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      Do you know the dreams you have when you think you’re dreaming forever? They’re slow at first, an endless series of stories, each one less and less real as you begin to find the flaws.

      Flashes of leafy canopies, my bright-lit home mingle with the fantastic. I share dinners with Father and Mother. Hunts with Malo and Viera through dense jungle and damp caves. Even T’Oli, the creamy Ooblot joins me as we climb through the sewers of a now-dead planet.

      I know none of this is real.

      Because I’m supposed to be dead.

      And yet.

      I’m not me anymore: the way you become intimate with your body over time, one season after another of touching your muscles and moving, jumping, thinking. Those connections are gone. I am adrift in an unfamiliar sea of strands. I cast out, trying to find parts of myself.

      Answers come slow. Tentative. Like a flowers blooming after the first rains, each connection is beautiful. Fragile.

      A voice from everywhere, nowhere tells me they will get stronger with time.

      The voice echoes in my dreams. Changes, too. Sometimes its Malo saying the words, veering away from our hunt to offer an explanation of why I can’t speak, or see yet, even though I’m right there with him in the forest.

      Other times, the voice fills a void of nothing. I’m between selves, a break in the stories and words of comfort come. The sounds of friends whispering to me wishes, compassion. Things I hold on to in the dark.

      Nerves had to be repaired, the voice tells me as I wander through the ash wastes of Earth’s far side. New strands grown and connected. Organs made using what limited examples exist of human biology. I don’t know what it’s talking about, but I hold on to the last thing the voice says: I am still a human.

      When I see for the first time, a phantom centers my eyes. My friend. One who, last I checked, was barely conscious. Had just been loosed from the clutches of a creature so evil that it took the very freedom away from Malo’s soul. But there he is, in front of me, his head wearing short black hair, still gaunt but smiling anyway. His shoulders show the long arc of ash-inked tattoos across his chest and arms as he leans over me. As he brushes my forehead.

      “Empress,” Malo says and his voice is slow, soft, as if I’m made of glass that might shatter should he talk too loud. “Welcome back.”

      The welcome comes with a barrage. I’m greeted first by Malo and then a parade of others, most straight from my dreams. A healthy Viera, though she still sports a bandage around her head. Lan, the emerald-scaled Oratus who keeps her four claws clasped and head bowed, who offers her thanks in a low hiss. Lastly, with Malo still by my side, comes the huge bulk of Kolas, commander of the Vincere force dedicated to the extermination of the galaxy’s enemies.

      With each of them comes bits and pieces of the story that brought me from the end of the Sevora War to a long and wide red sponge bed on Kolas’ cruiser, the Nunilite.

      Malo and T’Oli had made the docking bay on the seed ship. Ignos, the Sevora that had at one point been inside me and that had, back on the seed ship, been so determined to return to its place of power, had left the shuttle we arrived in undefended. T’Oli and Malo took the craft, lifted off, and made the leap back to Vimelia, the Sevora home world where Kolas and his fleet were still cleaning up the remnants of their enemy.

      Kolas came back with them, and a seed ship left empty by Viera and my efforts presented little trouble. Eventually, a Vincere strike team cut into the center and found me.

      “You were dead,” Malo says.

      “Actually,” slaps T’Oli, who’s oozed its way up Malo’s side and rests on his shoulders, both eyestalks bobbing at me. “She was in the state called a coma. A living paralysis. Not really dead, but not really alive. Catastrophic failure of several organs. She would have died, though⁠—”

      “She gets it,” Malo says to the blob, then looks back at me. “We put you back together.”

      I try to ask what that means? Only my voice doesn’t work. Not yet, anyway. But my hands do, and when they get the message, I write out the words. The questions.

      It turns out there’s an advantage to being a species grown by experimentation. An advantage to being designed by another. Kolas has an Amigga with his fleet. One who is able to pull up the secret records of humanity’s existence. One able to find out how I function, and with that information put me back together. The Amigga wove new organs, new nerves and cells from vats of biological material and built me back. As I hear all of this, I can only think of what Ignos told me when it first crashed through the sky and took up residence in my mind: I will bring you miracles.

