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Dedication

To my parents, John and Rebecca, 

who made everything possible





Epigraph

Here men from the planet Earth first set foot upon the moon. July 1969, A.D. We came in peace for all mankind.

—INSCRIPTION OF THE LUNAR PLAQUE, LEFT ON THE MOON DURING THE APOLLO 11 MISSION

Our most basic common link is that we all inhabit this small planet. We all breathe the same air. We all cherish our children’s future. And we are all mortal.
 
—JOHN F. KENNEDY
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One

I OPENED MY eyes to the interior of a spaceship and couldn’t remember how I’d gotten there.

Focus. Breathe. Where are you?

Four stainless steel pods stood around me like a futuristic Stonehenge. The space was circular, confined. The lights were too bright, sending spots and flares dancing before my vision.

Memories slowly trickled back to me—flashes of blueprints and schematics I’d studied and memorized a long time ago. But they were disjointed, like pieces to a puzzle I’d forgotten how to put together.

I was sprawled on the floor, the door to my empty pod hanging open. The metal grate of the floor had left an aching imprint on my cheek.

My helmet was lying on its side nearby. I had no memory of taking it off.

The habitation module. That’s where we were. And those pods held my crewmates in hibernation.

The general idea of the why and how of my situation was still there in my mind. It was the details and the most recent memories that were gone.

Cautiously, I sat up, tensing my abdominals to force blood into my head so that I wouldn’t lose consciousness again. A short wave of dizziness passed, and I felt moderately normal.

How long had I been unconscious? I touched my cheek gingerly; the feeling in my fingertips was blunted from the skintight suit I wore.

The module was silent but for the air circulation system. At least life-support systems seemed intact.

No engines burned. I couldn’t detect any motion. No windows here to give me a clue as to where we were.

I couldn’t have been here long. My crewmates were sleeping inside their pods, their vital-sign monitors still flashing the steady rhythms of heartbeats.

I’d been supposed to wake up first. First into the hibernation pod, first out. The theory had been that I would respond best out of anyone else in the crew to the hibernation, being the youngest and most physically fit.

That, at least, I could remember.

The most worrisome thing wasn’t that I couldn’t remember how I’d woken up on the floor. It was that I was on the floor. Which meant some kind of gravity was in effect.

When I’d gone under, we’d been floating in zero-g. There shouldn’t be gravity now. Unless.

Had we . . . arrived?

Facts trickled back into my reality. I was on board the first faster-than-light-capable ship built by human hands. I’d competed for the honor of being included in this crew. We were here to . . . I couldn’t remember. Something important. Something massive. The enormity was still there, circling the edge of my consciousness, lost in the fog.

For a terrifying second, my own name eluded me. Then my lips formed the familiar sounds, muscle memory more than anything else.

“My name is Cassandra Gupta,” I whispered out loud.

“Hello, Cassandra,” said a pleasant disembodied voice.

I would’ve jumped, if my body were currently responding to my brain’s commands. I’d never heard the voice aloud before, but I’d had it in my head long enough to recognize it.

“Sunny,” I choked out, and a strange sort of relief flooded me. Sunny may have been little more than a very intelligent computer program, in charge of our vital signs and ship trajectory while the human crew was asleep, but at least I wasn’t alone on this ship, stranded who-knows-where in the universe.

My voice, when I tried to speak above a whisper, was like something that had been dragged down a gravel driveway until it was an unrecognizable carcass. “Sunny—water?”

A panel retracted on the wall nearby, and I dragged my lower body to it, my legs feeling as though they’d been asleep longer than I had. I reached up with one arm, hand scrabbling up the wall with some difficulty, to retrieve the pouch of post-hibernation fluids.

I unscrewed the top and let the liquid trickle slowly into my mouth, unsure that my muscles would remember how to swallow. Chilled and slightly salty orange-flavored liquid coated my throat. A few coughs and gags, and I started to feel a little more human. “Sunny,” I said, this time a little clearer. “Status report?”

“Please clarify request.”

“Uh, crew status report. Please,” I added sheepishly.

“Activation sequences have automatically commenced. Pod release of Dr. Harper Copeland in one minute, forty-five seconds. Please stand by.”

I should’ve realized—the pods of the other crew members were triggered to activate not long after mine. Just then, the pod nearest me began to beep, a red light flashing on the display. I swore, climbing to my feet and immediately crashing to my knees in my haste. Somehow I made it to the pod, using its edges to help me pull myself up.
 
Through the small window cut into the steel, the sleeping face of Dr. Harper Copeland was an eerie pale blue. The tube began to hum beneath my hands. I took a shaky step backward as the gel inside the tube was drained away, giving Dr. Copeland’s face back some of its natural deep brown color.

Waking sequence complete, the pod door unlatched, and Dr. Copeland’s limp body fell against it. I opened the door and just barely caught her before she hit the deck.

My arms couldn’t hold her weight long. I ended up kneeling on the deck, supporting her helmeted head while her eyelids fluttered. Before she completely regained consciousness, I unlatched her helmet and pulled it off.

