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SPACE CITY

Chapter 1—Neil’s Recruitment
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Neil clutched his grandfather’s silver coin in one fist and a fake ID in the other as he worked up the courage to enter the Air Force recruiting office. Enlisting now was a long shot, but he had to try. His mother’s dying wish was for him to seek help here when he turned sixteen; bizarre advice, considering the Air Force didn’t accept recruits until seventeen. He just wished he had something better to wear than a tattered grey shirt and holey jean-shorts to make a good first impression.

The recruiting office was next door to Army, Navy and Marine recruiting offices in a long, beige shopping center. In the corner was a cheap buffet serving seafood and sushi. He had eaten there a few times with his mother as a child. That buffet was one of the reasons why Neil couldn’t remain in Huntsville, Alabama any longer. Once a dear home, it was now haunted by the memory of his mother. He knew the cost of living chained to the past, like his uncle.

Standing tall like a young bear, feigning fearlessness, Neil squeezed his grandfather’s coin, a gift from Winston Churchill. Roughly the diameter of a silver dollar, but thicker, one side of the coin had the American Bald eagle with the American flag hanging from its talons, representing freedom. On the other side was a lion beneath the British flag, a symbol of bravery. His grandfather had told him the two were paired together because freedom could not truly exist without bravery. Churchill had commissioned a limited number of the coins as personal thanks for American soldiers who heroically aided Great Britain during World War II. The coin was also the last thing Neil’s grandfather had ever given him.

His grandfather had only accomplished those feats after first enlisting, and that knowledge compelled Neil into the Air Force recruiting office.

A recruiter wearing a light blue shirt adorned with a silver nameplate on his left breast, ribbons on his right, and the U.S. insignia and occupational badge—sat behind a desk and talked to an old man. The wall calendar, flipped to August, displayed a picture of an F-16 Fighting Falcon aircraft with the slogan “Aim High” above it.

The recruiter eyed Neil as he entered, but didn’t rise. “Can I help you, son?” His voice revealed a slight southern drawl.

Neil’s suddenly leaden tongue, like an anchor tied to legs in the ocean, refused to work. What’s so hard about talking to the man who can decide your future for years to come?

Straightening in a valiant attempt to add height to his 5’8” frame, Neil attempted to channel his grandfather’s confidence. “I’d like to enlist, join the Air Force.”

The recruiter rose from this chair. A head taller, and a good fifty pounds larger, the recruiter stared down at Neil. The recruiter asked. “How old are you?”

“Just turned sevenTEEN, sir!” Neil’s voice cracked for the first time in quite a while. Was his whole body turning traitor today?

Despite suddenly burning cheeks, Neil stepped forward and offered the fake ID. He had memorized the license number, date of birth, address, and even the expiration date. The photo had come out pretty well—he had always liked his unruly red hair. He could live with the name Rick Sanders. Better that than begging his dad’s brother to let him return to his rat-infested hole.

The recruiter accepted the card. Without glancing at the ID, he dropped it on top of a neat stack of papers on the desk. His thin eyebrows slanted in a frown. “Impersonation is a crime. How old are you, honestly?”

Neil wished for a drink of water, if only to delay a response. He hated lying, but surely his desire to enlist made up for it. The recruiter’s hard eyes said he wasn’t interested in good intentions, though. Stick to the facts.

Neil weakly answered. “Sixteen, sir.” His palms started to sweat.

“What’s your name?” the recruiter asked, retrieving a steaming mug of coffee from beside the keyboard.

How could anyone drink coffee in the summer? Neil wondered. August in Alabama was way too hot and humid, and this year was no exception.

Mistaking the delay in Neil’s response, the recruiter’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t you dare lie.”

“Neil Ericson.” Mercifully, Neil’s voice held steady this time. Even so, he felt ashamed at the pleading tone underlying his words.

“Why do you want to enlist?”

The question caught Neil off guard. Had he misjudged the recruiter? Perhaps he would understand.

Neil explained. “I need to get away from my uncle.”

“Why?”

Neil closed his mouth and stared at the ID. He was reluctant to elaborate about his uncle. He had gone down that road before, and it never ended well.

The recruiter chuckled and gave a knowing glance to the old man. “Your uncle refuses to let you waste all day watching TV? Won’t buy the latest video games?”

Neil hated when adults scoffed at his problems, as if his concerns were trivial. “All his money is spent on alcohol, and the tightwad doesn’t share.”

The recruiter grimaced. “Sorry, son. But joining the Air Force isn’t an option at your age, even if I’d sometimes wish otherwise.”

Neil had expected that answer; yet, it was still a punch to the gut.

“Come back on your next birthday,” the recruiter suggested. “A year isn’t that long. I’m sure your uncle will sign off on your enlistment. You’ll have to shave that red mop on your head.”

Neil shook his head, refusing to accept no as an answer. “Isn’t there something you can do? An exception to the rule for special circumstances? I could clean. My uncle already thinks I’m the maid.”

The recruiter smiled slightly, but crossed his arms. “Can’t join until you’re seventeen. But the day you are, I’ll help you.”

Neil considered confessing everything. If he failed now, he would be forced to return to his uncle’s home after promising himself that morning that he’d never go back. His uncle was a ghost, clinging to the past. A once promising baseball prospect playing in the minor leagues, he’d shattered his ankle in a collision at home plate. Now all he did was drink and watch ballgame after ballgame on TV, while raving about his glory days. If he got too depressed or angry about the lost fame that was his due, he would take it out on Neil.

Having observed his uncle for years, Neil understood the danger of living solely in the past. The longing for what once was made a person bitter. Neil had no intention of forgetting his mother. But he was afraid that if he remained here too long, even one more year, his own growing bitterness might drown him.

“I could pass for seventeen,” Neil insisted.

The recruiter shook his head. “Come back after your birthday. I’ll keep the ID so you don’t get any more clever ideas.”

Shoulders slumping, Neil turned and departed the recruiter’s office. He briefly considered the other three recruitment offices in the shopping plaza before turning to face University Drive. The lunch time traffic bustled along, people hurrying back to their offices to finish up their work-day so they could go home to their families. After all, Huntsville was a family-friendly city. But without his family, Neil felt like an outsider.

What now?

“What’s the real reason you want to join the Air Force?” a voice called from behind.

The old man from the recruiter’s office had followed him out. He was dressed in a silver, button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up and black slacks. Only a few wisps of white hair remained on his head. He had a large round nose paired with a toothy smile that made him seem kind and harmless. But his rigid, near-march gait marked him as a military man as well.

Neil started to repeat what he had told the recruiter.

“No, no,” the old man waved dismissively. “I heard your story. There are a lot easier ways to escape an unpleasant home life. Why the Air Force?”