      “Kolas says we’ll be leaping soon to the Chorus,” Malo says some time later—I’m drifting in and out of consciousness, and as T’Oli puts it, time has little real meaning in space. There are no days, no seasons, only Cycles; major events marking the passing of eras. Despite that unsettling description, I know Malo has barely left my side. Only when I order him to sleep does he leave. “Apparently they want you to be the emissary for humanity,” Malo flashes me a smile. “I can’t think of anyone better.”

      “I don’t want to,” I manage to say—my voice is coming back in spurts, what I’m told is the result of new muscles. Ones that need to grow and train. I won’t be able to run far for a while either, or breathe too heavy, or eat too much. All the result of organs learning their place in a new body.

      “I don’t think you have a choice.” There’s real sadness in Malo’s eyes. “I wish you did. I wish we could just go home. But Kolas says we’re needed now.”

      “Why?”

      “Apparently we need to prove the Chorus we can be trusted. We need to stand up and proclaim our allegiance to them.”

      “Why? I know I just asked, but what does the Chorus need from us?”

      Malo shakes his head. “Kolas would not tell me. He only said, since you owe the Chorus your life, you must do this.”

      I close my eyes for a moment. The last time I owed an Amigga a favor, the last time I had to do what an Amigga said, it nearly ripped me apart. Dalachite, on another space station an eternity ago, threatened to use me as a project for its own research. Getting involved with the Amigga is a quick way to die, or worse. Why would I help them now? My life or no?

      “Kolas also told me,” Malo continues and now his voice is even sadder, as if not only what he’s saying is tragic, but ugly and distasteful. Exposing a weakness in himself. “They’ll destroy Earth, Kaishi. If we don’t give the Chorus what they want, they’ll send the Vincere to complete what they tried before.”

      That’s more like the Amigga I know. Pose generous, and seal the deal with a threat.

      Well, I’ve seen worse.

      As if waiting for Malo to complete setting the stage for my new life, the door to my room swishes open to reveal someone new. The Amigga. Unlike Dalachite, the one that ran Cobalt, or Sapphrite, the leader of Clarity’s Dawn and the resistance beneath the surface of Vimelia, this one is different. This one is smaller, a healthy gray-blue color that does nothing to stop the queasy shifting of my stomach as I look at a ball without eyes, without arms. It’s encased in a translucent sheath, one with the barest hint of yellow on the fringes. The Amigga floats on a set of micro-jets around the base and sides. No mechanical arms, but strange, pocked circles are evenly spaced along a stripe around the Amigga’s suit.

      “Interfaces,” the Amigga says as it notices me looking, as it floats into the room. “Bring me near a device, and I can interact. Form a connection and control. Useful on ships, when the more crude methods of metal arms and legs have less value.”

      I blink at the Amigga from my sponge bed, and notice Malo sitting rigid. Neither of us like Amigga. Neither of us enjoy the thing’s presence, but I swallow my distaste. I put the crown on—not a real one, of course, but the one I have to wear at all times whether or not I’m in my palace or among my people. As Malo and Viera have told me; Empress is not a title to be worn at will, but rather bonded and lived with forever.

      “I’m told you saved me,” I say. My voice is getting stronger now. It has the volume, if not the flavor, of how I used to sound. “Thank you.”

      The Amigga hovers closer and Malo tenses, as if he’s going to get up and punch the thing. I want to reach out and touch him, tell Malo no, don’t worry. I don’t think the Amigga is here to kill me. I don’t even know if it could.