Her eyes opened. She blinked a few times, then focused on my face with the laser intensity that I had grown accustomed to after weeks of being her student. Her mouth opened, nothing but a hoarse, voiceless rasp escaping.

I was ready with the electrolyte solution. She was like an infant, learning how to coordinate breathing and swallowing for the first time.

“Cassie,” she said after she’d finished the pouch. There was a question in her eyes, a furrow in her brow. Maybe she was wondering the same thing I’d wondered: Why is there gravity? Where are we? But instead of asking her questions, she gestured weakly to the pod beside hers that held flight engineer Logan Shaw. “The others.”

His pod was beeping.

One after another, the hibernation modules released my crewmates, and they tumbled into my arms. I laid them each in turn on the steel deck, removing their helmets and repeating assurances to each that they were not, in fact, dying.

The physical effects of the cryogenic hibernation had worn off relatively quickly for me. The pouch of electrolytes, water, and glucose had jump-started my system. Which was good, because the hibernation pods of Odysseus weren’t meant to open under normal gravity conditions. We were supposed to be able to float out of them in zero gravity. We weren’t meant to wake with the full pressure of gravity bearing down on our weakened bodies.

Instead, the four veteran astronauts of Odysseus—men and women who had taught me, who had spent their lives working to further human spaceflight, who had once been the pinnacle of human health—now lay limp and gasping at my feet like so many beached fish.

They were all upward of forty-five. They’d basically been in a coma, living off liquid nutrition and floating in goo, and they were wrecked. I mean, so was I, but compared to them I was an Olympic athlete.

Dr. Copeland recovered enough by the time Shaw’s pod opened to sit up, leaning against the wall for support. Her eyes a little sunken, but still sharp, still calculating. She helped advise me on how to take care of them best she could. Her instructions came in between short, breathy gasps. Sunny filled in the gaps in Dr. Copeland’s memory for me.

The rest of the crew members gagged on their pouches of electrolyte solution, hardly able to hold them in their hands. Our muscles had atrophied. Not as much as they would have without the electric stimulation nodes and pressure of the suits regulating our bodies during hibernation, but still enough that it would take time for us to fully recover.

By the time everyone else could stand on their own, my lungs felt heavy, my muscles overtaxed. The cushy, padded interior of my empty hibernation module was beginning to look really inviting.

Dominic Bolshakov spoke a command to Sunny, and the pods retracted behind wall panels and were replaced with molded plastic, high-backed chairs. There was now slightly more breathing room in the cramped hibernation module.

We each crawled into one, conserving our strength. None of us had any kind of endurance.

Nervousness fluttered in my stomach as I searched each crew member’s face. They all appeared just as I’d last seen them, sealing me in my HHM in orbit around Earth. Bolshakov’s gray buzz cut had grown out somewhat, and his skin was ashen. Logan Shaw, with his friendly smile and skin pale white beneath his freckles, had a strange absence in his affect like a sleepwalker, and it took him seconds to respond when spoken to. Michele Jeong kept blinking her eyes slowly, squeezing them shut and then opening them wide as though she was having trouble with her vision.

The men had stubble where they’d once been clean-shaven—the cryogenic sleep had slowed, but not stopped, our metabolisms. I was pretty sure my braid hadn’t been quite this long when I’d gone under.

We were all a little too thin. Wasted from living on nothing but liquid nutrients.

I closed my eyes. Unbidden, the face of a boy I used to know rose to my mind’s eye, older and sadder than I’d remembered. I shook off the apparition. He was nothing more than a dream I’d had while in hibernation. A dream that kept chasing me into reality. He wasn’t important right now.

“Why . . . is there . . . gravity?” Shaw was looking at his hands, then at his feet, as though he’d expected them to be floating.

“We shouldn’t have landed yet,” said Jeong, her face still slack with sleep. She shook herself a little, then placed a hand on the bulkhead. “No vibrations. We’re not even moving.”

“Computer, report,” Commander Bolshakov said. His voice was almost back to full strength but hadn’t lost the hoarseness we all suffered from. “What is our location?”

The cool, computerized voice of Sunny came from the wall speaker. “Undesignated terrestrial satellite of exoplanet designated Kepler-186f.”

There was a beat of silence.

“What did she just say?” Shaw asked.

Sunny helpfully repeated herself.
 
Kepler-186f. That was it. That had been our original destination. More details kept trickling in, heralded by tidbits of familiar data. My brain was waking fully, like a slow computer churning back to life.

NASA and SEE would not have sent us hurtling through space toward a moon that we had not even discovered, much less named.

“Is anyone else . . . having trouble with their memory?” Shaw asked. “We were supposed to land on 186f, weren’t we? Not its moon.”

Jeong and I nodded.

“The computer was programmed to take the best possible course of action for our trajectory while we were unconscious,” Bolshakov reminded us. “There must have been some problem that diverted us to this moon. She is designed to make some decisions autonomously for the best interest of the crew; this isn’t that unusual. Sunny, pull up the projected map of the Kepler-186 system.”

