somewhere just as bad,
or worse, that's the real trick."

He eyed the doors to the changing room behind me for
a moment before kissing me, gently, on the lips. Fom and I were
never one for PDA, but with no one else in the room he might have
taken me right there. We had been intimate enough over the years
that we had been together. But, with us never seeing each other
after that night, we agreed to break up amicably. The party would
be our one last hurrah before heading off.

"Wow, you can still take my breath away," I said,
once he was done kissing me. "I will miss that. I'll miss you."

"I'll miss you, too," he said. "It's not too late,
you know. You could still apply for the spring semester at
NKU."

"And give up on The Pilgrims? Never. Not on your
life. I've been training for years for this. I didn't take AP
Latin, AP French, AP Irish, and AP Farsi for nothing."

"Yeah, those dead language courses are really going
to come in handy when learning languages no one has ever heard
before," Fom said. It was his usual joke about my coursework.

"It's not the languages that matter; it's that I
learned them. Besides, they were the closest thing this crudhole
had to proper linguist training. The Pilgrims will have something
much better, and I couldn't afford to be behind when I got there.
Anyway, we'd both better get ready. People are going to start
showing up in about twenty millies, and the ceremony is starting
like ten millies later."

"The ceremony is starting in thirty millies, but
people should be showing up now. You'd better get used to arriving
on time for things. Even The Pilgrims are picky about
tardiness."

"Oh, tardiness smardiness," I said, waving off his
concern as I headed over towards the changing rooms.

"You'd better get ready," Kenya said, as I came
inside. She was just getting out of the steam shower, her towel
hastily wrapped around her hair. The rest of her was bare to the
world. Kenya never had a problem with nakedness. Considering where
we were heading, that was a good thing. There wasn't much in the
way of privacy on spaceships. As she walked over to her usual
locker, she gave an added swing to her hips, emphasizing her walk
in what would probably be a seductive manner, if one was into that
sort of thing.

"Yeah, yeah," I said, nodding in her direction. I
waited until she was hidden behind her locker door before stripping
and jumping into the shower myself. While I knew that there wasn't
much privacy on spaceships, I wasn't there yet. I could get used to
it once I was out among the stars.


 Chapter
Three

Party

Kenya and I had decided to wear matching dresses to
the party. They were silver under the indoor lighting, with a
shiny, almost glossy finish. Kenya's hugged her curves perfectly,
making me once again envious of her figure. Mine almost draped off
of me, hiding the square block of my stick figure. Still, we looked
amazing. It was almost a shame to have to wear the graduation gowns
over them. But at least that way we weren't distracting anyone at
the ceremony.

Not that we didn't need the distraction at the
ceremony. From what my parents had told me over the years,
graduation ceremonies have been the same dull, boring events for
generations. For millennia. Ever since they were started, back on
the Earth of old. Back before the wars. Back before the aliens and
demons. Back before magic.

I managed to catch up on some of the sleep that Kenya
so carelessly deprived me of that morning. She bumped me when I
started to snore during the valedictorian's speech, and when I
needed to go up to be presented. Kenya insisted that I didn't miss
anything during the rest of it.

"Same old, same old," Kenya said. "The speeches were
better in that movie we saw last summer. Graduation Night, or
whatever it was."

We were walking up the aisle in the auditorium,
heading for the exit and the party beyond. I waved up at the VR
camera hovering near the exit. The class was big enough that the
auditorium didn't have space for guests. Mom and Dad would have
watched from home, as if they were actually there, getting the same
view as all the other parents on the planet.

They were supposed to be creating another high
school, over by Factory City, opposite us from the factories. It
would mean smaller class sizes in the future, but it wasn't
scheduled to open for another couple of years. I was just glad that
it wasn't earlier, or I wouldn't have graduated with Kenya. She
lived just close enough to Factory City to be in that district.

There was another set of VR cameras just outside of
the auditorium. I grabbed a pair of AR glasses, quickly connecting
them to my implant through the wireless connection. Unlike most
surfaces, the glasses were actually powered and could hold the
connection. Mom and Dad were standing off to the side, near the far
VR camera, though there was already a line forming for it. As I
settled into the line, I started to look around for Mr. Burch.