      “I was glad to do so. Partly because no Amigga has helped a human before, and new intelligent species are so rare. A scientific first, which my name will forever be associated with.” It’s hard to know where to look when the Amigga speaks. There’s no eyes, no mouth to focus on. The words come from the thing’s suit, from speakers that cause the speech to reverberate through the small room. “My name is Ferrolite. I am the lead Amigga assigned to this fleet. It is my job to ensure that Kolas and his forces carry out the Chorus’ demands. It is also my job to make sure I preserve those things of interest to the galaxy. Like you.”

      “Now you want something in return.”

      The Amigga has no capacity, that I can tell, to show surprise, shock, or disappointment. There’s no emotions to read and since its voice comes through a mechanical synthesizer, it lacks the emotional tones a human might be able to put in. As such, with Ferrolite hovering before me, I have no idea whether the Amigga is happy or sad that I move immediately to business. But I’m tired, and if someone is going to ask something of me I’d rather know and be done with it.

      “Human, Kaishi, the galaxy runs on a stable framework of species working beneath the Chorus to live fruitful, happy lives. We would welcome humanity within our community. But every species needs an ambassador, every species needs someone to bring it to the galactic stage. After what you’ve done I can think of no better.”

      “Because I destroyed a Sevora ship?”

      “Because you demonstrated the things civilization values,” Ferrolite says. “You are brave, courageous, intelligent and kind. Lan told me how you tried to rescue her and her pair, rather than escape and save yourself. Kolas told me how you gave everything to retrieve this one here on the Vimelia. These are laudable traits. These are valued. The Chorus is always looking to improve the make-up of the galaxy and if humanity is a reflection of you, then your species would be well appreciated.”

      It’s hard not to like the Amigga’s words. Hard not to feel a slight blush of pride, of embarrassment at being so singled out for something I thought was only the right thing to do. Yet, here I am, ready for more. I think it’s because, having gone so long, across so many places, there hasn’t been any outward acknowledgment of what we’ve done. My struggles have been made apart from the world I love, mostly apart from my species. Finally, here, as I claw my way back from death, I’m recognized.

      “Will you?” Ferrolite gets to the question. “Will you add humanity’s voice to the Chorus?”

      I don’t like the Amigga, I don’t trust Ferrolite, but I can understand its motivations. I can sympathize with its goals; the Sevora are gone, the galaxy is on the brink of peace and prosperity. Any Empress would want to bring her people into that oasis. I have to think of everyone, not just myself.

      “I will serve,” I say. “Humanity will join your galaxy.”

      If there’s any congratulations to be had for promising humanity’s part will be played, Ferrolite doesn’t give any. No fanfare bursts through the speakers, drinks and feasts don’t appear. The Amigga only gives the briefest sound of approval, then floats away as if the only thing I’d agreed to is a moment’s peace.

      “You trust that thing?” Malo says.

      “I don’t have a choice, do I?” I reply. “Ferrolite put me back together. Without it, I wouldn’t be here.”

      “That was its choice, this is yours.”

      “Then what should I say, Malo?” I look at my warrior, propped up in my bed. “What should I tell Avril, or all the refugees of Damantum when the Chorus declares them a threat and now, instead of scared Sevora, we’re facing an Oratus army descending on Earth?”

      Malo leans back against the side of the room. Stares across at the nothing on the far wall. “I just found freedom. I don’t want to lose it again. Not yet.”

      “We won’t,” I say, though I don’t know for sure. Another promise pledged in the dark. “I’ll make them respect us.”

      Malo laughs, and the hollow bark cuts me. “Kaishi, we were pawns to the Sevora, and we’re no different now. The Chorus doesn’t need to respect us, because we aren’t a threat, and we have nothing to offer them.”

      “That’s not true. They made us, remember? An Amigga built us, created us because they wanted something better. The Chorus knows we’re valuable.”

      Those words mollify Malo a little bit; he offers a half-hearted nod. Then his eyes go down to the tattoos on his chest. “All of these are lies, you know.”

      “Lies?”

      “Ignos didn’t create us. The Amigga did. All the gods, all of our society is based on lies.”