A hologram of circling spheres appeared in the middle of the room. In the center was Kepler-186 itself, the red dwarf star of this system. Then the four planets we knew about, circling too close to their sun to be livable. The fifth, designated Kepler-186f, had been the first Earth-sized exoplanet discovered within the habitable zone of its star, way back in 2014.

“This is the map of the system as we knew it when we left,” Bolshakov explained slowly. “Sunny, now display the adjusted solar map, accounting for any new data the scanners detected upon arrival.” A handful of small celestial bodies, all undiscovered until now, clustered around Kepler-186f, circling in multiple orbits. “Sunny, highlight our current location.”

The smallest circling orb—one of the moons of Kepler-186f—glowed a soft blue.

“Just to remind everyone, seeing as we’re all a bit fuzzy, Kepler-186f was highlighted for its potential to harbor life. But that isn’t the reason we came. We came because we were invited.”

A cold sensation pooled in my stomach at Bolshakov’s words. I did recall that now. We’d come here on good faith, following instructions sent to us across light-years, in a ship of alien design.

But there was something else. Something still prowling around the outer edges of my knowledge, like a predator in the dark. Something crucial I had forgotten and needed desperately to remember.
 
I felt like I should say something. But I had nothing to say, and we had so much else to do. This eerie feeling might only be a side effect of hibernation, a lingering sense of a nightmare that hadn’t yet burned away like the morning mist.

“Is that why our landing was diverted?” Jeong asked in a whisper.

Silence fell over the five of us.

“I don’t know what’s going on here,” Dr. Copeland admitted. “But we’re five hundred light-years from home. We need to stick to the plan, as much as we’re able.”

Astronauts—with the exception of me, who’d only had a few months’ worth of preparation for this mission—trained over and over again for every possibility. The plan was everything. There were backup plans upon backup plans. Every eventuality had been discussed, dissected, and diagrammed.

None of our plans had included landing on this moon.

“All right, then. Since we seem to have some missing spots in our memories, we’ll have to rely on Sunny to keep us straight. Sunny, what’s next on our protocol?” Bolshakov said.

“Wait. Shouldn’t we run Sunny through a diagnostic check first, to make sure she wasn’t damaged during flight?” Jeong asked.

Bolshakov asked Sunny to run a diagnostic on Odysseus. Everything was functioning optimally. That seemed to rule out a system malfunction being the reason for the diverted landing. Then, with a heavy sigh, he asked what we all wanted to know. “Sunny, what is the Mission Elapsed Time?”

Sunny’s computerized voice was calm and unaffected. “MET is five months, twenty-five days, fourteen hours, and seventeen minutes.”

We looked at each other in confusion. “That isn’t right,” Shaw said, furrowing his brow. “It can’t be. It’s not possible.”

Kepler-186 was five hundred light-years from Earth.

The computer sat silent.

When Shaw spoke, his voice was so tightly controlled it was clear to me he was trying to rein in some deeper panic. “Sunny, please explain how we were able to land on a planet five hundred light-years away in only five Earth months.”

“Odysseus is equipped with an Alcubierre drive capable of faster-than-light travel.” That was all she said. Like it was that simple.

Odysseus was equipped with Alcubierre engines, which had only been hypothetical until this flight. These allowed us to distort the fabric of space-time in a small bubble around ourselves, moving through space-time without violating the laws of physics, and hopefully without a time-distortion effect that would see us return to Earth to find that hundreds of years had passed without us.

The engineers and scientists behind Project Adastra had run tests on these engines, of course. Computer models. But in reality, we didn’t know the full capabilities of these engines until we turned them on. They were not of our own design. They’d been a gift from whomever it was that had wanted us to come here.

I was itching to move on. We were on an alien planet. We needed to focus on that. “The ship is in good condition and we’re all safe. I think it’s more important for us to focus not on the discrepancies in the plan but on accomplishing our mission now that we’re here.”

A corner of Bolshakov’s mouth ticked upward, and a pleasant glow warmed my chest. “I agree, Gupta. Let us follow procedure.”
 
The others took their cues from him. Only Shaw’s face still looked a little pinched.

Bolshakov said, “Sunny, is this moon habitable?”

Sunny’s dispassionate voice cut through the room. “The surface temperature and radiation levels are lethal to humans. There is no detectable amount of liquid water on the surface. No signs of carbon-based life, and no artificial structures seen by Odysseus’s exterior cameras on approach.”

A barren planet.

I took another long, slow breath, concentrating on the feeling of my ribs expanding, the muscles pulling taut. We had come all this way. We had been invited here. Why?

“View screen up,” Bolshakov said.

The screen revealed itself from behind a panel in the bulkhead. We waited, but the field of black never changed.

“What’s wrong with it?” Shaw asked.

Jeong wobbled to her feet like a newborn colt—so odd to see from a woman I knew was so physically strong—and checked the controls. “The cameras are functioning normally. Computer, explain.”

