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Never underestimate the creativity that comes from disappointment. 
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“Awaken!"

A disturbance in the void of space stirred a legion of sleeping minds within Szurph, the moon of Shoar. The owner’s voice flew between the currents of space, repeating the admonition to stir to those within. 

“We must awaken!” The alarm, disturbed the rest of the many. “Much has changed since we have slept!” 

“What is the meaning of this, child?” An elder presence demanded. In the heart of the moon, a mermaid the size of a mountain emerged from a compact pocket of volatile materials. From her limbs, her children emerged to the call in greater numbers. 

“Shoar is imperiled, Matriarch,” she answered. The Matriarch turned her attention to Shoar. Through the cover of dust particles, the planet in question sat in agony. 

Of the three continents scattered through both hemispheres, two were barren and devoid of life. On the last, a large, rotted, brown blotch sat in the atmosphere. Its stretch encompassed everything but the borders. The oceans festered, polluted beyond all reason. 

“How has our world become such?” The Matriarch wondered more to herself than her spawn. 

“I know not, Matriarch,” the child answered anyway. “But something must be done. It was only recently did I return to find the world in such a state. Ships come and leave in great numbers for reasons I cannot discern!”

The Matriarch peered through the smog in the atmosphere to discover a single city that was bright and immaculate. Spot lights flooded the area to let the tall, imposing carapace of white shine through the filth. Made a mockery to the many smaller, unkempt buildings scattered at its feet. 

“Everything is in ruin.” The Matriarch bowed her head, considering. The connections from the Host to the planet ran deep. To see a world that once was teeming with life reduced to little more than a husk was a blow not just to her pride, but to her spawn. “You are correct, child. We must act.” 

The Matriarch’s four massive arms emerged and she drifted to the edge of the nebula. “Be prepared, my offspring. We will cleanse the planet with flame.”

“Matriarch, no!” The messenger dove in front of the Matriarch, despite being minuscule in comparison. “The ones outside the Shining City are innocent. They suffer just as much as the planet has.”      

“We cannot wait, child. You yourself have observed that the planet suffers under this cloud. It must be removed.” More of the Host stirred from inside the Matriarch. 

“I beg your forbearance, Matriarch!” The messenger insisted. “If not for the ones that live under bondage to the Shining City, then for ourselves.”

The Matriarch paused. “Speak, child. And be concise.”

“We will need the assistance of those under bondage to not just stop the Shining City, but heal the planet. My time among the Bounded has made it clear the planet is now part of a much larger group of systems. If we were to do nothing, or worse, burn everything to the ground, then it would bring attention to more outsiders. They hold numbers beyond ours and if our presence were discovered, we would be no safer than the ones under bondage.”

The Matriarch floated still. “And you know this for a certainty, child?”

“Yes, Matriarch.”

She looked from her offspring to the planet. “If what you speak of is true, child, and the planet now has been dragged into more of the outsiders’ conflicts, then I shall heed your words.” 

The messenger moved to the Matriarch’s side in relief. 

“But,” the Matriarch added. “You must prove to me that our forbearance is necessary. If those under bondage desire freedom from the Shining City, then they must be the ones to do it. If they are unwilling or unable, then we shall not stay our hand.” 

“Then let me help them, Matriarch.” The messenger demanded. “I have spent time among them on other worlds and have an understanding of their ways.”

“Will it be enough?” The Matriarch narrowed her luminescent, far-seeing eyes. 

“I do not know. However, we may as well be as doomed as they are if we do nothing or end them.”

“You make this harder upon yourself than need be, child. Their lives are ephemeral. They are fragile.” The Matriarch drifted back to her lair.

“I know this already, Matriarch. However, I do not believe they suffer such indignities willingly. They will rise up against the Shining City. I know they will.” 

The Matriarch was quiet a long moment. Doubt plagued her view of the Bounded ones, but the child would not be persuaded otherwise. 