      “Now you’re being sad.” I fight back. “You don’t know whether our Ignos had a hand in our creation or not, and even if the gods didn’t directly control anything, the idea of them helped us survive. Helped our people grow, love, and learn.”

      “And when the Chorus arrives and starts telling every human they’re a product of the Amigga? Like the crops we grow in our fields?”

      That’s a harder question to answer. I don’t know how my own people would take that, the Ignos-worshiping Charre. Avril and her hardy, logical Lunare beneath the mountains might absorb the discovery in stride, but the society I lived in . . . would it stand up to such a revelation?

      “It’s still a secret, right?” I say. “We don’t need to tell anyone. There’s no point in it.”

      “The Chorus will.”

      “Not all of them know,” I reply. “I don’t think Ferrolite knows—it said we’re a new species.”

      “Then we keep this a secret, for now?”

      “When the Chorus comes to Earth, there’ll be enough changes. I don’t think we need to doubt our gods at the same time,” I say, wanting as much to keep a hold of the rituals, the sayings and the beliefs I’ve held since my beginning as to keep my people from falling apart.

      We keep at it, discussing, playing with our past as though it’s something to be chosen or tossed aside depending on our whims. Until my own body catches up with me and I start missing words, start closing my eyes, and Malo does the nice thing and lets me claim victory by falling into a deep, deep sleep.
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      Four of them, a true set and a terror to the Chorus’ worst enemies. Sent across the galaxy on more missions than Sax can remember, each one a dizzying array of objectives, attacks, and merciless slaughters of species who dared defy the command of the galaxy’s rulers. Each and every one of those missions plays, dragging Sax through a life lived at the fringe of sanity for far longer than he had any right to expect.

      Starships crash, miners misfire, or an ambush catches a pair off-guard. There’s a million ways an Oratus can die in this galaxy, and most of them don’t live all that long for it. Yet Sax has seen enough to learn his way of life is wrong. Or, at least, it’s in the service of the wrong thing. The wrong species.

      Being alone with his thoughts is the worst thing Sax can imagine. Well, not the worst thing, because where he’s at now, sequestered in a holding-tank of a cell, with a white ring-light up top for company, undercuts the awfulness of his imagination with the slicing knife of solitude. Not that Sax minds being alone—he prefers it to most company—but these tight walls, forming up square around the large Oratus, compress his single self until Sax is overcome with the impossible urge to

      GET OUT.

      The hissing roar goes nowhere. Bounces around the cage, makes Sax sick of his own voice. Still, it feels good to yell, to do something. He sticks out his foreclaw, running it along the chromed sides of his cell. There’s not enough room for Sax to extend his arm fully, so the strike, when he makes it, is haphazard and awkward. Even so, an Oratus’ strength should be enough to make a mark.

      The walls remain unblemished. They show Sax’s distorted reflection haloed in the light from above. Four arms sporting clawed hands, though his razors are no longer the organic originals. His claws gleam like the walls, like patches of his gray scales, ones stripped away and replaced with metal plating. Surgeries hiding the scars of his near death and giving evidence to the same. Sax’s tail wraps around his squatting talons, its tip twitching on occasion as an outlet for fraying, frustrated nerves.

      You gave yourself up for them.

      That’s the thought that keeps coming back. It calms Sax down, opens a mental gate to his pair and what Bas might be doing. Sax isn’t much for fantasy, for dreams beyond what he can see and kill, but in here he doesn’t have much choice, so when his hearts slow, Sax wonders.

      With the Cavignum, the planet Aspicis’ great power plant and the source of energy for his current prison, compromised,  there’s a chance that right now Bas is launching an attack on the Meridia, which Sax is trapped inside. Evva, an older, larger Oratus and the leader of the force both Sax and Bas joined, would be acting on her plan, throwing her forces into an assault that could change all of civilization.