Sunny’s voice came unaffected from the console. “Odysseus is currently underground.”

The five of us shared bewildered expressions.

Jeong narrowed her eyes. “Computer, show recorded footage of ship landing.”

A dull yellow-and-gunmetal desert materialized on the screen—the surface of the moon, small enough that we could see the curve of the horizon even as it came closer, zooming toward us at rapid speed. The bare rock was a mess of rubble, sharp mountains and deep cracks in the bedrock, veins of exposed metals running through the dust. The surface had been pummeled by asteroids and radiation until there was not a square inch of ground left unbroken.

An alien sun, comparatively smaller than our own, was a soft peach light in the dusty gray sky, and then it was gone as the camera footage turned black.

But the clock was still running—we hadn’t lost the feed.

“What the hell happened?” Copeland’s voice was growing louder with frustration. “We’re obviously underground. But how did we get here?”

“Sunny, play the footage again, please,” I said.

Again, the broken surface of the world came into view and zoomed larger, the details becoming more high-def the closer we came. This time I kept my eyes on the ground. And just before the cameras went dark, I saw something change. “There! Sunny, pause the feed!”

I balanced on legs that felt like they’d run a marathon and pointed to the spot on the screen. “Right there. Do you see? Sunny, rewind and play back at half speed.”

As the crew watched, a dark spot appeared on the screen, growing larger as we approached. A hatch. A metal hatch in the surface of the planet.

We’d been flown by autopilot through a hangar door and into an underground shelter.

“Computer,” Shaw began, “how long have we been here, on the planet?”

“Twelve Earth hours have elapsed since landing.”

There it was again—the itch in my memory. There was something hiding there. Something massive. As I tried to dig deeper into the secrets my brain was keeping from me, a real alarm began to blare.

“Proximity alert,” Sunny said, her unruffled calm belying the danger of the siren.

Something was moving outside.

We looked at each other, then at our commander.

Bolshakov climbed to his feet, attempting to hide just what an effort it was. “Ladies and gentleman,” he began, fitting his helmet back over his head. It closed with a small whoosh of air as it sealed to his suit. “We came here to do a job. Let us go and greet our hosts.”





Two

“COMMANDER?” SHAW ASKED, awaiting direction. A sheen of sweat had broken out on his forehead. This was the one situation none of us had been able to rehearse. Not even their years of experience could help them.

Bolshakov’s face was haggard, but his eyes were alert and sharp. “We came all this way. We might as well go out and take a look.” NASA had known what they were doing appointing Bolshakov; he radiated decisive strength. “Suit up.”

“Commander?” Shaw repeated. He shot a look at Jeong, and then to me. Then, “Yes, sir.”

I had already put my helmet back on. We’d stay in the same suits we’d hibernated in, the black, skintight suit I’d first worn while in training back on Earth. It was the newest technology, able to protect us from temperature, radiation, and pressure extremes without sacrificing mobility.

“Computer, exterior atmosphere reading? What are we walking into?”

Sunny rattled off some stats as I began checking my suit over to make sure there were no irregularities. Copeland came over to help, her expert eyes and hands double-checking me.

Jeong translated the numbers. “Seems like we’re in a bubble of protected atmosphere. Might even be breathable.”

“Even so, we’re not going to risk contamination.” Copeland helped me into my Portable Life-Support System, or PLS, a heavy backpack that hooked into my helmet, and stuck her own helmet over her head with one hand. “The rebreathers should be enough for a good long look.”

“We’re really going out there?” Shaw asked. His eyes jolted nervously to the rest of us. “Now? We’re still weak. We have time to test if it’s safe outside.”

“What, you think we came all this way to sit around on the tarmac?” Copeland smirked, her voice coming muted and electronic through the helmet’s speakers as she slipped her own PLS on. Then, more serious, she added, “Temperature and radiation readings are all in the clear. There’s even oxygen and nitrogen in comparable levels to Earth’s atmosphere. I’d say we were brought here for a reason, and that reason probably wasn’t to kill us.”

Shaw swallowed hard but nodded.

Copeland approached me. She displayed no fear or hesitation. She tapped the side of my helmet with one finger. “Remember your digital camera. All the footage from our helmet cams will be sent to Sunny to create a backup on Odysseus. Just tell her when to start and stop recording.”

I knew that. Or at least, I had at some point. It was in one of the million-page manuals they’d given us to read before launch. Pull yourself together, Gupta!

Shaw helped me buckle the straps on my oxygen tank. “Be careful,” he said in a low voice. Logan Shaw had been my easygoing instructor of physics and engineering. He’d been the nicest of my teachers. And now he was worried.

“Shaw, you stay here in case there’s trouble. Keep in radio contact. Gupta’s connection to Sunny makes her our default communications operator. Relay any messages through her.” Bolshakov grabbed his gear, and we checked each other’s PLSs to make sure everything was functional.

We followed Bolshakov into the airlock, leaving Shaw in the command module.