“Very well, but know that you must act quickly, child. If the ones behind the Shining City are as dangerous as you assume, then we must respond in kind.”

“Thank you, Matriarch.” The messenger bowed, then dashed off through the nebula and to the planet. There was much to do. 

_-*^*-_

In the blinding light of the conference room, the shadowed outline of the chief executive sat over all. Others were in attendance, but their projections were softer, much like their importance. Feeds of countless transactions floated around them. An ever-present reminder of X-TRACT’s profits.

The executive noted that everyone needed was there. Those that were not needed were let go. “This meeting is in session. Now, what is the status of the current rate of production in the Valley Nebula and the Whorl Systems?” he asked.

The delegate in question cleared his throat, and answered. “In the Valley Nebula, construction of the Barricade Project is coming along smoothly. No problems to report thus far. As for the Whorl System, there are some... difficulties.”

“Explain.”

He cleared his throat again. “It turns out that several shipments of compressed hemoplasma from the planet Shoar never made it out of the system. Even with escorts, the tankers never seem to be able to reach the bypass gate.”

The executive hummed. “Local troubles?”

“Unclear, sir. They are always intercepted by something. It cuts off all communications, not even a distress signal.”

“Do we have any leads?”

“None yet, sir,” he answered. “But we’ve contacted the X-TRACT reps on the ground. They’ll let us know if they find anything.”

The chairman was silent a moment before he nodded. “Very well. Be sure and inform the representatives to be quick about it. The Royal League of Nobles is paying us good money to complete this project. And the sooner we finish, the better.”

“Yes, sir,” he said before his image faded. 
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Jordan Blue eased the brush along the canvas in a gentle arc: downward for curves, upward for lines. Her hands, calloused from years of mechanic work, bled the azure and pearl of recycled pigments in small, delicate strokes. Her eyes darted ahead to where the paints blended together to keep the foam of the waves natural. 

If she ever shared this with anyone, they would have thought it was a reproduction of a world that no longer existed. Vibrant, ever-changing, and alive, stark contrasts to how Shoar was now. 

A rumble from outside drew her attention away. 

She placed the paintbrush in a small bottle of grayed-out detergent. Wasting water on her hobby was a luxury she could not afford. The creaking from the old stool seemed like a cruel jest since Jordan had lost more weight —no, body mass— in the past month from a self-imposed austerity. 

Her shirt and trousers were three sizes larger than she needed, but were consistent in how Jordan felt; frail and frayed. Despite the humidity, her dark olive skin felt dry and her hands endured sores as a result. Deep bronze locks hung over her shoulders like withered vines. Her spine popped in protest when she stood upright, worn out from the many years of hunching over work benches.  

The carpet of her apartment, barely covering the cold cement foundation, stung her feet. Indifferent, she pushed random articles —discarded clothing, protein bar wrappers, medical bills— to the side as she walked. The main room smelled as stale as the faded colors on the wall. The small monitor played talkshow whitenoise to off-set the silence. 

Her gaze looked out from between the fogged-up sliding glass door at the darkened splatters of the rain. The light outside flickered as a reminder that she needed to pester the landlords to fix the balcony. Again. For the third time this month. 

The thunder crashed and a shuffle of movement darted out of sight. 

Curious, Jordan put on her worn weatherproof shawl and stepped onto the balcony. Across Section Nine of the Southeast by South block, Jordan saw nothing. The rain slowed to a trickle and the wind eased through the rotted trees in the marsh across from her apartment. 

Jordan focused and looked deeper into the swamp. It reached out as far as she could see, woven through with rivers created by the flash flood and sat on a small cliff that overlooked the ocean. The polluted waste of the sea reminded Jordan that she would never experience swimming in safe, clear waters. 

The small beach between the ocean and the marsh was covered with garbage of all kinds: discarded hovercars, half-used supplies, rotting fish, and the occasional body of an Enforcer.