If the recruiter couldn’t help, how would this old man?

The old man would probably just tell him how when he was Neil’s age, he had worked one job before the sun came up, another two after school, and had only slept during the walks in between.

Still. What could it hurt to explain?

“My grandfather. Before my mom died she told me stories about him. He was a fighter pilot in World War II. She knew tons of stories about his heroics. Ever since, I’ve wanted to fly jets.”

“What was your grandfather’s name, son?” the old man asked.

“Rurik Ericson.”

The old man grinned, as if confirming something to himself. He gestured forward, and they resumed walking.

“Did you know him?” Neil asked.

“I’ve met him.” The old man offered his hand. “My name is Harold Chapman.”

Neil shook Mr. Chapman’s hand while a ton of questions scrambled through his head.

“I may know a way you can start training now,” Mr. Chapman said before Neil could ask. “I used to work for a prestigious academy, and sixteen is the age to join.”

“Is it an Air Force academy?” Neil asked. He was pretty sure the Air Force Academy in Colorado Springs wouldn’t accept him yet. Could the old man be serious?

“Better.” Mr. Chapman’s green eyes shone and his smile broadened. “You’ll not find a better academy in the universe.”

Neil stopped in his tracks, doubtful. “The academy would accept me?”

“You marched into that recruiting office with a lion’s determination,” Mr. Chapman replied. “And if you’re anything like your grandfather, the academy needs people like you.”

Neil was desperate for something good to happen to him. Was this his chance to escape his uncle and start a new life? The academy wasn’t the Air Force. He had always dreamed of the day he would wear an Air Force uniform, like his grandfather.

“Any siblings?” Mr. Chapman asked.

Neil shook his head, unsure why that mattered. “I always wanted some.”

“This is an opportunity you can’t pass up,” Mr. Chapman said.

Neil’s desires and Mr. Chapman’s assurances were hard to ignore. If he changed course now, was he betraying his mom and grandfather, solely to escape his uncle?

Neil opened the hand clutching his grandfather’s silver coin, the side with the eagle holding the flag facing up.

Freedom.

He yearned for freedom from his uncle. Yet, he had always hoped to earn some type of coin of his own in the Air Force one day. But who was to say this academy couldn’t be his path to the Air Force? He showed Mr. Chapman the coin. “My grandfather gave me this coin before he disappeared. I was six. He told me life sometimes offered impossible choices. Whenever he came across a tough decision, he flipped this coin and let fate decide.”

“You can’t know what the future holds,” Mr. Chapman said. A cab pulled up to the curb beside him and he opened the door, but stood waiting.

Neil held out the coin, the eagle and American flag facing Mr. Chapman. “Heads, I wait until next summer and return to that recruiter’s office. Tails, I go with you and join this academy.”

Neil flipped the coin. On its fall, Mr. Chapman reached out and caught the coin and climbed inside the cab, leaving the door open.
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Chapter 2—Neil Beyond the Sky
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Neil scrambled into the taxi after Mr. Chapman to retrieve his grandfather’s coin. The cab driver was a middle-aged man with a well-groomed salt and pepper beard. Jazz played on the radio.

“The Arsenal, please,” Mr. Chapman said to the driver. He held out the coin, bravery side out, toward Neil. “This isn’t an opportunity you dismiss. Your grandfather would’ve agreed.”

Neil snatched the coin and slipped it into his pocket. What did the old man know about what his grandfather would have agreed with? Adults always thought they knew what was best, even when they didn’t know you at all. But Mr. Chapman’s words had implied that he knew Neil’s grandfather, not just met him. The old man had surely served. Behind his big smile, he possessed a firm quality, like a seasoned military officer. Maybe he and Neil’s grandfather had served together.

Mr. Chapman surprised him. “Tell me about your grandfather.”

“But you’ve met him, right?”

“Yes, but you’re his grandson.”

Before his mother’s death, Neil had spent countless evenings playing with model airplanes or drawing fighter jets by the fire as she recounted stories of his grandfather’s military feats. He had flown for the British to defend London during the Blitz. Later, during the war, his grandfather had barely bailed from his plane before it collided with a Nazi jet near Paris. As he talked, he heard his mother reciting the stories to him as clearly as if she sat in the cab with them. He wished she were here telling the stories to Mr. Chapman.

The cab stopped at the back of a line of cars approaching the Redstone Arsenal gates, breaking Neil’s reverie. He hadn’t traveled onto the arsenal in years, since his grandfather last brought him. His pulse quickened at the prospect.

The six lane gate resembled the starting gate of a horse race, the cars entering like stallions loading up before shooting forward to start the race. The guard standing beside the booth they had pulled up to smiled and spoke to Mr. Chapman as if they were old friends. Mr. Chapman handed a badge to the guard, and the cab driver forked over his driver’s license. The guard eyed Neil a moment, but didn’t ask him for identification.

Fortunately, he didn’t have the fake ID on him anymore. Prison was not the step up from his uncle’s house that he hoped for. Then again...the food was probably better.

The guard examined the badge and driver’s license for a moment, before he handed the IDs back and wished them a good day. Was he accustomed to Mr. Chapman bringing new academy students with him?

For the next half mile, open fields on either side of the road were filled with amarums—a knee high, thin plant with small, yellow flowers at the tips. The fields gave way to tall, southern pines intermixed with eastern red cedars. The trees, crowding the roads on all sides, created a buffer zone around the Arsenal.

They continued on past a ten-story, gray NASA building with the U.S. flag flying from the top. In front of the building, three rocket engines were on display. He knew them well, having studied most air- and spacecraft thanks to the books his grandfather had left him. The shortest engine, the J-2, was nearly twice the size of a full-grown man. On the top portions of each engine was a typical engine block with turbopumps, ducts, valves, and manifolds tightly wound together. The engine blocks rested on a large metallic thrust chamber, which resembled the bottom half of a ballroom gown, as if the engines were prepared for a dance.

To Neil’s surprise, the cab carried them past many new and aging office complexes and out to a remote area overgrown with crab grass, amarums and kudzu. The driver parked beside a single, large white building, a little smaller than the NASA office they had passed earlier. Neil doubted anyone had used the building in the last twenty years. Surely this place wasn’t the campus.

Mr. Chapman paid the driver and exited the cab. Frowning, Neil climbed out after him. People love to say “don’t judge a book by its cover” in moments like these. But come on. This was not what he pictured for a prestigious academy.

The old man, grinning now like a child headed to an amusement park, marched across the cracked and uneven parking lot straight for the entrance. “We’ve got a decent flight ahead of us. Are you ready?”