The airlock door slid closed behind us, and while we waited for decompression, Bolshakov came in over the comm. “Anyone come up with something historical to say?”

Before anyone could respond, the exterior door opened.

“Sunny, please begin recording.” I said it quietly, without clicking my radio on so the others could hear, and felt that presence again—that flicker of recognition of someone turning their attention to me. It’d felt like a bizarre morphine dream.

But now I was awake, and she was still there. “Sunny? You there?”

Yes, Cassie. A mobile copy of my program has been downloaded into your suitboard computer. I am creating a backup of the video you are recording and maintaining contact with Odysseus.

Sunny’s omnipresence in my brain was almost a relief. I reached up and touched the side of my helmet, as if I could actually hear her. It. Sunny was just a computer program, not an actual person. It was hard to remember sometimes. “Thanks. Am I the only crew member you’re communicating with?”

Yes, Cassie. I have adapted to your brain waves.

There would be no communication with Earth on this trip—not from so far away. We were on our own here entirely. If things went wrong, the only way anyone would know was by the records Sunny was saving on board.

I took a steadying breath.

Standing behind both Bolshakov and Copeland in the narrow opening, I saw little of what was outside the ship, only a slice of smooth metal wall. The ground was a red, dusty stone, rough but mostly level.

Bolshakov took the first step onto the ground. I caught the historic moment just in time. This was the third alien world to see human footprints. The very first outside of our own solar system.

And I was witnessing it.

One giant leap for mankind. Impossible not to think it.

Bolshakov turned and looked back at us, a rare smile crossing his features. “Come on, now. We have lingered long enough on the shores of the cosmic ocean.”

A flutter of nervous glee escaped me, a huff of laughter halted by my helmet. Bolshakov was quoting Carl Sagan. Nothing about this moment could have been more perfect.

My heartbeat and the whir of the air were the only sounds that filled my ears.

Copeland took her first steps down.

Then it was my turn. I took a quick breath and jumped, landing harder than I’d expected to, with both feet in a puff of rust-colored dust. I’d expected less gravity on such a small moon.

I crunched the dirt beneath my boot experimentally, examining the tread my footprints left. Alien dirt, I marveled. Alien molecules on my boots.

I wanted to dance—to scream—to twirl around like the child within me who was accomplishing her wildest dream. I restrained myself to a secret grin, and thrilled in the trembling of my limbs.

Jeong was a bit more agile than I was in her landing, and she carefully avoided treading over my first footprints. I appreciated that.

For a moment, none of us moved.

“This is . . . not what I expected,” Jeong said.

The walls were smooth, pale gray, curving far above our heads to form a sort of domed tube. Pale gray light seemed to emanate from the walls. There was no other explanation I could come up with, as I saw no light source, and yet there was enough light to see thirty feet down the corridor, at least.

It appeared there was only one way forward: the tube ahead was long enough that darkness shrouded wherever its destination led.

Something was strange about the walls of the cavern. Curious, I wandered closer. They were entirely seamless.

Up close, I could see just what had thrown me from afar: it didn’t look solid. Corporeal, but with shifting and dipping patterns in the shadows along its surface. Like gentle ripples in water.

Copeland came up behind me, her confused expression matching my own. Bolshakov and Jeong waited and watched as Copeland reached out a hesitant hand. “If I didn’t know better . . .” Her hand hovered over the surface of the wall. “It looks . . .”

Her fingers touched the material lightly, and the wall bent under them.

Copeland yanked her hand back, and then laughed. “My God. It gives way. Like rubber . . . or something biological. It feels like touching a dolphin.”

Something else was happening, too. A soft yellow glow was growing at the spot where Copeland had touched. As if in recognition, as if she had awakened something.

My hand itched to touch it, but we didn’t know what this was, what Copeland may have done, or activated. The light faded again to nothing, leaving no trace.

“My God,” she said again, and we looked at each other. Silently we both decided to step away from the wall and rejoin the group.

We moved forward methodically, examining every shadowed niche.

“Gravity’s a bit heavier,” Jeong noted, her voice warm and confident in my helmet radio, as clear as if she were speaking directly into my ear. “I’d say 1.3 g. Strange for a small moon.”

“Perhaps there is a dense core,” Bolshakov responded, his voice tight. “Very intriguing.”

We were all a bit on edge. Something had alerted the ship’s proximity alarm, but there seemed to be nothing out here at all.

We took a few more cautious steps forward, staying in a tight group.

“Perhaps the alien civilization lives belowground to evade the surface radiation,” Copeland mused.

It was a valid hypothesis. Problem was, there was no civilization to be seen.

I turned back around to see Odysseus, its white surface now dull and pitted with innumerable dents and scratches, no longer pristine. A huge gleaming piece of Earth in an alien landscape.

“Commander,” Copeland said suddenly, her voice a note of warning.

I felt a chill of fear.

Something approached us, but the light was too dim to make it out. Something was disturbing the shadows up ahead.

Bolshakov raised an arm, signaling us to wait. Tingles of anticipation vibrated in my hands and legs.