The smell she had gotten used to, but it still sickened her in more ways than one. The pungent stench made her start coughing. Out of habit, her free hand dove into her pocket to get a capsule. But when the itch in her throat passed as fast as it appeared, she let go of the medication and leaned against the rail. She did not need it just yet. 

The rain returned in force and stung her eyes. Jordan held the shawl tighter around herself as she braced against the railing. 

Further up the flooding river, support beams dislodged from the husk of another building that had collapsed years prior. They slammed into the thin foundation holding up the balcony. The weather-worn material buckled and collapsed underneath. Jordan yelled, but the boom of thunder muffled her tumble into the churning river. She called for help, but the foul waters silenced her. Worse yet, she felt the itch in the back of her throat crawl to the surface at the worst possible time. 

Debris and other wreckage beating against her halted any attempt at escape. Her eyes burned to the point of blindness. The cliff drew near and there was no one nearby to rescue her. 

The river catapulted her over the edge and into the ocean. A putrid sludge clung to her clothes and pulled her under.  Her arms ached, lungs cried out for air, and she spasmed in a cough she could not release or else she would gag. Her body went limp and sank into darkness.

––––––––
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_-*^*-_
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Jordan gasped and bolted upright. The vicious retch that developed in her chest gushed with her first exhale. Oil and slime spilled out of her mouth, onto her soiled clothes. She rolled to her hands and knees in a panic. She continued to convulse until the vomit and industrial waste finished pouring onto the sand. Exhausted, she collapsed on her side. She reached into her pocket and pulled a small yellow capsule out. It was still intact and she swallowed it with no regard for the dirt on it nor the bile in her mouth.

She was a disgusting mess, but she was alive.  

The familiar sight of the beach came into focus as her sight returned. The rain had stopped, but the damage from the flash floods remained. Garbage strewn around her in piles of moist refuse. Mounds of wrecked building materials dotted the landscape amid the waste that had been there for years. 

Out of sight, something splashed in the surf, but found nothing when she turned to look. She was sure there was something else here. Whatever it was, she did not want to know anymore. 

When feeling returned to her limbs, the confidence to stand came with it. On unstable legs, she leaned against a rusted chassis to take stock of herself. Torn apart and sullied, her clothes were beyond cleaning. With her free hand, she skimmed the back of her neck to look for any bumps in the skin. If the pollution itself was not fatal, the parasites hiding in the dross were. She heaved a sigh of relief when she found none. 

Behind her, the path back home was still there. She stumbled onward with the occasional glance to the beach. Save for the leftover filth, there was nothing but the small crater where she had awoken.  

But by who? she wondered. 
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Jordan guided the spanner to adjust the flow of power from the battery to the circuitry to compensate for a fault in the circuit. It was that knack for detail that made her the mechanic she was. Years of experience and a solid intuition helped her reputation. That meant work, which meant money, which meant medicine. 

She and her coworkers sat around the large steel table, covered with enough marks to show its decades of use. The tools hanging on their belts matched the table’s scars.

“Hungry?” Caribou asked in a crackling tone. She put a wilted green leaf covered limb against Jordan’s leg, the other clutched a battered datapad to her chest. The plant woman had asked Jordan if she was eating enough during their lunch break and offered a helping of florani rations. Jordan declined the offer, though the gesture was appreciated. 

Jordan shook her head. “No. I’ve been... preoccupied.”

“Trouble?” Caribou wondered aloud. 

Lucee, a Living Archive—larx—in an outdated, centaur-shaped android platform twice Jordan’s size turned from xer task. “You? Preoccupied? I’m shocked and surprised. Caribou, are you?”

The plant-like florani shook her head as she returned to her station. 

Jordan put her spanner on the scratched down worktable they all shared. “I’m serious.”

Across the table, Nashe, an elder brown and black-furred Canidae put his spectacles down. The mechanic’s overalls covering most of his body did little to hide the paunch. He rubbed the fuzz out of his overworked yellow eyes and peppered muzzle. “Be nice, Lucee. And Jordan, we know you’re serious. That’s why we worry.” 