Neil stumbled, taken aback. “Flight? What are we flying in?” He stared at the wall of the building as if he might suddenly see through it to what awaited them inside. Was the building actually a hangar? Where was the academy?

Mr. Chapman held his badge to a black card reader beside the door. The card reader beeped and he pulled the door wide. Sunlight flooded onto a spacious concrete floor. In the middle of the room, a futuristic silver ship rested on top of an enormous, tank-like vehicle with a flat top. The vehicle resembled the crawler transporter that NASA had used to carry the space shuttle to the launchpad.

Neil’s jaw dropped.

The ship faced bay doors at the rear of the facility. A logo with a blue planet and a single green continent, with the letters SC in the middle, adorned the ship’s vertical stabilizer. The musty air was laced with gas fumes. Cranes that nearly touched the ceiling, a fuel pump, and other equipment and tools lined the perimeter, but the majority of the floor around the ship was spotless. Overhead lights beamed off the ship which rested on two vertical engines that capped short wings on either side.

This ship was the coolest thing that Neil had ever seen, but a thought occurred to him which made him fear this was all for naught. “How much does this academy cost?” His uncle, who had little money as it was, would never agree to pay tuition when public schools were free.

“You’ll have a chance to apply for scholarships.” Mr. Chapman hit a button that opened the bay doors. “Hang here for a minute.”

He marched over to a door in the gray crawler. As he approached, a set of stairs extended to the ground, allowing him to climb to a raised platform and enter the crawler. Its engine fired up, and he slowly drove the crawler and the ship out through the bay doors.

Neil followed the crawler outside, the hair on his arms standing up. Were they seriously going to fly in that ship? Despite Mr. Chapman’s earnest appearance, Neil considered the possibility that this was all a prank of some sort. Perhaps the recruiter and the old man liked to play jokes. That seemed implausible, but so did the idea of an academy recruiting random kids using state-of-the-art aircraft, even if the recruiter knew his grandfather had been a war hero.

Mr. Chapman emerged onto the stairwell. “Come on. Our flight’s not getting any shorter.” He turned and climbed a second set of stairs toward the platform on which the ship rested.

Not waiting for a second invitation, Neil ran to the crawler. He paused right before the stairs and glanced up at the two-story vehicle, unable to believe his luck. He pinched an arm just to assure himself that he was not asleep. When the crawler didn’t vanish, Neil reverently climbed the steps. He gripped the rail the entire way, not to support himself, but simply to confirm this was real. This was happening.

On the first level, a pair of wide doors led into the crawler. Neil wanted to check it out, but was afraid of holding the old man up, since he had not offered a tour. Neil lingered a moment longer before climbing the second flight of stairs to the crawler platform.

Once more he slowed to a stop, taking in the sight of the beautiful silver ship shaped a little like a stingray, but not as thin in proportion. Who had built this ship? He had never seen anything like it.

Neil slowly approached the open door just before the wing and entered a cabin. Mr. Chapman stood next to an open cabinet, donning a gray one-piece suit. A smaller version of the logo Neil had seen on the tail of the ship adorned his left breast.

Mr. Chapman pulled a matching suit from the cabinet and tossed it to Neil. “Put that on.”

Neil hesitated, wanting to put it on, but a little overwhelmed. “Are you sure?”

Mr. Chapman zipped his own suit. “This academy offers a one-of-a-kind opportunity. I can’t go into too much detail yet, for security reasons, but no other school will offer you a better future.” He spoke to Neil man-to-man, easing the doubts. Plus, Neil couldn’t pass up the chance to fly on that ship, not even if his uncle beat him every day for a year.

Neil pulled the flight suit on over his clothes before following Mr. Chapman toward the cockpit. “Let’s fly!”

Wait until Brent hears about this when I get back to school.

Except if he joined the academy, high school was a thing of the past. The academy must be way cooler than public school.

In the cockpit, Mr. Chapman grabbed two flight helmets and handed one to Neil. The helmet slid on snugly. The old man pressed a button on the side of his helmet and a glass shield lowered from the top of it to his suit. “In case of emergencies,” he said.

Neil found the button on the side of his helmet and pressed it. A second shield lowered over his face, sealing him in. The suit and helmet made him feel a little claustrophobic, causing him to tense up.

“Take a seat.” Mr. Chapman tapped the button to raise his face shield back up and gestured to the rear of two seats in the cockpit.

As Neil took a seat, he tapped the button to raise his face shield, but Mr. Chapman motioned for him to close it again. He grabbed a device that was hooked to the back of Neil’s chair. The old man plugged the other end into the back of Neil’s helmet.

“For oxygen,” Mr. Chapman explained.

He took the front seat facing numerous screens, hooked himself into the emergency oxygen system and closed his face shield, and started pressing the screens with gloved hands. The engines fired and the deafening blast prevented Neil from asking any further questions. He sat back and tried to relax and enjoy the takeoff, but it felt like the moment right before bungee-jumping off a bridge, multiplied by a hundred.

The ship rose straight up in the air, lifting off from the crawler. Neil gripped the chair arms, his stomach plummeting as the ship launched.

Was this a good idea?

The ship’s nose angled upward and they accelerated. His nervousness quickly gave way to excitement.

Where was this academy located? He couldn’t imagine how he had never heard of this ship, so he guessed they must maintain a high level of secrecy, maybe in some isolated mountain range or on a remote island.

The ship shook from heavy turbulence as they rose through the clouds. Neil shouted his excitement. The launch had confirmed his desire to fly. Joining this academy was the right choice if they trained him to fly a ship like this. Only his mother being around to send him off would have made this flight better.

To his surprise, the ship didn’t level out after a short ascent. Before long the ship shook violently and the roar grew. Neil tried to get the old man’s attention.

“What altitude are we at?” 

The engine’s roar, combined with turbulence, swallowed his words.

As they soared upward, his excitement drained. Why hadn’t they leveled out? Had Mr. Chapman passed out, leaving the ship racing upward until they burned up in the atmosphere or lost control and crashed?

Neil grabbed at his seat buckle, trying to free himself. His heart raced. He yelled again, but couldn’t hear his own words. Unbuckling himself became the most important task in his life—

The ship calmed.

Neil glanced out the windows and forgot about trying to free himself. Stars filled his view, myriad diamonds bespeckling the blackness of space.

They had left Earth’s atmosphere. Surprisingly, the moon hadn’t changed. It remained the same as it looked from Earth during a full moon, except not nearly as bright.

The ship changed angles, revealing the Earth out the window. The ocean was like a clear blue sky. He spotted North America, which gave him chills. An entire continent that at the moment seemed like a miniature replica. He had never imagined the opportunity of seeing the planet from space.