      The attack will likely get everyone killed and change nothing at all, but Sax can’t take that stance. He’s been bred not to fail, not to consider losing once a mission begins. He must fight to the last end, always striving for the goal. Before, the Chorus dictated that objective, and Sax, as a member of the Vincere, carried out the orders without a thought to a mission’s broader purpose or its effect on the galaxy at large.

      Now Sax centers himself on his pair. Factions change, worlds and space stations trade out for one another, but there is only one pair.

      He has to get out of here. For Bas.

      As if hearing his thoughts, there’s a light clicking and a series of hisses from above as the locks sealing Sax inside decompress and the hatch, the only way out of this room, swings up and open. Sax looks, not knowing what to expect, and bright light keeps him blinded. His vents, the slits in Sax’s long torso that feed his hungry muscles with air, take in the smells of life. Creatures are up there, and they don’t smell of dirt, of sweat and service. Higher officials, then, coming to gawk at their prisoner.

      The white glow shifts to a cerulean shade, the color of Aspicis’ sky, and a low-glowing band around Sax’s waist changes to match. As it does, Sax’s metal plates and claws tug too, a change in his localized gravity that sends Sax floating up from the floor and towards the opening on top. Sax is an awkward monster, and he has to help the ring bring his body through the hatch, but with scrabbles and contortions, the Oratus gets himself through.

      Most Meridia levels are tall, four or five meters high to allow for the variety of species, including Oratus that come marching through its halls, and this level is double that to account for the prisoners. Sax emerges from his cell into a black and red space, the latter’s bright color sectioning the various cells that Sax is now hovering over. Most are dark, but a few, like his, have a white-blue halo around the top.

      Sax’s view of the other cells vanishes quick, however, as sealing walls rise to cut Sax off from the rest of the level. Escape prevention, private interrogations, all sorts of devious deeds would be possible without prying eyes. The walls are the same black, shiny tile used everywhere else, and Sax bets the Amigga can run current through those tiles to stun or kill anyone stupid enough to try an escape.

      The first priority in a new, hostile space is target identification, followed by target elimination. Sax figures his death is imminent, and making that death expensive is the best move he’s got.

      The ring around his waist keeps Sax moving until he’s closer to the level’s ceiling, which leaves his talons a meter off of the floor. Without leverage, all Sax can do is wave his tail around, and when he sees his target, he stops. A single tail whip isn’t going to do much to the mirrored Oratus waiting with a miner drawn and ready to deliver an instant execution.

      “I beat you already, didn’t I?” Sax hisses at the Oratus, whose scales would blend in more fully with the light, but whose recent scars leave long lines of puckered red and pink through his reflective coating.

      Sax gave Kah those scars, and it’s always fun to remind your enemies that you won. Sax would go even further, remind Kah about every thrashing blow delivered outside of the mag-lev train station in the vine jungles of Aspicis, but it seems like a waste of energy. Kah’s not worth it.

      “Is that why you’re floating in our prison?” Kah hisses a reply.

      “I gave myself up.”

      “Nobody cares,” Kah says, but there’s a sigh that whistles out of his vents. “But as you surrendered once, perhaps you’ll consider doing it again.”

      A deal. This wouldn’t be Kah’s idea, then. No three-letter Oratus would strike a bargain with a captive. Better to eliminate the threat and move on to other things, especially when that threat is Sax, who, given any freedom, will take every possible measure of revenge.

      “Speak,” Sax hisses.

      “I was going to,” Kah replies. “You don’t have any right to command me here.”

      “They’ve kept you locked up in here too long. You don’t know how to threaten someone properly.”

      “I don’t need to threaten you.” Kah gestures with the miner, as if the weapon’s going to do his job for him.

      “If you’re just going to shake that miner, then at least give me a Flaum to scratch. I’ve gone too long without a real meal.”

      Kah gives Sax a hissing laugh for his trouble. “Your pair and that mass of prey are preparing to launch an attack on the Meridia. They will lose.”