"Oh, he's logged onto the same camera," I told Kenya,
even pointing at him standing next to my parents. I couldn't tell
if they were together at my house or if they were logged in under
the same party. Or if it was just coincidence.

"Let me see," Kenya said. She grabbed the glasses off
my face, putting them on herself. "I hate not having my own
implant. Think I'll get one when we get to The Pilgrims?" She waved
emphatically at her father. I could imagine him waving back just as
spiritedly, but I couldn't see myself.

"Probably. I might even get to score an upgrade on
mine. The darn thing is like fifteen years old. I hear there's one
now that's flat against the arm."

"Is that even safe?" Kenya asked.

I just shrugged. We made small talk as we waited for
our turns to get our pics taken through VR. As people peeled off,
they were returning their robes to the rack off to the side and
heading down to the party in the gym. Part of me wanted to skip out
of the pictures to make sure that the snacks had made it out in
time. But I'd never hear the end of that from Mom and Dad if I
skipped out of the pics.

"We're next," Kenya shrieked, drawing my attention
back to the shorter line in front of us. I grabbed the glasses back
from her before stepping forward into the targeted space.

"Congratulations," all three of them said together.
It seemed much rehearsed.

"Let's get a few of the two of you together first,
okay?" Mom said.

"How about a few with us together, then me alone," I
said. "Then I can pass the glasses to Kenya and go check on the
party."

"Sounds good to me," Mr. Burch said. "Make sure to
send me some copies, will you? Your cameras are so much better than
mine."

"Oh, Dad, you know even the two credit ones are
amazing quality, right?" Kenya said. She was pressing her head
against mine so that she could hear through the glasses. "Come on,
take some pictures already so we can get going."

"Ooh, keep that pose for a moment," Mom said. "You
look gorgeous together."

"It's a good thing they're not seeing our dresses,"
Kenya mumbled.

"What was that?" Mr. Burch asked.

"Nothing Dad," she screamed in my ear.

"Just a few more," Mom said, as she snapped about a
hundred photos. Fortunately, the AR glasses didn't show up in the
VR, so I didn't look like a total dork in the pictures. "Okay, I
think I got a few good ones. Now, a more relaxed pose? Now, more
sophisticated. Ooh, playful."

"Barb, honey," Dad said. "They're graduating, not
trying out for Terran Alliance's Next Top Model. I think we have
enough of them together. I'd like a good one of just Dor. No
offense, Kenya."

"Kenya can't hear you, Dad," I said. "We're up to me
alone."

"Aw," Kenya said, before stepping off to the side. I
just rolled my eyes before giving Mom three quick poses and passed
her the glasses.

"Have fun." I waved towards her as I headed over to
the rack. My robe came off quickly and easily. I tossed it on top
of the others, rather than properly hanging it, as I headed down
the hall to the party.

Jam and Pie were sitting behind the ticket counter as
I headed around the corner to the main lobby. They were next year's
student body president and vice president. As I rushed past the
long line trying to get into the party, they just waved at me,
letting me through. I smiled over at them, remembering being stuck
there for hours just the year before. It sucked, especially since I
had been sitting with Jenny that whole time instead of Kenya. But
at least it lets the seniors actually enjoy the party rather than
missing it.

There weren't many people in the party just yet, with
most people still in line outside. Which was just as well, as the
refreshments were just sitting there on the table. None of the bags
had been opened, and it looked like the pop was still warm. With a
quick glance to the projector above, making sure it hadn't run out
of juice just yet, I spent the better part of the next few millies
getting everything set up, and cursing Jenny for having bailed on
us at the worst possible time. Halfway through dishing out the
snacks, I felt it when the AR glasses disconnected. My implant let
out a slight buzz and the display flashed twice before going
blank.

"Your parents say to have fun," Kenya said. She came
over to join me right when I was done. The pop was just coming out
of the nuke freeze. They immediately frosted over, with the high
humidity that had filtered in from outside.

"Damn straight," I said. I placed the pop on the
table and left the setup to be destroyed by the monsters that I had
to go to school with. "No more party planning for us. Now it's time
for party enjoying."

"Hear, hear," she called out.