“Wet yourself?” Mr. Chapman asked, glancing back over his shoulder. He hadn’t passed out, as Neil had feared. He had flown them here intentionally.

Unable to tear his eyes off this unexpected unveiling, Neil asked, “Is the academy on the moon?”

The old man chuckled. “Close, but I’ll let you discover for yourself.”

Neil grabbed at his seat belt again, this time effortlessly unbuckling himself. His entire body rose, drifting toward the ceiling, but the sudden weightlessness made him uneasy. He grabbed the chair arms and pulled himself back down. He re-buckled.

When he had gone to bed last night, his thoughts had revolved around his desperate hope of Air Force enlistment. People dreamed about the last things on their mind before sleep, right? Maybe his subconscious was embellishing his desires to fly into this impossible dream.

“I’m sure you have questions,” Mr. Chapman said. “We have a long flight, so I’ll answer as many as I can. Let me start by saying the academy is located on Space City.”

A logo, the same from the ship’s tail, appeared on the right window, which doubled as a screen.

“Space City is home to a secret alliance that explores the universe and makes contact with the inhabitants of distant planets.”

“Aliens exist?” The words tumbled from Neil’s lips. The stunning revelations kept coming, and he didn’t know how to process them all. Part of him wanted to tell the old man he was crazy, yet here they were flying above the Earth.

“Azzaro, Kali, Macab, and many more,” Mr. Chapman confirmed.

A blue-skinned humanoid with two short horns on its head and jaws that looked like the skin was missing, leaving bluish muscles on the surface, replaced the logo on-screen. Images from every movie or show Neil had ever seen involving aliens flashed through his mind. A cynical voice in his head noted that the man could easily be wearing body paint.

“Where do I even start?” Neil heard the incredulity in his voice.

The old man chuckled again.

“What’s with the logo?”

“That’s your first question?” Mr. Chapman asked. “I tell you that aliens exist and you’re going to live on a ship in space, and you ask about a logo?”

“The picture of the Earth with just a single continent struck me as odd is all.”

“Hmmm,” Mr. Chapman mused. “Well, when the alliance first formed, the founders wanted it to represent the entire Earth, not just one country or continent. Unity is needed to successfully explore space, because it is so vast and dangerous. The single continent is Pangaea, the name of the Earth’s continents when they were all one. It symbolizes unity. The humans living on Space City come from nearly every country on Earth.”

An alliance comprised of people from all over the Earth, and most people had no idea that it existed. How was that possible?

“Space City was founded shortly after Neil Armstrong took his first step on the moon,” Mr. Chapman said. “On a second, follow-up mission, we had our first encounter with another race, the Azzaro. Those involved in that first contact decided Earth wasn’t ready to meet the universe. The Cold War raged on as the Vietnam War ground to a halt. So many countries divided. Space City’s founders chose to act as a shield until the Earth laid aside its violent differences.”

“How do you keep this a secret?” Neil asked, studying the Earth. “Surely people saw us take off?”

“We’re cloaked. And people in Huntsville are used to all sorts of strange booms and blasts coming from the arsenal. You’d be surprised how much people ignore what doesn’t immediately affect them.”

Neil smacked his hand against the side of his helmet. He should have guessed the answer. He had seen Star Trek and Stargate. “When will I get to learn to fly this thing?”

“Not right away, I’m afraid. You’ll have to complete quite a few training classes first.”

Neil groaned. “I just want to fly.”

“You can’t get anywhere you want in life without a good education,” Mr. Chapman chided. “Space City is no different. But you’ll find the classes at the academy much more interesting than what you’re accustomed to back home. Much more hands-on.”

Neil doubted that. Adults always insisted an education was important. True or not, school was dull. He did enjoy some classes, but too many teachers lectured all day. He found it hard to focus by just listening to a teacher drone on.

Would he have to learn new languages to speak with aliens?

The closest he had come to speaking in a foreign language was burping the alphabet after downing a soda. Pretty awesome, sure, but unless the Azzaros spoke burp, he doubted that skill would help.

A young man in a gray uniform similar to the ones they wore popped on-screen. “Mr. Chapman, it’s good you’re returning. We’ve intercepted a Dahakan transmission discussing plans for an infiltration.”

“I’ve got a new recruit onboard,” the old man said. Neil recognized the disapproval in his tone.

“Excuse me. I... I didn’t realize,” the young man said, face panicked.

“That’s why we have protocol in place for all communications,” Mr. Chapman said.

The young man flushed. “Yes, sir. Won’t happen again. Your orders are to report to Council headquarters when you arrive.”

“I’m retired. I don’t have orders.”

The young man opened his mouth. Mr. Chapman just turned off the communication.

“Who are the Dahaka?” Neil asked. He imagined some horde of angry monsters invading the Earth. Were they in trouble? Was that the job of the alliance, to thwart alien invasions?

“Nothing for you to worry about,” Mr. Chapman assured him.

“But the man said—”

Mr. Chapman cut him off. “For now there’s nothing to do. We need to sleep and reorient ourselves to Space City time.”

“I’m not even remotely tired,” Neil said, angered. What was the old man withholding from him? If he was going to be in danger by joining this academy, surely he deserved to know about it.

“Don’t worry, you will be in a moment.”

What did that mean? He suddenly smelled lemons—not quite like the actual fruit, more like cleaning solution—inside his helmet. Where had that come—

His mind went blank.
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Chapter 3—Neil’s Lunar Flyby
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Neil woke to drool running down his chin. He tried to wipe it away, his mind a little foggy and disoriented, but his hand struck the transparent shield covering his face.

“Drooling on yourself? Don’t tell me my newest recruit needs a padded cell.” Mr. Chapman looked over his shoulder from the cockpit’s front seat. His face shield was raised.

Neil hastily pressed the button to raise the shield and wiped away the drool. As he did so, he remembered why he had been asleep. “What did you do to me?”

“Macab sleeping agent,” Mr. Chapman said. “Delivered through the air filtration system. We’re coasting behind the moon to conserve energy. Once we’re back in direct sunlight, we’ll speed up.”

“What’s sunlight matter?” Neil snapped.

“You’ll appreciate the sleeping agent later. For now, I need to focus.”

Still angry at being drugged, but unsure what to do about it—after all, he couldn’t climb out of the ship and hail a cab home—Neil glanced out the left window and spotted the moon. It was larger than he imagined—a planet itself. The gray, crater-pocked surface loomed like the Death Star. Would the force be with him?

“How long did I sleep?” Neil asked, wondering how the moon had gotten so big so fast.

“A little over eight hours. We’re not far now.”

A bright light drew Neil’s focus ahead where he expected that the sun was emerging from behind the moon.

His jaw dropped.