      The words clear up Sax’s fog. He didn’t know whether the attack had started yet, whether Bas and the others had made it free from the Cavignum after Sax’s gambit. Kah just confirmed both. Sax hopes a razor grin he can’t repress doesn’t give it away.

      Kah, though, isn’t watching him. Instead, the Oratus is glancing further back through the level. Kah’s looking through the one side of the square cell that didn’t rise, and while Sax doesn’t have a view to what Kah’s looking for, he can guess.

      Mirrored Oratus always have masters.

      “If you come out against the assault, if you help us turn their forces to our side,” Kah turns back to Sax, his voice a low rasp, “the Chorus is willing to guarantee your life, along with your pair’s. Your crimes will be forgiven, and you will have a choice of returning to Solis or choosing a planet of your desiring on which to retire.”

      Retire. Few Oratus get that chance, and the ones that do only receive it because of crippling injury. Any Oratus that can fight would, will, wants to fight. That is their purpose. That is their calling. Despite his life being tied to the idea, Sax snorts at the word before he considers what Kah even said.

      “Perhaps,” Kah allows at Sax’s sound—he would understand, too, the insult in the idea of retirement. “We could arrange for a strategic post. Someplace where you could find plenty of entertainment.”

      Meaning things to slaughter. This would be better, except Kah’s offer comes with a deal-killer: Sax isn’t going to turn against his pair, against his former commander Evva and the cause he’s joined. Not to go back to the Chorus and their pack of traitorous manipulators.

      “You already know my answer,” Sax says.

      Kah glares in response. Matches Sax’s eyes for a long moment before the mirrored Oratus dips his head in a nod that, Sax thinks, carries a tiny bit of respect with it.

      “There is no other offer,” Kah replies, though the words come rote; a question whose answer is known, which must nonetheless be asked. “Accept, or you will never see Bas again.”

      Her name this time. A sweetener, and if Sax were a weaker species, he might fall into the trap of possibilities; imagined futures laid out before him with a single, simple yes dividing their brilliant promise from his miserable present.

      “There is no other answer,” Sax says. “I will not betray her.”

      Again the nod. This time, though, Kah’s motion is joined by a whirring noise from beyond the cell. The sound of micro-jets pulsing up, sending their cargo this way. Sax has sent the signal, and now he’s going to see what the Chorus cares to do in response. Maybe they slaughter him here. More likely the Chorus will use the opportunity; a staged execution for all the galaxy to see. It’s how traitors ought to be dealt with.

      Sax has seen plenty of them himself. And cheered along with the rest of the Vincere when those dissidents were brought to fatal justice.

      Kah steps across the room, behind Sax, as a pair of Flaum guards enter through the opening Kah’s been glancing toward this entire time. These aren’t average Flaum, small furry creatures with a penchant for squeaky conversation. No, these are armored in Chorus blue, carrying assault miners in their hands with secondary weapons attached around their waists. They stare at Sax with fierce focus that impresses the Oratus. If the average Vincere Flaum possessed this level of grit, it’s possible the Oratus wouldn’t be needed at all.

      “So you are bringing me dinner,” Sax hisses anyway, because it’s more fun to keep the prey unbalanced.

      “Quiet,” Kah says from behind Sax. “This isn’t time for games.”

      And when what’s following the Flaum, when the source of those micro-jets, slides into the room, Sax can only agree.
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      What was it like?” I ask Malo later, when it seems like the two of us will go uninterrupted for a brief speck of time. “With Ignos, and the Sevora?”

      Malo’s slow in answering that question and I understand why—back when I’d been the only one with a Sevora in my mind, even coming up with the words to describe how it feels to have something else inside you was a struggle. And that’s when Ignos was trying to help me.

      “At first it was like this,” Malo says, and he’s looking away from me, over towards the wall, but he’s not really seeing the cold steel there either. “I woke up in a strange room with Flaum coming and going. I noticed their badges right away, and knew I’d been taken.”