She grabbed me by the hand and led me out onto the
dance floor. All thoughts of decorum immediately disintegrated as
we gyrated together to the tunes of some weird song that I had
never heard before. The DJ was off in a far corner somewhere,
playing his tunes through the projector above. I didn't get to
choose the playlist, or the DJ. That was all on Jop, the senior
class historian. As the crowd bobbed and weaved around me, I
thought I actually saw him over in the corner. That did not bode
well for the music selection.

"Hello, graduates," Fom called out, as he and Evan
finally made it through the line. While I had roped Fom into
helping out with the party, and he in turn got Evan involved,
neither of them was in the student council or the graduation party
committee. So, they didn't get in for free like the rest of us.
When I looked towards him, and the lobby beyond, I could see the
crowded line outside was only getting bigger.

"Ugh," I said. I made to go out to check on Pie and
Jam, but Kenya grabbed my arm before I could go far.

"Oh, no you don't," she said. "Let the stupid juniors
deal with that. Remember, you're off the clock. You graduated.
You're not the vice president of anything anymore."

"You're right," I said. "I'm not the vice president.
With Jenny abdicating, I'm president."

"Oh, nonsense," Fom said. He came over next to me,
scooped me off my feet, and started twirling me around in a circle.
"Right now, you're a graduate and my girlfriend. And, in about a
diddy or so, you'll be a Pilgrim. So, let's just enjoy this time
together, eh?"

Evan came over with him. He stood awkward next to
Kenya as they both rocked back and forth to the music. They seemed
to align together in their movements, without really trying. It
made me wish that whatever happened between them didn't happen.
They had always been great together. And I knew Kenya wouldn't be
one to throw out a good thing like that. That's how I knew that it
was all Evan's fault.

Fom was wearing the same tux that he had worn to
prom. As we were dancing, I could just see the edge of the ketchup
stain that he had gotten that night. Evan, on the other hand, was
wearing a fleet uniform. It didn't fit him all that well, as it was
wider in the shoulders and the legs had been rolled up a little. I
suspected that it had once belonged to his father, who was in the
same community of retired fleet officers as mine. Yet, he'd be
getting his own uniform soon enough.

After a song, Kenya and Evan headed off towards the
refreshments table together. I watched them as Fom spun me around
on the dance floor, wondering if I would need to go over there and
break up a fight. The seniors continued to trickle in from the
lobby, and eventually filled in the room, blocking my view of our
two best friends.

"Relax," Fom said. He had to lean in close to me so
that I could hear him over the music. It seemed like the more
people were inside the room, the louder the music got. I wasn't
sure if that was the DJ or the settings on the disco ball. "They're
adults. They'll be fine. Kenya can take care of herself just fine.
These are the last few millies that we'll be dating for. I'd like
to actually enjoy them, if you wouldn't mind. More than that, I
want you to enjoy them."

"I am enjoying them," I said. I laughed as the
familiar doubting look played across his face. "I am. Really. I
would just be enjoying them more if Kenya and Evan weren't
fighting."

"They're not fighting. Believe me, I would have
preferred it if they were fighting."

"What do you know that I don't?"

"Nothing," he said, shaking his head. "All I know is
that Kenya called it off, said it was her not him, and gave no
explanation. Or, at least, that's what he said. I got the feeling
there's more to it, but nothing bad. Nothing he did. Trust me. I'd
know if he did something. He told me about that time that
he..."

"That he what?" I asked, when it became clear that he
wasn't going to finish that thought.

"That who what?" he asked. "Fine, if you're so
worried about them, why don't we head over there. I need a pop
anyway."

I nodded to him, and we started pushing our way
through the crowded space. When we passed through a clearing, I got
a decent look at the doors and saw that the juniors had finally
caught up with the attendees. They were down to about twenty or so
left out there, and soon those too would be inside enjoying the
last hurrah of our high school careers. I hated the thought of
anyone missing out on that.

Kenya and Evan were both leaning against the wall,
not too far away from the refreshment stand. Kenya was actively
tapping her foot, much like she would whenever she wanted to go
dancing but Evan refused to. Evan didn't like to dance in public.
At most of the dances over the years, that meant I'd be trading off
between Fom and Kenya throughout the night. It would probably be
happening again, except Fom and I had made an agreement that we
would spend as much time together as possible, before I went off
with The Pilgrims. Besides, Kenya and I would have plenty of time
to be together.

"See?" Fom said, pointing at the two of them. "No one
is bleeding."