The sun was present. Behind a city—hovering in space.

Towering structures shone with a legion of multicolored lights. Enormous, gear-shaped edifices were randomly spaced on vertical poles. The constructions were intermixed with other giant, hive-like buildings. And also sporadic, transparent, flower-shaped sky scrapers—a celestial flying city. Like a mighty beacon, it beckoned, drawing them in from the cold and darkness.

“Welcome to your new home,” Mr. Chapman said, amusement and a little awe in his voice.

“How? How is this possible?” Neil asked, staring in wonder.

“I remember my first time,” the old man said. “I was much older than you, already an adult. Thought I’d died. Asked my recruiter if he’d transported me to the afterlife.”

“She’s just hanging there,” Neil said.

The city stood on a broad surface like the ground when seen from a plane, but below that was a dark metallic surface. Despite his grandfather’s many adventures as a fighter pilot, Neil felt positive he also would have stared in wonder.

“Seeing her from space never gets old. I miss her when I’m away too long.”

The ship couldn’t land fast enough. Was this what immigrants felt when arriving in America and seeing the Statue of Liberty for the first time? Did the sight fill them with hope that today’s promises for the future dwarfed the frustrations and disappointments of the past?

The ship approached the city and hit turbulence, similar to when they left Earth, as if they passed through an atmosphere. This time the tumult hardly concerned him and seconds later their flight smoothed back out.

The sky brightened as they descended toward a spaceport filled with numerous ships of varying sizes far from the city’s outskirts. The spaceport was surrounded by high walls. The lone exit from the spaceport passed through a sizable garden that led to a campus with four large buildings, maybe five stories tall each, on the four sides of a courtyard filled with people. Numerous other buildings surrounded the main cluster. A couple of miles of open fields separated the campus from the city that Neil had seen from space.

Between the campus and the now blue skies overhead, they could have been landing back on Earth rather than onboard a floating city. Had everything he’d seen moments before been simply an illusion? He put his hand on the window as if to touch the sky and make sense of everything.

“Space City is an artificial, flying planet. Her atmosphere’s designed to mimic Earth’s own,” Mr. Chapman said. “The founders built it to mirror life back home. The Earth protects life in so many ways, and the ship replicates that. Plus, people feel most comfortable in an Earth-like environment.”

Neil’s first day in a new world. The morning hadn’t held such excitement since his mother had been alive. He wished she could share it with him.

“Based on Space City time, it’s ten in the morning. The ship rotates during the day so that the sun seems to cross the sky. At night, shields darken the skies. You’ll feel like you’re back on Earth, except for the moon in panorama.”

In the sky, the giant moon out-sized the sun at least ten to one. Space City was like a satellite in the moon’s orbit.

Mr. Chapman landed the ship in the spaceport. Neil removed his helmet, unbuckled his seat, and after sitting the entire flight, his legs shook when he stood. He used the walls to steady himself as he made his way back to the exit.

The spaceport possessed various spacecraft, landers, and rovers. Neil counted a dozen ships like the one they’d flown in, plus behemoths the size of giant aircraft carriers.

The day was hot but pleasant. A breeze ruffled his hair, as it had on good days when he’d helped his mother in her rose garden. It was amazing to know that he stood on a ship in space and felt like he stood outdoors on Earth.

A man with two long, dark brown braids draped over his shoulders rounded their ship. Possessing a wiry build, he marched toward them. He wore a uniform consisting of a light-blue, buttoned-down shirt and navy-blue pants. An insignia denoting his rank marked both shoulders, and a Space City logo was pinned on his left breast below a small nameplate.

“Neil, I’d like to introduce you to Senior Master Sergeant Shilah Nez,” Mr. Chapman said. “He’s an instructor. He’ll take you to the academy and orientation.”

Instructor Nez nodded and spoke formally. “Welcome to Space City. If you’ll remove that flight suit, I’ll get you to registration.”

“Yes, sir.” As Neil stripped off his flight suit, he asked, “Your title is Senior Master Sergeant?”

“It is,” Nez replied.

“This is a military academy?”

Mr. Chapman shook his head as he took Neil’s flight suit. “The Space City Preparatory Academy is a private academy for promising students aboard Space City. It has a Junior ROTC program you can join if you wish.” He carried the flight suits back inside the ship.

“So why are you a Senior Master Sergeant?”

“I’m retired.” Nez motioned for Neil to follow him and set off at a brisk pace. “Let’s get you to registration.”

Neil took a step after him, then paused. Mr. Chapman remained inside the ship. “Aren’t you joining us?”

Mr. Chapman emerged and waved. “I’m needed at headquarters. Not sure how long, but I’ll try to check in on you later.”

Neil wanted to say more, but Nez marched on without pause. Neil hurried after him.

“The academy demands hard work, but you’re cut out for it,” Mr. Chapman yelled.
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NEZ LED NEIL FROM THE spaceport into the lavish garden. A series of oval flowerbeds, each with a different type and color of flower, alternated with dwarf fruit trees. A thick wall of vines surrounded the garden so that the only path from the spaceport led directly through the entire garden. Neil spotted apples, pears, peaches, oranges, and several nut varieties among the trees in the garden. Throughout the orchard, human-shaped yellow robots picked fruits and nuts, pruned branches, and watered the flowers. Neil considered asking one of the androids for a peach. Would it talk or understand him?

Neil had only ever eaten fruit when a neighbor, Mrs. Stevenson, had shared with him. His uncle’s idea of a meal was fast food. Around the holidays, Mrs. Stevenson had prepared homemade pies, and usually baked a mini one just for him. He would miss her sweet and juicy peach pies with flaky crusts.

Nez checked the flowerbeds as they passed each one, but said nothing.

“Any chance I won’t get in?” Neil asked, still worried this might end when they discovered his C+ student average. Mr. Chapman had invited Neil to join the academy after learning who his grandfather had been. Had the old man’s knowledge of Neil’s grandfather gotten him here?

“The flowers approve of you,” Nez said.

The flowers? Neil stared at the series of flowerbeds as they passed. Roses, lilies, lilacs, and several other varieties he couldn’t name. Nothing strange about any of them that he could tell. What did the flowers have to do with his acceptance into the academy? And what did Nez mean by they approved?

Nez didn’t elaborate on the flowers. “If you fail, there are always opportunities within the city. Everyone on Space City can play a role.”

Neil exhaled. They weren’t sending him back. Even if he never flew, he was free of his uncle’s ghostly existence.

“In a few rare instances, particularly undesirable students are launched into outer space, though,” Nez added.

Neil stopped, eyes darting to the instructor’s face, but he kept walking. Surely he joked.