Jordan spared him a nod, but not out of indifference. He was the closest thing she had to a father figure ever since her parents passed away. 

Lucee relented as xer frame buzzed in malfunction, but righted itself as xie went back to work. “So, what has you so distracted as of late?”

Jordan grimaced as she rubbed her free hand over her face. It all happened so fast. 

“Remember how I said my apartment’s balcony was falling apart? Well, last night, it did.“ 

The rusted brow on the Lucee’s faceplate rose, then wobbled a bit before it settled back into place. “Are you serious? Of course, it finally happened. At least you can tell the management so they can finally repair it.”

Jordan frowned. “I did. They said it was going to take at least a month to do so. And it was a miracle they didn’t blame me for it breaking.”

“Unfortunate,” Caribou cooed as her diminished hands reached into the transmitter. Miniature tendrils adjusted the delicate components to their proper position. Then, she looked up for a moment as her eyes darkened from pearl to black. She placed the device aside, retrieved a bucket, and put it on the shared work table before a leak dripped onto it.

“That wasn’t the worst of it, though,” Jordan continued. “Not only did I fall off when it happened, I got caught in a flash flood and fell into the sea. I almost drowned.”

Nashe gasped. “Wait, into the sea? Are you alright? How’d you get out? If the sheer number of pollutants didn’t kill you, then the undertow should have.”

Jordan shrugged. “I know. Someone or something saved me. Because after I blacked out, the next thing I know, I’m on the beach, soaked to the bone and covered in my own vomit.”

Her story caused the other three to look at each other. 

“You’re damn lucky you made it,” Lucee grumbled as xie plugged xer frame into the processing unit. Xie interfaced to the craft’s onboard computer to ensure everything was functional. It would have been a simpler task were the computer not from an Enforcer cart. The on-board protections hindered xer’s scanning. 

“Yeah,” Jordan admitted, closing the past of the panel on the console. “Which is why I need to find out what happened. Or who happened.”

“Alright, alright,” a voice from the PA system boomed throughout the shop. “If you all have enough time to gossip, you have enough time to work. Get back to it!”

They went silent and glared. Bern Yzman, their boss, was unaware of the contempt they held him in. 

“You know,” Nashe started, ”I would love to see Yzman get anything done if we ever went on strike.” His gaze turned towards Jordan. 

“And as much as I’d like to see that, some of us have bills to pay,” Jordan griped with a frown, not returning his glance. 

“It’s just a thought,” he said with a look to Caribou and Lucee.

In defiance of Bern’s order, Lucee whispered over to Jordan. “Anyway, remember the ships that left last week?”

“How could I not?” she answered back as the wires attached to xer’s platform lit up with processing power. The flight path of the rockets went over the Outskirts. The launch debris from the craft had left several injured and in need of medical attention. 

“Larx stationed near the starport said they never made it out of the system. They just vanished.” 

“That’s strange,” Nashe whispered under his breath. “I mean, I heard there was a small escort fleet involved as well.”

“So did I.” Xie finished the scan, despite several restarts. “And the escort vanished too.”

“Who do you think it was?” Jordan asked with lowered volume. 

“It’s not the Coalers. We’re far too deep into Corporate territory.” Lucee carried the frame from the desk to place it on a nearby platform for more generalized repair. 

“Pirates?” Caribou asked as she placed a repaired transponder in front of Jordan to inspect. Then, the Florani moved to Jordan’s other side and caught the wrench that tipped over the edge. She returned it further onto the work table. 

“Doubt it,” Nashe answered. “Same reason why the Coalers don’t come this far out. It’s not worth it.”

“Cosmari?” Caribou continued. She had dreams about them during her protein regeneration sessions. To some, they were giant monsters. To others they were alluring bloodthirsty sirens that drew the unwary to their doom. 

Nashe raised an eyebrow. “Really? Going on about them again?”