He took a step forward. And then another.

Then he came to a sudden halt. I froze behind his outstretched arm.

There was . . . a person coming toward us. A man, by the shape and size.

He came closer.

I took a step back.

Bolshakov held his ground.

The man stopped. We waited, but it seemed now that he was waiting for us to cross the final distance ourselves.

Bolshakov stepped forward, and we each followed him from a few paces back. As we neared the figure, I realized there were others—more humanlike shapes, shadowed in the recesses of the large corridor. Waiting, watching.

Now I could tell the strangers were wearing suits not unlike ours, thin and body-conforming, black but laced with veins of iridescent colors, catching the dull light with each minute movement.

They were not wearing helmets. So when the lead figure stepped forward, into the warm circle of organic light in which we stood, his face was clearly visible.

He appeared to be a middle-aged man. Tall, with black hair graying at the temples in a way that made him look distinguished and wise. Thick neck, square jaw. The shoulders of a linebacker and the posture of a leader.

And I recognized him.

He was the “Georgian ambassador” I’d met at Marshall, in another life, five hundred light-years away.

Luka’s father.





Three

LUKA’S FATHER OPENED his arms low and spoke with the slow, gentle tone of one who approaches an animal he fears will bite him. “Welcome, ambassadors of Earth. We have been waiting for you. I am sorry that we have asked you to come such a very long way, but I fear we had no choice.”

Everything came back to me in a dizzying rush, a tidal wave that threatened to knock me over. I took a stumbling backward step, remembering all that I had forgotten.

Luka had been on board Odysseus when I’d awoken. It had not been a hallucination. Now that I saw his father in front of me, I knew it had been real.

But I still didn’t understand why.

“I am sorry to startle you,” the man said. “We thought it best to be forthcoming.”

No one on my side knew what to say. Until Copeland. “Who are you? Why do you look human?”

The ambassador gave a pained smile. “Nothing has a short answer, I’m afraid. Perhaps this may help.” He turned back toward his people in the shadows and gestured. Out of the small crowd emerged a familiar face.

Everyone recognized Luka; I heard their small intakes of breath over the comm. Luka had trained with all of us—had been chosen over me to take this spot. Until he’d been sent home. Or so I’d thought.

Luka appeared unchanged from my memory. He hadn’t shaved in a couple of days, and looked like maybe he hadn’t slept in a couple of days, either. His hair was a little longer, a little messier.

He didn’t betray that he saw me. His focus remained resolute on Commander Bolshakov.

We were pretending that our meeting aboard Odysseus had not happened, then.

“That’s . . . that’s not Luka,” Jeong said over internal comm. “Is it?”

“Is someone impersonating him?” Copeland asked.

“I think it is Luka,” I told them on private comm. “That man there? I met him on Earth. Before the competition. He’s Luka’s father, and the Georgian ambassador to the US. Or at least, that’s how we were introduced.”

“What the hell is going on here?” Copeland asked, this time on external comm so that the strangers could hear.

Ambassador Kereselidze’s voice maintained its cautious cadence. “There is no need to fear us. We have no weapons.”

Bolshakov seemed unsure what to say. Recovering his confident posture, he finally settled on, “Nor do we. But you have the upper hand.”

The ambassador looked at Luka, as if asking for his help. Luka took a few steps toward me, but stopped short when Bolshakov bristled and put his palm forward reflexively in the universal gesture for stop right there. “Something is going on here and I want to know what it is before you get any closer, son.”

Luka’s voice mimicked the placating tones of his father. “Bolshakov. You know me. You all do. We trained together. Please. You can trust me.”

“But you’re—you were on Earth. You were in the competition for Gupta’s spot, for Christ’s sake!” Copeland said.

Luka nodded. “Yes, this is true.”

“You were a spy,” Jeong said quietly, coming to the same conclusion I had.

Alarm flared in his features before retreating. For a moment he seemed to consider lying. “Yes. In a way. But it was a necessary precaution.”

“You’ve had a long journey,” said the ambassador. He swung his arm in a low arc, a gesture to follow him. “You are likely hungry and tired from the journey. There is much to discuss, but it will hold.”

“Sir?” Copeland spoke over the private channel. “Should we get Shaw?”

“Don’t mention Shaw,” Bolshakov ordered. “We’ll leave him for now.” Returning to external comm, he told the ambassador: “Lead the way.”

Bolshakov obviously didn’t trust them, but he had made up his mind. He was the commander.

We followed him.

The ambassador, Luka, and a small handful of the others led us down a passageway and through a thick door. The room was smaller than the hangarlike space behind us, but it was still spacious. The walls inside this room were the same as outside the chamber, but now they were lit from within, emanating the same soft yellow glow as they had when Copeland had touched them. The effect was warm and comforting. Probably on purpose.

It was alien, but it was obvious some effort had been made to cater to humans. There were chairs around an oblong table, enough for each of us and Shaw. It seemed there wasn’t much point keeping Shaw on Odysseus after all. They knew how many of us there were.