They exited the garden and headed toward the campus in the direction of the five-story glass buildings. Their tinted windows reflected the garden. As they headed toward the closest building, Neil studied the immense open courtyard in the campus’ center. In each corner stood enormous oak trees. People milled about the square, many in uniform. Would he receive a uniform?

He suddenly felt self-conscious wearing his worn-out clothes. He’d had only one real friend to speak of back home; everyone turned up their noses at his holey clothes, which weren’t the good kind. Someone had even started a rumor that he was homeless.

Nez ignored the square and proceeded to an entrance in the building’s rear corner, which led into a large room filled with other prospective students. The students came from a variety of cultural backgrounds and spoke several different languages that Neil didn’t understand.

Had the potential students come on ships from all over Earth?

Even with shields hiding the ships, Space City must expend a lot of effort recruiting new students while maintaining secrecy on Earth.

Congregated in approximately five lines, the students proceeded toward counters along the back wall where assistants helped them.

“You’ll wait in line to sign up.” Nez pointed to the end of the nearest line. “The assistants help with everything you need, from schedule to room assignments. Good luck.”

Without waiting for questions, Nez strode off. Neil wanted to ask for a little more guidance from the instructor. Instead, he shuffled toward the nearest line and stopped behind a boy and girl, both with blonde hair. Neil had an inch or two on them. A trident tattoo marked the back of the boy’s left hand.

“What ya staring at?” the boy demanded with a thick Irish accent, catching Neil glancing at the tattoo.

“I just noticed your tattoo.” Neil hunched down unconsciously. “Thought it was cool is all.”

The blonde girl offered Neil an apologetic glance. She had striking emerald eyes and a petite nose. “Don’t mind my brother. Riagan never learned manners.” Her Irish accent was less pronounced than her brother’s, but still there.

“I’m suspicious of unwanted attention.” Riagan looked him up and down. Apparently deciding Neil was ok, he offered a handshake. “However, he appears to have good taste.”

Neil shook the boy’s hand followed by the girls. She had extremely soft hands.

“I’m Rois,” she added, smile warm and contagious.

“Neil,” he replied, but his own smile felt awkward. To divert her attention, he gestured at Riagan’s tattoo. “Did it hurt much?”

The boy grinned. “It didn’t. I have a connection back home. He did it for me as payment. Do ya know what it symbolizes?”

Neil shrugged, wondering what he meant by payment. “Poseidon carried a trident.”

“The wielder of a trident holds great power.” Riagan traced the outline.

Rois rolled her eyes. “Ya so full of yourself. Seriously. What power?”

“Nothing like a sister to shoot ya down,” Riagan complained, giving Neil a see-what-I-have-to-deal-with look.

“Just a reality check,” Rois said, eyes twinkling in amusement.

Eyeing the line ahead, Neil asked. “Been waiting long?”

Riagan raised his voice as he glanced toward the counters. “Waiting too long without a snack or something to drink.”

Rois punched her brother’s arm. “Behave. We’re after landing.”

Soft and pretty, but with a cunning strength, like a Margay, she was exactly the type of sister Neil would’ve wanted.

“And at the rate we’re moving it’ll be lunch time before we get through,” Riagan said. “Already missed breakfast.”

Neil’s own stomach growled, reminding him that he hadn’t eaten since yesterday morning. Or this morning. What time was it on Earth?

“I say we find a mess hall and come back later,” Riagan suggested. “Maybe the lines will have shortened.”

Five people entered, each bearing trays with pastries and cups of water. A boy, several years older than Neil, approached him and held out a tray. “Would you like a snack?”

Neil grabbed a few raspberry pastries and water. Riagan and Rois also grabbed some food.

“Happy now?” Rois asked around a bite of a blueberry muffin.

“I’d prefer food.” Riagan held up both hands as if holding something weighty, but then stuffed a pastry in his mouth.

“Forgive my brother. He’s downright beastly sometimes.”

“Ham or bacon and eggs wouldn’t hurt,” Neil said as the server continued along the line. He should’ve grabbed another pastry or two.

“Right,” Riagan agreed, clapping Neil on the shoulder. “This man understands. Pastries don’t fill ya up.”

“Boys! Ye all alike,” Rois said, but her exasperated smile belied her words. Even the shake of her head seemed to say they’re family, what am I going to do?

The person at the head of their line departed through double doors beside the front counters. Everyone else shuffled forward six inches and reality set in. Summer had come to an end.

School was back in session.
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Chapter 4—Riagan Runs Afoul
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Riagan had enjoyed the sweet ride from Earth, and the sudden appearance of a city in space was like a video game coming to life. Once they’d landed, his excitement had hit a snag. Adults ordered him around and forced him into school at summer’s end when he had so many better things to do. It seemed to be one of their favorite pastimes.

He had waited over an hour just for an ID. Only with an ID could he obtain a wrist-comp for class, receive meals in the mess hall, and pretty much do anything else at the academy. Did he need the ID to go to the bathroom, too?

Attendants had ushered Riagan, Neil, and Rois through double doors into an auditorium. Tables along the walls bore tuna or chicken salad sandwiches, various fruits, including some strange purple melon, and water or tea, but no crisps. Who ate sandwiches without crisps? Nevertheless, he piled his plate with tuna sandwiches and a banana, before choosing a seat on the last row.

Students quieted as Instructor Shilah Nez, at the front of the room, introduced himself. “Welcome to the Space City Preparatory Academy. This’ll be your home for the next four years. Period.”

Riagan stuffed down a tuna sandwich. Their recruiter, Mr. Collins, had already informed them that if Rois and he joined the academy, it would be years before they returned to Earth, if ever. That was fine with Riagan. He had left nothing behind.

Shock was registered on quite a few faces in the room.

“Most of you have some or all of your family here on Space City,” Nez continued. “For those who left loved ones behind, you will occasionally be allowed carefully-monitored virtual communication. This is for the protection of you and your loved ones. Our secrecy is of the utmost importance.”

Riagan snorted. Adults always insisted their rules and restrictions were for everyone’s safety. It was their default answer to questions. That or because I said so.

“Now, it’s important for all of you to understand the two tenets upon which the academy is founded—scientific achievement and social evolution.” Nez paused to let his words sink in.

“Science is an examination of the processes that create the universe. If you want to know why we exist or how everything came to be, science is the gateway to understanding.” Nez stood tall and rigid, hands clasped behind his back as he strode back and forth in front of the recruits. He immediately struck Riagan as someone who was tough and enforced the rules to the extreme.

“All of human progress has resulted from examining our world and asking how and why things work, and determining how we can build upon that. From the invention of the wheel to populating the Earth, pushing out into space, the creation of this city and everything on it, all of this has come from scientific pursuits and technological achievements.”