“Yes!” The Florani insisted. It was one of the few subjects that she would start arguments over. 

Nashe chuckled. “I thought the Florani knew better than to believe the phantom fighter tales we tell our kids about.”

“Beware.” Caribou frowned and pointed at each one in turn. She pulled out her data pad and typed a message as fast as she could. Consume you all, they will! 

Lucee gave the florani a tired sigh. “I’m not saying you’re lying, Caribou, but as little contact as we’ve had, they may as well have died out. Besides, it’s for the best since the only records we have of them was destroying a Larx library. You don’t do that.”

“Consume!” Caribou raved louder this time. 

“Enough,” Nashe held his paw up to calm the florani and stop the argument that she  seemed too eager to start. She grunted in irritation, but let it go and handed off her project for Jordan’s inspection. 

“Anyway, we haven’t heard anything on official channels either.” Jordan looked over Caribou’s work. Satisfied, she handed it back. “Not that they would say anything that would make them look bad.”

With no clear resolution, the matter faded under the ambient noise of the repair bay’s air filters. 

“Something’s going to happen,” Lucee muttered. “I don’t know what, but I don’t like it.”

Caribou looked up to the Larx, “See?” Her eyes were wide and she was ready to argue again. 

“It’s not the Cosmari,” Lucee grumbled. “To be honest, I don’t know why I even feel this way. And that’s what I don’t like. But if it is, at least there’s a chance X-TRACT will get theirs at last...” 

Everyone looked to Lucee, each of them concerned.  

“What about you, though?” Nashe asked, breaking the silence. 

Lucee did not pause, nor did xie notice them as xie continued to work. “What will happen, will happen.”

Lucee’s apathy was not lost on the others. Larx cut off from the rest of the collective could only survive for so long. It was a feeling that Caribou understood well enough, as she almost did not make it to maturity due to the pollution. 

Nashe reached over and pat Caribou’s shoulder. With an incline of his head, he urged her to return to her own work. Jordan retrieved another project from her work bench to fill the space left by the unfortunate truth they all lived with. 

_-*^*-_

On the opposing wall of the transit car an advertisement showed a woman diving into a luxurious, crystal clear pool. Jordan could not tell what it was trying to push. Instead, it reminded her she would never be able to swim in the ocean. 

She looked out of the window of the railcar as it sailed to the far reaches of the Outskirts. The dirty rain still fell. She tilted her head upward to let the cool air caress her face while it circulated. The relief would last only a moment, since the ventilation system shut down often. X-TRACT said it was to prevent overheating, but Jordan knew cost-cutting when she saw it. She had worked on these before. 

Her head rested against the glass and eased into the railcar’s rhythmic thumping. It made the fantasy of diving into a clean ocean easier.  

When her head broke the surface of the water, the horizon spread out before her like an endless canvas. Above her, the clear sky; with scattered clouds of soft white instead of nauseous gray. She submerged to witness the ocean as it was meant to be: a deep and vibrant blue that stretched beyond her field of vision. It was also filled to the brim with the infinite possibilities of sea life. Schools of humble fish to majestic leviathans were the subjects of many of her paintings. Alas, pictures were all she had since they had died off long ago. 

To be able to swim in the depths of the ocean, like a long-tailed Cosmari, that would have been enough. She smiled at the thought. There was so much to find and it waited for her. All she needed was the chance. 

To most in known space, Cosmari were a myth. Mysterious creatures that could swim through the endless tide of space. Every once in a while, someone would attempt to find them, only to either vanish or discover nothing.

Certain Florani and Larx insisted they were real and could take the appearance of anything they wanted. It was frightening, but perhaps, that was the idea behind that part of the myth. If they were real, Jordan doubted they would have a reason to come to Shoar.

When the computerized voice from the door announced her stop, she looked up and frowned. She stood, slung her tool pack over her shoulder, and walked out of the rail. The station was a single, frail building that sat at the end of the line. Her toll paid, the door squeaked open and she made her way out.