So they knew about our mission. Of course they did. It seemed they’d been part of it from the very beginning. Possibly even before Finley offered to send me to the competition. I could see at least part of the picture; the mechanisms that had been in place prior to Luka and his father meeting me at Marshall that day. It certainly hadn’t been coincidence.

This chamber was so weirdly normal within the alien environment. Even a bowl of bright red and green apples sat on the table. Six doors with high, rounded arches lined the back wall.

“Feel free to eat if you are hungry. You may take off your helmets if you wish; the atmosphere is adjusted to human physiology,” Luka said.

I shared a look with the others.

No. We’d keep our helmets on, thank you very much.

The other aliens stood together in the far corner. Two females and three males, standing like statues. No, I corrected myself. Like guards.

The ambassador said they didn’t have weapons. Not that they weren’t armed. How would we recognize weapons even if we saw them?

My crewmates didn’t hesitate in sliding into the chairs. The effects of the hibernation were still heavy with them. I had some strength left in my legs, so I stood. I thought one of us should.

The ambassador waited until we were settled. He smiled. “We are very glad you have come. My name is Otor. And you know that this is my son, Luka.”

“I must confess, I don’t understand why this meeting could not have been accomplished on Earth,” Bolshakov said. “Seeing as we were all apparently there, together, at the same time.” His voice held a hard edge.

I felt the same touch of annoyance. We’d risked our lives to come here, and why? It felt like we were puppets being pulled along by invisible strings.

“I will let my son explain. He has better command of your languages.” Otor nodded to Luka, and he stepped forward.

Seeing him again like this, in such bizarre surroundings, was surreal. We’d been friends once. We’d left each other with the lingering possibility of being something more, though I hadn’t spent much time thinking about what.

But things were different now. He was different. Even the way he carried himself had changed. He moved like Bolshakov, with the confidence of command, an ease that spoke of being in intimately familiar surroundings. His eyes looked prematurely aged, like he’d seen things he didn’t want to have seen.

Had I ever really known him at all?

“So what are you?” Copeland leaned forward onto one elbow. “Because you’re obviously not human.”

Luka seemed to flinch for a second, but all too soon the mask was back. “No, this is true. We are refugees who came to Earth looking for a new home. You may call us megobari. It’s a word we adopted when we took on human physiology.” Then, at our confused faces, he explained further: “We could not, of course, continue to speak our own languages with human mouths and human ears.”

His words—speaking about us like we were the aliens while he looked just like us—were disconcerting.

Luka addressed Bolshakov. “Commander, you asked why we could not have had this meeting on Earth. That is a fair point. The answer is that we did our homework. When we first arrived on Earth, we studied media with great interest, as you can imagine. Throughout your recent history, fictional aliens were, invariably, the enemy. Not to mention the centuries of actual history of mindless violence against your own people. It would have been foolish to believe we would be welcomed with open arms. We had seen time and again how you treat refugees of even your own kind,” he said, this time meeting my eyes with a gaze that smoldered. The truth of it made my skin hot with shame. “We are few in number, and we had to protect ourselves. We decided to make first contact in a neutral place.”

“This is a neutral place?” Copeland asked. “Seems like your people have the upper hand here.”

He quickly directed his laser gaze onto her. “Who is it, do you think, that designed the ship that brought you here? We have made every effort to help you, to advance your technology, to guide you in the right direction. You are safe.”

“So your people sent the message to NASA twenty years ago? You gave us the technology to get here?” Jeong said with a touch of incredulity.

Luka nodded.

“And you were the ones who gave us the blueprints for Odysseus? Why would you just hand over such powerful technology?” Jeong asked. “Our scientists have been studying those schematics for twenty years. As we speak, they could be advancing human civilization centuries ahead of schedule. I hate to say this, but we could have even used your own technology against you.”

“An unlikely but calculated risk that we had to take,” Luka replied. “What we gave you was merely a primitive design. Orville and Wilbur’s flying machines compared to a supersonic jet. You were surprised, I assume, to have arrived here within only six Earth months. In a ship of our fleet, with a practiced pilot, that journey takes only days.”

We stared.

His father broke in. “My son simply means that we gave you the first page of a very long book. We know humans learn and adapt quickly. We have seen—and admired—your ingenuity. It was our hope that we could learn and adapt together, as friends, and not as enemies.”

There was a beat of silence as the humans in the room tried to discern whether this was true.

For my part, I believed him. Their actions gave proof to their words. But maybe that was just something inside me unwilling to think Luka could be lying to me.

“How could you know that we would build the ship correctly?” Copeland asked.

“Or that we would build it at all?” Bolshakov added.

Otor and Luka shared a look between them.

“We . . .” Luka’s eyes flashed on me, as if trying to gauge my reaction before he spoke. “We had insurance. We placed a few of our own among the ranks at NASA, to keep an eye on progress and ensure that our plan was coming along as it should.”