Riagan peeled his banana, wondering when they would be let loose. Nez looked ready to drone on for hours. Rois was leaning forward, listening intently. They had recruited her precisely for her scientific brilliance, and she would believe in the promises that Space City offered. Riagan didn’t consider himself a cynic, he just had a harder time accepting that their lives would suddenly change into something amazing. But he would try for her.

“Through our scientific pursuits, we’ve learned the importance of evolution. Just as an expanding gene pool makes life stronger and more complex, so does the exchange of knowledge and ideas advance us as a species. The more inclusive we can be of others with different backgrounds and viewpoints—social evolution—the faster we learn and grow. This idea isn’t confined to humans, but to every alien species. As we explore and meet new species with their own understanding of the universe and our shared knowledge bases grow, the scientific feats of which we are capable will increase exponentially.”

Rois applauded, along with a handful of others. Riagan considered calling her a suck up, but his mouth was full.

The ideas were good, but putting them into real practice was a different story. Equality was fashionable on Earth. While most people agreed with the idea, they usually drew a line somewhere. Often the line appeared in regard to people who practiced different religions or followed a different political party. They would promote equality in some ways, but reject it in many others. Was it even possible to believe in absolute equality, regardless of how it was measured?

“Now that you know the importance of why you are here, here’s a short movie with more details about Space City and the academy,” Nez said.

The lights dimmed in the auditorium, and a video started to play on the wall behind Nez.

Folding his empty plastic plate, Riagan pointed it past Rois to the exit doors. “Let’s leave the kids to their nap time and check out the sites.”

“They wouldn’t have this orientation if it wasn’t important,” Rois whispered.

She always followed the rules despite his best efforts, so Riagan appealed to Neil. “We haven’t had a moment of freedom since our arrival. Ya saw the city during landing. We’ve got to explore this place. The details can wait.”

Neil bit his lip and seemed to be weighing whether to go. He needed a nudge.

“C’mon, there’s got to be some amazing things in the city,” Riagan said. “Ya don’t want to be afraid to live, do ya?”

That seemed to make up Neil’s mind. “Lead the way.”

“Are ye attention spans that short?” Rois asked before finishing her last bite of a sandwich. She had forgotten it during the speech.

“They only wanted ya anyway.” Riagan rose, but not to full height where he’d draw attention. He hurried behind the last row of chairs toward the exit. Several students eyed them as they passed, but none said anything.
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THE EXIT DOORS LED out to an empty hallway. Neil and Rois in tow, Riagan crossed to glass doors and pushed his way outside. Riagan knew Rois had only come to keep him out of trouble.

The paved courtyard at the center of campus was peppered with grassy areas and lilac trees, in addition to the four large oaks on the corners. Students and instructors hurried about their business, talked to friends, read wrist-comps on benches, or relaxed on the grassy areas. Most wore uniforms with light-blue, button-down shirts and dark slacks, but a few wore t-shirts and jeans.

Two flagpoles stood on the left side of the courtyard. Hanging from one pole like a banner was the Space City flag—gray background with the blue Earth, green Pangaea, and white SC. The second flag showed a griffin, wings spread wide, holding twin lightning bolts in its talons.

“Right, how do we get to the city?” Riagan asked.

“We can’t leave the academy grounds without permission,” Rois warned, arms crossed. “We need passes from an instructor, and they only hand them out on the weekend.”

“How do ya know?”

Rois smiled. “A magician never reveals her secrets.”

“Ya researched all this on the ship’s computer during our flight here, didn’t ya?” Riagan guessed.

Rois pursed her lips and eyes flashed annoyance. “One of us has to learn the rules to keep ya out of trouble.”

“Great. Ya can fill me in later,” Riagan replied.

On the far side of the courtyard, lizard-like humanoids with olive scales leaned against the north building. Everyone walking by gave them a wide berth.

“C’mere Neil, we found our first target.” Riagan strutted straight for the lizards, eager to meet his first alien species. He passed guys raving about some championship match over the weekend.

“Wait for me,” Rois said.

But Riagan was too excited and he pressed on ahead.

Seconds later Rois squealed in shock. Riagan spun around to find a wall of red fire that had suddenly appeared out of nowhere. Rois quailed before the fire, holding her hands up protectively.

Where had the fire come from so suddenly?

Riagan rushed to Rois’ side to pull her away from it. As he neared, he realized that the wall was actually five distinct fires. The flames seemed to be encompassed by invisible barriers. Near the top of each fire, two small blue flames slid back and forth. Riagan had a strange feeling those were eyes, moving from him to Rois and back. Were these fires alive?

The five fires all moved slightly toward Rois, the flames changing shape beneath invisible skin. Rois stepped back, eyes wide. Other students backed away all around them. Riagan moved in front of Rois to shield her, but made no move to touch the fires. A thin white flame appeared on one below its blue eyes. With the emergence of the white flame, cracks and pops like wood in a fire arose, but in rapid succession. Was it speaking?

Riagan just stared, at a loss as to how to react.

“Fresh off the Earth,” someone in the crowd behind them taunted.

The crackling and pops rose in volume as the other fires joined in, and a blast of heat washed over Riagan, forcing him back a step. Others around them cried out in shock and surprise, and everyone fell back.

At that moment Neil stepped to Riagan’s side, creating a wall with him between the fires and Rois. Riagan was glad for the support.

“We’re not here for trouble, just looking out for our friend,” Neil said.

A tall woman with blonde hair tied in a bun behind her head and wearing a uniform rushed over, speaking in the same crackling language as the fire aliens. The blue eyes from the middle fire shifted toward the woman and it kept speaking.

“They nearly trampled my sister,” Riagan said, wanting to make sure the woman had the whole story.

She waved him off and spoke more with the red creature. What were they discussing?

Riagan wanted to say more, but Rois grabbed his arm to prevent him.

“I’m fine,” she whispered.

After the woman exchanged a few more words with the fires, they moved on past. Riagan stared after them a moment, wondering what kept them from burning everything around them. Would he get burned if he touched them? They certainly possessed the heat of a fire, though it fluctuated, as if they could control how much they gave off.

With the trouble diffused, everyone in the courtyard turned their attention back to other things. Having calmed the fire aliens, the woman rounded on Riagan, Neil, and Rois. The nameplate on her right breast read Tereshkova. “I assume you new students? Anyone here a week would know better than to start ruckus like that, especially with Traga. They extremely short-tempered.”

“We thought they were threatening Rois,” Neil protested. “That they might burn her.”

“He’s fire marshal,” Instructor Tereshkova said, stone-faced. “And instructor.”