The rain had stopped. She covered her nose and mouth with a corded mask from her jacket. The artificial lung in her pocket activated and pumped filtered air. It was all she had to block the filth in the humidity. She increased her pace out of the station and back to her apartment. She was sick enough and did not need to add atmospheric poisoning to her list of maladies. 
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Cracked concrete and faded graffiti covered the walls of the apartment complex. It would have appeared abandoned were it not for the odd emergency light. The water ran cold and the insulation leaked. To Jordan, and the several dozen other tenants, it was home. As she climbed the stairs, she paused at the sound of creaking wood.

She peeked past the edge of the building. Only the desolate marsh leading to the sea was there. The ocean whispered in the distance. The deafening silence made her whimper. 

“Why am I doing this?” she asked herself while padding to the edge of the marsh. When she found nothing, she squinted and looked past the bog. Only more dead trees, an abandoned hover car, and an eroded piece of furniture. The mist made her eyes water and she shook her head to clear the disorientation.  

With no alternative, she eased her way down the pathway to the shore. She hoped the rain would hold off long enough until she returned to her apartment. Nothing had disturbed the graveyard of garbage since she was here. 

There were still the indentations of her presence in the sand. Also, the leftover remains of her vomit. Nearby markings creeped into her vision. Curious, she stepped back for a better look.

The large groove that surrounded where she had woken up left her unsettled. The arrangement of peaks and valleys looked like a pair of hands, very big hands and no footprints anywhere.

Who or what did this? Jordan’s eyes widened at the frightening possibilities. 

Her stomach growled as an unsubtle reminder of the small lunch she ate. The combination of odors and unsettling imagery fought against her hunger pangs. Yet, her desire to eat won out and she hurried home.

She did not notice a shadow weaving between the piles without a sound. It kept a notable distance between itself and Jordan while it followed her home. When Jordan entered the building, it crept out of sight.

_-*^*-_

Jordan reclined on her favorite chair. Clad in her comfortable shirt and trousers, she sat with a well-used comm unit in one hand and a silicone flask in the other. 

“You’d think that the Enforcers would make sure there wasn’t anything strange.” Jordan took a swig of the artificial fruit juice cocktail. She frowned at the flask, made an ugly sound, and took another drink. Next to the alleged food she was only able to eat, this was a feast. 

“Please,” Lucee answered on the other end. “I went over as many of their records as I could before I was barred. They made it a point of order to not even bother with any of us. So long as we don’t try to do anything to the people in Meritopolis, we’ll be fine.”

Jordan took another drink. “I swear, has anyone even seen the inside of that thing? We’re lucky if we can meet their citizens and they can be awful. I asked one of them if they were lost and they thought I was going to mug them.”

Lucee hummed. “We are not allowed to scan citizens of Meritopolis. Not just because X-TRACT holds a kind of legal immunity. The technology they use to augment their citizens is a complete mystery to us. It’s unsettling.” 

It was easy to tell who was a citizen: pale and immaculate skin, no worries about cybernetic rejection. Jordan had yet to meet one that was out of shape. And, curious enough, X-TRACT only enlisted humans. Animalis, Larx, and Florani were not applicable. 

Jordan looked off to the side. “Still, must be nice. If the commercials are telling the truth, then you don’t have to worry about the air being as filthy as it is.”

“Any sort of change like that comes with its own problems, you realize. Not everyone that gets cybernetic or biomechanical augmentation adjusts perfectly.”

“It’s still better than what I have to deal with,” Jordan grumbled. Another episode greeted her when she entered her apartment. This time, there was no flash flood to get in the way of her prescription.   

“And that is?”

Jordan looked away. “ I ... really don’t want to talk about it.” 

None of them knew about the cancer. They would never know, since they all had problems of their own. Her gaunt physique spoke enough about her condition, but that was all they could guess.

Lucee also remained quiet for a moment. “Very
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