“But what were you doing in NASA?” I asked, hating how thready and weak my voice sounded on the external speaker. It was one of the first times I’d actually spoken out loud, and my voice sounded too small for the room. “You, personally. Why were you sent home? Why were you in the selection process at all?”

“I was only involved to get to know the potential crew of Project Adastra. We wanted to discern who would be the most receptive to our meeting. Once I knew you were going to make it, Cassie, I dropped out. My job was finished.”

Bolshakov stood up suddenly, his face red and angry. “Every step of the way. Every step, you manipulated us.”

He could have taken the words out of my own mouth. I could read between the lines. If they had placed some of their own people in positions of power, perhaps they were not simply observing the selection process, but influencing it.

As if he sensed what was going on in my head, Luka’s cool mask melted away to show the boy I had known on Earth. He addressed me directly, his voice softer. “Cassie, I’m sorry for all the deception and the manipulation. We believed we had little choice but to stack the odds in our favor. Yours was the first planet we discovered where we could breathe freely. We adapted as best we could to living as humans. We studied and learned your ways for years before making contact. The plan was always to reach out to you, once we were ready.”

His mouth opened like he was going to keep on, but I shook my head to shut him up. I didn’t want to hear any more. At least not here, surrounded by all these people. “So, your plan was? You brought us all this way to ask for permission to, what, live on Earth? When you already have been? For years?”

He didn’t have an answer to that.

“You say you are refugees,” Bolshakov said. “Was there . . . some sort of war?”

The way Luka’s face became blank of emotion was almost chilling. He was betraying the amount of emotion beneath the surface by just how much he was attempting to hide it. “Yes.”

Otor took over, a bit quickly. “My friends, my guests. This can all wait. I know your internal clocks need some time to adjust, but it is nearly midnight by ours. How about we rest for now, and reconvene in the morning?”

We looked at each other.

“Thoughts?” Bolshakov asked gruffly over internal comm.

“They’re trying to be hospitable, commander,” I said. “And their quarters are more spacious than ours on board Odysseus.”

“We’re no less at their mercy here than on the ship,” Copeland said in a sideways sort of agreement with me.

“Sir, I think accepting their invitation would be polite, considering this is a mission of diplomacy,” Jeong said.

“All agreed? Okay. Gupta, radio Shaw and tell him to come out and join us. We’re spending the night under the roof of our new hosts.”

We followed an escort into our sleeping quarters, each containing double bunks cut into the walls. There was enough space for each of us to get our own, including Shaw.
 
The megobari guide didn’t speak, but gestured to the bunk—very clearly a bed, though the surface appeared to be something akin to soft silicone and there were no blankets or pillows. She then showed me a shallow, tubelike depression in the opposite wall. When she touched it, water rained from the top into a fine grate on the floor, in what was either a shower or a toilet. Or possibly both.

When I thanked her, she only smiled. Perhaps the rest of the megobari did not speak English well, but she appeared to understand me.

And then I was alone.

Well, except for Sunny.

I suddenly felt small, weak, and very young. “I’m glad you’re here, Sunny.”

Thank you, Cassie, came her warm chirp in my mind.

I knew she was without emotion—that she was a series of code with programmed responses—but it didn’t matter. Her presence helped.
 
I settled best I could onto the bunk, keeping my helmet on so I could maintain connection with Sunny and the others. The surface of the bunk was white and solid, and I’d expected something more familiar, like a mattress. But instead it was more like the surface of a yoga mat: dense and malleable, denting around my body shape only slightly, bouncing back when pressed.

Just as I’d gotten as comfortable as I was likely to get, my internal comm clicked on, startling me awake. “Everyone settling in okay?”

“Yes, commander,” I said, my voice joining with the rest.

“Try to catch some sleep. Set your suitboard computers to wake you in six point five hours. Good night, everyone. And good work.”

I closed my eyes, taking a long, deep breath. I made a mental note to wake in six hours, and to my surprise Sunny chirped a Yes, Cassie in my head.

My heartbeat gradually slowed. My limbs relaxed. We were safe, for the time being. Everything had gone as well as we could have possibly hoped so far. Ninety-five percent of my body was relaxed and relieved. My body was worn down and ready to sleep.

But my brain was absolutely wired.

How could I sleep? I was on an alien planet. With actual aliens outside my door. I’d spent six months asleep. Now I wanted to learn all I could about this place we’d finally reached.

Luka had slipped away without saying anything to me. I assumed he and the other megobari were off sleeping somewhere else. We weren’t prisoners; I should be able to look around a little bit on my own. Not far, just enough to sate my curiosity.

I eased out of the bed, wondering if sound traveled far in these cavernlike spaces. Outside in the antechamber, the lights had dimmed—the ceiling was now dark, and the only light was a ring just above the floor, enough to illuminate the circumference of the room. There were still apples on the table, but my stomach wasn’t ready to handle solids.

The room was empty. I crept across the floor to the exit; the door slid open silently at my touch. No megobari in the darkened passage, either. Nobody standing guard. That was reassuring.

I walked with measured steps down the hall, wondering at what this place was. Who had lived here and why
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