"Yet," I said.

Fom and I split up, with him heading towards the mob
swarming around the refreshments stand and I headed off towards
Kenya.

"Having fun?" she asked, as I slid over to the open
space on the wall next to her. The door to the storage closet was
right there, but I didn't mind. It was too early for people to
slide in there to make out just yet.

Or, at least, too early for them to try to slip back
out again.

"Loads," I insisted. "You?"

"Sure, sure," she said. She just nodded as her eyes
invariably flicked towards her now ex-boyfriend. It was no
different than when they were actually dating. "Is it time
yet?"

She grabbed my arm, pulling my implant up towards her
so that she could look at it. My skin tingled at the touch of her
finger as she played it across the implant, bringing up my
notifications on the almost clear skin of my arm. The colors bled
onto my dress as it picked up the reflection, making it look like
an odd painting.

"Oh, look," someone said. "They're holding hands.
Isn't that just disgusting." I looked over towards the speaker,
confused at just what he was talking about. Mark and Duke seemed to
emerge from the parting crowd as if it were a fog over the
micomagai fields.

"Absolutely revolting," Duke agreed. "Are you two
running off to the fleet like those other dykes?"

Kenya suddenly dropped my hand. She pulled her arms
across her chest protectively and looked down at the floor,
embarrassed. I wasn't sure what she had to be embarrassed about.
Mark and Duke were two of the dumbest in our class. I had heard
that they only graduated because of a technicality.

"Oh, grow up," I shouted at Mark. "Not everyone
holding hands is secretly together. We're best friends. We share
everything. Including hands."

"Yeah," Evan said.

"What's the matter? Didn't get dates yourselves?" I
asked. "Or... Are you dating each other? I've seen you two together
more often than Kenya and I are. I'd say you're much more likely to
be secretly a couple than us."

"Oh, yeah right," Duke said. "I wouldn't be caught
dead dating another man. The two of you on the other hand. I mean,
you both spent diddies together with that other dyke. Jenny." He
said her name with more sneer than I thought could be fit inside a
single word.

"Jenny seemed perfectly fine to us. Right, Kenya?" I
asked. I didn't wait for a response. "If she wants to go off and
ruin her life, that's her business. I'm not one to point fingers at
that sort of thing."

"Yeah," Evan said again. When Mark and Duke turned to
him, though, he immediately shut up and tried to take a step
backwards. With the wall right there, though, there was nowhere to
go.

"But the fact that you seemed to feel the need to go
out of your way to badmouth someone that isn't even here anymore? I
think that says more about you than her."

"Did I miss something?" Fom said. He came over to
stand next to us, passing me one of the pops in the process. The
red plastic cup felt cold in my hand, and I was just glad that I
wouldn't need to put the pop back in the nuke freeze.

"Nothing worthwhile," I said.

"Come on, Duke," Mark said. He waved us off as the
two of them melded back into the crowd together.

"Well, that was interesting," Evan said.

"Thanks for that," Kenya whispered to me.

"Um... sure," I said. I was a bit confused why she
was thanking me. It wasn't like those two idiots had really been
insulting her. Whatever they were so worked up about was clearly
all about them. Them and Jenny.

"I think they're both just creeped out right now,"
Fom said. "I heard that Mark actually asked Jenny to this
dance."

"Seriously?" I asked, shocked. "That idiot is so not
her type."

"I'll say," Kenya said. She smiled broadly as she
quickly went back to her usually cheerful self.

"That's not... I mean, even if she were straight,
dating Mark would have so been dating down. Well... I guess Amy
wasn't that much better."

"I heard that Amy was secretly smart," Evan said.
"Like officer material. It was just that she was trying to avoid
drawing attention to herself. I guess I could understand that."

"Whatever," I said. "Dad's right anyway. Once we get
offworld, we won't have to deal with people like Mark and
Duke."

"Speak of the devil," Kenya said, as she pointed
towards my arm.

The notifications display was still active on my
implant. An alert popped up that I had received an email.
Notification sounds rang out all over the room as it seemed like
everyone in the room got their own emails. Most of the people
getting them just glanced at their implant or smart device for a
moment before going back to dancing. A few people just shrugged as
the rejection just rolled off their backs. The Pilgrims only took
two people from each colonized world every year.