      The furry Sevora captives had made sure Malo was healthy, to some degree, before doing anything else. Malo expected to be taken right away, but instead they ran him through strange machines. With miners and guards, Sevora scientists had poked and prodded Malo until, one morning, a green-shaded Whelk oozed into his room and told him it was time.

      “I wanted to fight, but Kaishi, there was nothing I could do,” Malo says, his fists clasping and releasing. “Every time I tried to do something they didn’t order, they’d shoot me. I spent a lot of time stunned, waiting to die.”

      That’s not what happened, though. Instead, the Sevora hustled Malo off to one of the big birthing centers, where rectangular pools full of dark ink swirled as lines of captive species waited to receive their Sevora hosts under heavy guard. The Flaum took Malo to one end, to a smaller pool with no line.

      “Meant for special Sevora, or so they told me,” Malo continues. “I went right up to the edge and looked over, said a prayer, and with their miners aiming at my back, stepped in.”

      The first touch of a Sevora on the mind is like the fading remnants of a dream—something else present in your consciousness, something that isn’t quite real. Unlike the dream, though, the Sevora never go away. With me, I could feel Ignos’ thoughts, its frustration as it tried and failed to crack my neural code and take complete control of my body. With Malo, the loss of himself was almost instant.

      “As if I was a series of locks, and I could feel it picking me apart one by one,” Malo says. “My arms, fingers, legs, then my eyes and mouth. Then I was a visitor in myself.”

      I want to continue, because I can tell that Malo’s still broken from that experience and I want to fix him. Or at least try. When my room’s door opens, though, and Viera’s there, her face tells us our time is up.

      “Can you walk?” Viera says to me.

      “I think so?”

      “Good, because Kolas says it’s time to say goodbye.”

      Getting out of the sponge bed is my first big test. After fighting my way onto and off of the Sevora home world, into and then through an entire seed ship, it’s disconcerting to try and stand only to fall over when my legs fail to balance. Malo catches me, holds me steady while Lan watches from the entry.

      “We’ll wait for you,” the Oratus says. “Take the time you need.”

      “Suppose their sense of urgency is gone now that the Sevora are dead,” Malo says.

      Maybe, but I get a different feeling from the lingering stare Lan gives me before she leaves. I was the one, after all, who killed her pair. Who drove a metal shaft through the Sevora that’d taken up residence in Gar’s mind. I don’t feel hate from Lan, but then, I don’t feel much of anything from her.

      “What is an Oratus like when they lose their pair?” I ask Malo as we make our way from my room.

      “I think they’d be like us,” Malo says, “when we lose someone we love.”

      We’re in a medical wing, as there are plenty of other rooms near mine whose occupants are making a variety of groaning, gasping, or chittering noises. Drones flit and wheel across the floor, trundling into and out of those same rooms, with a sharper shout or sudden, happy sigh as evidence of their work. Outside of each chamber, covering the spaces between, are large panels showing names and colored bars with values for things I don’t understand.

      I look at mine, and it’s all blank. Only my name, in luminous green, sits at the top. All of my bars are deep black and gray. Zeros abound. According to this thing, I’m dead.

      “Won’t be like that for the next one,” says a gravel-squeak behind me, and we turn to see an older Flaum looking around us to my screen. “We learned a lot about humans from the three of you. All about your insides, how they’re juicy. Plenty of things would be happy to have you for a snack.”

      “Uh, thanks?” I offer as Malo recoils. “Who are you?”

      “Your doctor, such as it is,” the Flaum, who’s wearing a soft blue mask around his fur, shrugs. “All I’m here for is to make sure the robots keep things on schedule, lend a hand if one of’em loses their minds.”

      “Robots can lose their minds?”

      “They can rot like anything else,” the Flaum says. “Throw a new situation at them, like you, and they’ll have no idea what to do. So I step in, teach’em that you’re a carbon-based creature and need some good old red blood to survive.”

      I’ve already thanked the Flaum, so the best I can think of to do is give the creature a nod. The Flaum, though, doesn’t seem
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