“Fire Marshal? Does he start them first to keep himself employed?” Riagan was relieved that the standoff was over.

“With reckless teens aboard, he has no worry about job security. And you will address me as Instructor Tereshkova, or Instructor.”

“Yes, Instructor,” Rois answered politely. She elbowed Riagan in the ribs when he said nothing and he grunted.

Tereshkova pointed back at the main office. “They teach you how to avoid stupid mistakes like that in orientation.”

“We received orientation from our recruiter on the long flight here,” Riagan said. When she glared at him again, he added, “Instructor.”

Why hadn’t their recruiter mentioned the fire aliens first? Or Nez could’ve started off the orientation warning them.

“Truth is, between the flight and the morning’s registration, we needed a break,” Riagan said. “We actually intended to introduce ourselves to the lizards.” He pointed to the three scaly creatures still idling across the courtyard.

Tereshkova glanced at the lizards. She smiled as if she had a secret. “How did you propose to speak to them? Shout like you did at Traga?”

Riagan shrugged. He hadn’t thought about it. “Don’t they speak English, Instructor?”

She laughed again. “At orientation, you receive tradutors.” She pulled out three black earphones, handing one to each of them. “Tradutors are language translators. When someone speaks to you in a foreign tongue, earphones translate.”

“Cheers!” Riagan slipped the earphone into place. Never need to take a foreign language class again. If he’d had these back home, he would have sold one to every student in school.

“We can talk to the lizards with these?” Neil asked, disbelief in his voice.

“You won’t speak with anyone anytime soon if you don’t address me properly,” Tereshkova said.

Riagan bit back the response rising to his lips. No point in ticking off an instructor needlessly.

“Since you intent on meeting Malsain, you fetch something from Instructor Tanith for me,” Tereshkova said. “She has book she promised to bring back. Get from her and I’ll let you return to orientation without further punishment.”

“A book?” Riagan asked, making a perplexed face. “All this technology aboard a flying city and you still read books.”

“Some of us still enjoy physical books,” she said drily. “Now do you want to fetch or shall I reconsider my offer of leniency?”

“One book coming right up,” Riagan said, voice dripping with mock kindness. He’d planned to visit the Malsain anyway. If fetching a book kept them out of trouble, that was fine with him. Especially after their encounter with the fire aliens. What had she called them? The Traga. If they got out of all this without getting burned, they were doing all right.

When Riagan closed within a few feet of the Malsain, Neil and Rois at his heels, he realized why everyone avoided them, and why Tereshkova had sent him rather than retrieving the book herself. The Malsain reeked. If you combined sewage with rotten eggs and let skunks spray it, the Malsain stunk worse.

Riagan regretted his haste, but refused to balk now. Eyes tearing a little from the stench, Riagan marched right up to the Malsain. The lizard creatures resembled upright walking komodo dragons, which made him a little uneasy. They studied him, their faces twisted into bizarre grins. Forked tongues sampled the air.

“Instructor Tanith?” Riagan asked, eyeing each in turn.

“Yessss?” the sulfurous yellow one said. Her voice sounded like a mix between a hiss and a raw-throated growl. The translation from the tradutor was clear over the growl, though.

A fresh wave of the Malsain’s foul breath turned Riagan’s stomach. He gulped to avoid losing his lunch. “My name is Riagan.” He was no longer certain how long he could maintain this conversation, but had to try long enough to avoid looking like a dog returning to its master with its tail between its legs.

“Ask for the book.” Rois covered her mouth with a hand.

Riagan gritted his teeth, refusing to let a little stink drive him back too quickly. Correction, the worst stink he had ever come across. Visiting the Malsain’s home planet had to be considered cruel and unusual punishment.

“We’re new students at the academy. I heard you’re an instructor?” Riagan asked, doing his best to smile.

The Malsain croaked rapidly like frogs, which, combined with leering grins, he took for laughing.

“Our odor makes you gag?” Tanith asked in amusement, tongue flickering toward Rois.

Riagan ignored the question. “Where ye from?”

Neil stood steadfast at his side, but Riagan noticed his face had paled and his mouth twisted like he tasted something awful. You knew something reeked when you could taste the foulness you smelled.

Riagan breathed through his mouth, wanting to hold his nose, but that was almost as bad as running.

“Are you going to get sick?” Tanith asked Rois, tongue tasting the air again. The constant flicking of the tongue from the Malsain was unsettling.

Rois held a hand to her mouth, gulping. “Please, Instructor Tereshkova asked us to retrieve a book from ya.”

“Is our breath too much for you, darling?” Tanith asked her again slowly, stench pouring out with each word.

“No, ya wonderful,” Rois lied. “I amn’t having a good day, thanks to my brother.”

Riagan didn’t protest. She had a point. He could’ve come alone.

The three Malsain studied Rois for a moment before burping a yellowish vapor from their mouths. The putrid spray hit them in the face. Bile rose into Riagan’s throat, but he forced it down. Rois was not so lucky. She turned and emptied her lunch on a grassy mound.

“What space cadets!” shouted a boy, pointing at Rois as she bent over the grass, gagging.

Riagan groaned inwardly, knowing he would pay for her embarrassment later.

While Neil checked on Rois, Riagan decided to speed things up. “Mind if I get the book ya borrowed from Instructor Tereshkova?”

Tanith studied him for a moment, and Riagan feared she might spray him again. He steeled himself, doubting he could handle another round, but instead she pulled the book from a cloth bag and handed it to him. He sighed in relief as the Malsain huddled together, dismissing him.

The book was well-used. Astrobiology for Ourania, the 5th edition.

Grim-faced, Riagan turned to Rois. She had a hand covering her stomach and her face was pale, but she appeared fine.

“Right, are ya done torturing me?” she asked.

Riagan nodded grimly and they returned to Tereshkova. He took measured paces, head held high, and handed her the book.

She accepted it, her nose wrinkled. Her corresponding smirk indicated she had gotten what she wanted. “Most people would choose detention for a month rather than endure Malsain up close.”

“Guess we’re tougher than most.” Riagan gloated, glad he could show her he was not afraid and could handle himself.

“Foolish, actually,” she replied. “Never lie to Malsain. They have zero tolerance for lies. They know how bad we think they stink.”

“Right, good to know I could’ve avoided this if I was after keeping my stupid mouth shut,” Rois said.

“I take back.” Tereshkova pinched her nose, which only made Riagan feel more triumphant. “Returning you to orientation would be cruel punishment to other students. Get to showers.”

She pointed them toward the dormitories across the way. Riagan walked, head held high and shoulders back as the other students in the courtyard cleared out of their way. Several snickered while others pinched their noses and jeered, but he did not care. He held his head high all the way to the showers.
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