This year it would be us.


 Chapter
Four

You've Got Mail

As news of the announcement spread among the
graduates, people were starting to trickle out of the gym and into
the rest of the school. Kenya and I slipped out of the gym
together, but the lobby was already packed with people using the
walls to pull up their emails to check their status. From what we
saw as we started heading deeper into the school, no one was
getting the news that they were looking for. No one was getting in.
Each groan of disappointment from them meant one fewer person that
might have taken our spots.

We slipped past the lobby and into the hallways
leading to the classrooms. The classrooms were technically off
limits to the graduates, and the lights were all off for the day.
The building had no windows, so even the blue light of Kep didn't
permeate the hallway much past the lobby. The only light available
to us was the low glow from my implant. I shined it back and forth
across the hallway, looking for other people that had slipped out
there during the party. They would have been there to make out, or
to destroy the school. We were there for our future.

"In here," Kenya said. She led the way to the first
classroom, but the door was locked. As were the next three. The
deeper we headed into the hallway, the darker it got.

"Let's just use one of the doors," I said. "They
might work."

"Did they use the same paint on the doors?" she
asked. The smart walls worked off of a special paint that was only
slightly more expensive than normal paint. As the school had once
been a transport before dropping down on New Kansas, the transport
committee had deemed the expense worth it. The paint was made to
last a millennia, so it still worked even three hundred years
later. The doors were made up of the same metal as all the other
surfaces and painted the same shade of white. While I've never seen
anyone try to use it, I figured it would work just the same.

"Only one way to find out," I said.

When the sixth door proved to be just as locked as
the others, I placed my implant against it. The door flickered for
a moment before a display popped up on its surface. The paint only
projects what the implant would normally display on any surface.
Even the touch inputs were detected by the implant rather than the
smart wall. The wall just allowed for better conduction.

My notifications were still open from when Kenya was
looking at them earlier. Right on the top was my notification for
the email from The Pilgrims Admissions Board. There was a
mini-display for the contents right below it, but I quickly clicked
off the display before I could see it. Kenya and I had promised
that we would open them together. And together was how we were
going to handle it.

"Ready?" I asked.

Kenya came up next to me, squeezing between the
display and the lockers that lined the wall behind her. She smiled
over at me, nodding her agreement. We each were using different
email systems for the applications, using different apps that knew
exactly how to be arranged on the display. Together, we both tapped
our appointed icons, popping up the two apps together. My home
screen vanished as the apps loaded up in its place.

I had five unread emails in my inbox. Kenya only had
the one. She hadn't used her main email address for the
application, just for this purpose. After glancing at the subject
line for the other four emails, I hovered my finger over the fifth
one. The only important one. The only email I cared about.

"Ready," Kenya said.

We both tapped our emails, opening them up on the
screen. They were both identical, down to the letter, save our
names across the top. That was a good sign. Either we were getting
in together or we were staying home together.

The email was long winded. I barely scanned through
it as it explained The Pilgrims, their mission statement, the
recent activities, a statement from the president herself. We both
had to scroll past two long pages of junk. Well... it wasn't junk,
of course. It was very important information, that I had read and
re-read several times over the years. Ever since we decided to
apply.

Down at the bottom of the emails, below the signature
line, was our results. Together, we scrolled to just above the line
in question. I stared at the last line that was between us and our
future.

"Doreen Scott. Your approval status for The Pilgrims
is:"

"The suspense is killing me," Kenya said.

"Let's do this."

We both scrolled up together. We were both
disappointed together. Both of our emails said "Rejected" in big
red letters.

"What?" I shouted. My voice echoed around the
otherwise empty hallway.

"How-how is that possible?" Kenya asked. "We did
everything right. We were awesome. Who deserves to get in The
Pilgrims more than us?"

"This has to be a mistake. We're third and fourth in
our class. We had all the requirements for admission and more. Did
Jack and Hark get in? I didn't think they were applying. I thought
Jack was going to Harvard or something."

"No, Hark is going to Harvard," Kenya said. "Jack is
going to Yale. There was that huge fight between them three months
ago when they found out. Remember? We're the top in our class that
applied for this. This doesn't make any sense."

"Maybe Dad would know why," I said.

I tapped both of our email apps to close them,
bringing my home screen back into view. A swipe and a tap opened up
the video chat app and I immediately dialed up home. It was still
early, barely 6:20. Not even time for dinner yet. Dad clicked on
almost immediately, his face showing up on the wall at an odd
angle. The camera would be in his implant, and he never got into
the habit of looking at it instead of the display.

"Hey, kiddo," Dad said. "Kiddos. Shouldn't you
be--"

"We didn't get in," I said, interrupting him.

"What?"

"We didn't get in. We didn't get in The
Pilgrims."

It wasn't like I had to really stipulate that last
part. The Pilgrims was the only group we applied to, the only
post-graduation plans that we made. It made no sense that we didn't
get in. That we were barred from the one and only thing that we
wanted to do with our lives. Why would they do such a thing?

"Oh... Well... I guess... You could just apply again
next year?"

"That's it?" I asked. "Apply again next year? No, we
can't apply again next year. We'll be competing against everyone
applying next year. We'd have nothing to show for the extra year.
What are we going to do? How can we possibly show that we're better
than all the recent graduates next year that have all been working
their asses off to get in?"

"Well, I don't think many of them were working them
as hard as the two of you were," Dad said. He was trying hard not
to laugh, and it was showing on his face.

"Exactly," Kenya said. She was yelling into my
implant, which means she was yelling into my ear as she leaned
across my body to it. "We've worked so hard for this. If we weren't
targeting their coursework, we'd have gotten first and second, not
third and fourth. What is Dor even going to do with that many
language courses? It's not like many people are looking for
untrained linguists these days."

"Well, there is one--" Dad started to say. I ignored
him, as usual, knowing exactly what he was going to suggest.

"Was there anything in the news this morning?" I
asked. The only thing I could think of was that The Pilgrims
weren't taking anyone. Or that they weren't taking anyone from
certain planets. Or they were favoring other planets over us. As
backwater as we were, we still had our own share of talent.

"I don't think two girls from New Kansas were
newsworthy. At least not on the alliance newspapers. We might see
something in the locals tomorrow, but... Well, unless you girls
made a public announcement, I doubt it."

"Maybe there's something on their website," Kenya
suggested. "We've been so busy today that I don't think either of
us had checked it."

Not even thinking about it at the time, I clicked off
the video chat without properly saying goodbye to Dad. The website
took forever to load, even on the school's wifi. The Pilgrims were
a major group, part of the alliance government, and had a dedicated
local mirror of their website. The lag on the site meant that
either everyone on the entire planet was looking at the site right
then, which was possible given how many people had applied, or the
server was busy copying the main server from Earth. The ansible
would be working to pull the data across the lightyears between our
systems. Earth was on the other side of the Perseus Arm from Kepler
1985, but the ansible was designed to send that data
instantaneously.

But instantaneously to every mirror server on all the
known worlds wasn't instantaneously enough for us.

"There, finally," I said, as the page loaded at
last.

The main page didn't have anything new. It was just a
banner scrolling through pictures of the last few planets that The
Pilgrims had visited. There were thirty exploratory vessels
traveling around the galaxy, and dozens more in the three other
galaxies in the neighborhood. While the fleet focused on patrolling
the areas of space around our colony worlds and those planets most
likely to bear life as we know it, The Pilgrims had a broader
mandate. They explored everywhere. And there was a lot to
everywhere. And most of everywhere was beautiful.

I scrolled down to the bottom, where the usual tabs
were. The Apply link was disabled, as it had been for months. The
other links would just have old, stale information that wouldn't
help any. Our only hope was that something was posted on the News
tab, so I clicked on that. There was a new News item at the top,
posted just a few minutes ago. The timestamp matched the one on our
emails, so it must have all gone out at the same time.

 


Acceptance Messages
Posted

The 3205 graduating class of The Pilgrims have now
officially been invited to join the visiting ships as they travel
through the colonies during their annual restock supply. Emails
have gone out to those that have been accepted into the program. To
those that have been accepted, we at The Pilgrimage would like to
congratulate you. You are truly the finest candidates that we have
had the honor of reviewing in all the years of this program.

In light of recent events, however, we had to adjust
our usual acceptance criteria. As there are now ten more colony
worlds that will be providing viable candidates for the program, as
well as the recent budget cuts to our program, we will no longer be
accepting a set number of candidates from each colony world.

We will still strive for diversity from our
candidates. In fact, this year there were only two colony worlds
where more than one candidate was accepted, and none had more than
two. As the program continues onward through its lifecycle, we hope
to revisit this decision at a later date. For those of you who had
applied to our program and were not accepted, we do so humbly
apologize.

The list of new candidates will be posted in the next
few days, once all accepted candidates have responded. Unlike in
previous years, we will not have a waitlist of other candidates. We
appreciate all the hard work and sacrifices that all of our
candidates have put in over the years of their education. We wish
you all the best of luck in your future endeavors.

 


"That's... That's it?" I asked.

"Budget cuts?" Kenya asked.

"Why didn't we hear about budget cuts?" I asked. "Dad
would have known about them, wouldn't he?"

"Wouldn't he have told us? Why didn't he say
something?"

"It's the stupid fleet again, isn't it. Those stupid
politicians, always wanting a higher defense budget. There hasn't
been a war in a thousand years. Not since the alliance was formed.
Why are they so worried about it now?"

"There you guys are," Fom called to us from the
lobby. Evan was standing with him, looking our way with a broad,
dopey smile.

We both looked back to him down the hallway. Neither
of us wanted to move back towards the light. I liked it there, in
the dark. It matched my mood. We had slid down to the floor as our
depression settled in. The floor felt nice. If I had been in a
better mood, I might have worried about my dress being ruined by
sitting there. At that moment, I couldn't care less about the
dress.

"So? Did you guys get in? Of course, you got in. Why
wouldn't... Oh... Why wouldn't you get in?"

"The stupid fleet," I yelled.

My voice echoed around the empty hallway, heading for
Fom and Evan. Evan wisely hid himself, and his stupid uniform,
behind Fom. However, Evan was much taller than my boyfriend, and I
could still see him. I just shook my head before getting up and
walking further into the darkness. Kenya soon followed behind me.
We both just wanted to be alone, but at least we could be alone
together.


 Chapter
Five

Rejection and
Depression

Kenya and I walked around the high school for a
while, reminiscing about all the time we spent there. The
classrooms we stayed late in, getting more studying done. The
corner of the library where we usually ate lunch, as we tried to
study for all the courses we had taken. All that work, and it was
all for nothing. We would have had so much more fun in high school
if we had just sat back and enjoyed it. Instead, we busted our
asses off, and got nothing for it. No Pilgrims. No college. No
future. We were going to be stuck on that planet for the rest of
our lives, working dead end jobs while the rest of the universe
went on without us.

"What do you think?" Kenya asked. We had just
finished our first lap of the school and came out to the lobby
again, this time from a different direction than the one we had
left it. The party was still running in the gym, our fellow
graduates oblivious to our plight.

"I think I just want to go home and sleep for the
next year," I said. "Oh, crud."

"What?"

"I just realized that I have to unpack. I have to
unpack, and we never even went anywhere."

"Yeah," she said. A small laugh flitted out with that
one word. "Dad refused to get me a suitcase until I had that
acceptance letter in my hand. He said it was a complete waste of
money. I was all prepared to just buy new clothes once we got
there. But I guess he knew better after all."

"I just... I wish there was something we could do.
Someone to appeal to. Maybe it wouldn't have been so bad if at
least one of us made it in. I think I could have been happy for you
if you made it and I didn't. But neither of us? How does that even
make sense?"

"Well, maybe in a couple of days, we'll see just how
inferior we really were to the people that actually made it," Kenya
said. "When they post the people that made it. We'll cyber stalk
all of them and see what they had that we didn't. Hell, I'll bet
that they're all from richer planets, with better education
systems. People that took actual linguistics, rather than dead
language courses."

"Okay, sure," I said. "Maybe they didn't need
linguists this class. But you took actual astronavigation courses.
They're always looking for pilots and navigators with actual
training. Why wouldn't they take you?"

"'Cause I don't have my pilot's license yet? I'll bet
the flight crew candidates all have hundreds of hours behind the
stick. Or at least in a simulator. I don't even think New Kansas
has a simulator."

"And that was what was so great about their whole
'we're taking candidates from everywhere' thing. Candidates from
dirt poor worlds like this one can at least stand a chance to
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