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			Prologue: The First Entry After It Happened

		

	
		
			[recording started]

				

			Only fifty Earthlings remain in the galaxy, and I hate every one of them. This all began on an ordinary day in my rather ordinary life. I felt happy with the ordinary. I was top of my class and on my way to being the chief engineer of the tin can I’m currently floating in. I looked forward to the next forty years of my life. Now, I have no clue what’ll happen next, where we’ll end up, and if I’ll survive. As we say in the Engineering Corps—where I should have been apprenticing for the next ten years, although that’s out the window, along with that engineer who had once hit the wrong button and was blown into oblivion—I am well and truly spaced.

			I’m dictating this entry to my AI. I call them Aye because we aren’t supposed to name our artificial intelligence units, so I guess there’s a bit of rebel wrapped into my “engineering genius.” Well, I do have pretty sharp coding and hacking skills. By the time I was twelve, I had reprogrammed Aye to be more than a helper, using a program I found on an old system I’d been helping to reboot, and reconfigured it with my mods.

			Some of our systems are over two thousand years old, and while we have advanced greatly, much of the equipment keeping our little bubble of life alive had also been over two thousand years old. Which is also how old our colony was.

			Was.

			I’ll never see it again.

			The golden lights glinting off the top of the dome when the sun went down…The red clouds swirling overtop during sandstorms… Staring at the stars, the twinkling lights of the cryo ships—most of them still being worked on, to fix what the Earthlings broke. Dreaming of one day going to work up there, and, oh, if I hadn’t been on one of those ships, this one in particular, I’d be dead too.

			[recording paused by Aye]

			“You are short of breath, and I am worried about your health.”

			“I’m okay, Aye, thanks for noticing. I’ll drink some liquid in order to refresh and try to gain control of my emotions.”

			“Very well. Carry on.”

			[recording resumed]

			Where was I? Oh yes. I designed Aye to be more empathetic, not to use as a mere servant, but to also be—and this was terribly sentimental of me—a friend. We weren’t encouraged to form bonds on Mars; that part of humanity was seen as wasteful by our creators. Science and technology were all that mattered, and whenever Martians tried to be more Earthling-like, they would mostly disappear. Often these Martians left to live with the Earthlings, contained in a separate part of the colony.

			Earthlings consider themselves a race all their own, but we are both human, although Martians are more important, and we know they couldn’t have survived without us.

			Those people are all that remain of Planet Earth. Actually, to be quite honest, these Earthlings are descendants of those who had lived within a Moon colony about one thousand years ago when the Earth did what any planet ruled by greed does. It exploded. No one knows what happened, but it became uninhabitable, and all contact stopped. The Moon colony had relied on Earth for all of their supplies too. They’d had thirty days and then starvation would set in. 

			Enter Mars, the saviour of humanity. We’re not a planet that runs off religion and capitalism. We all have jobs, and we’re designed to do those jobs from birth. We don’t actually work from birth, though. We have schooling from age two to eleven, seventeen hours a day, learning our predestined field. Then at age twelve, we move into our appropriate faction housing and continue on with our education until age eighteen, when we’re presented with our lifetime assignments and apprenticeships. We can move up and around within our assigned jobs, but we can never just go willy-nilly into another profession other than the one assigned at birth.

			I’d been assigned to Engineering. I’m also versed in physics, which was a side study I undertook after I hacked into one of the old systems and found some files of a physicist who was trying to find a way back to Earth. I still haven’t been through the entire file; I’d been saving it for my ten-year assignment on board this tin can, a euphemism used by Martians to describe the inert but still operational ships that float above us in the outer atmosphere. 

			My assignment started yesterday. The same day my entire world quite literally blew up. Thanks be to science, Aye was already here with me. I never did get to know my mentor Haren well, but I still hear him screaming for mercy at the violent Earthlings who had commandeered my workspace. They came on board with me, but I never noticed them. I’m guessing they were in the cabin with the AI pilot of the shuttle. We’re typically not encouraged to talk to any Earth workers lest our intellect be compromised by their lack of intelligence and belief in some sort of sky god. I prefer to keep to myself anyway. They mostly just walk around, looking somewhat disorganized, and have various tones of skin—and nationalities…I believe that’s the term they use.

			We Martians were created in a lab without messy romantic silliness. As I said, we were designed for our jobs, to keep the colony running, and everyone had a purpose. We never over-populated our colony with lust.

			Earthlings were everything wrong with this solar system, according to our Board Members, all of whom are dead now. No more Board. No more colony. 

			It just keeps hitting me over and over that everything’s no more, and at the same time, I haven’t felt any real emotion about it. I’m more worried about staying alive than wallowing in the realization I will never see my home again. 

			[recording stopped]

			“Aye, what are we going to do?”

			“I have weapons. We could eliminate the intruders.”

			“As satisfying as that is, they and us being the only humans left alive, this might not be so great a solution.”

			“Agreed. You could possibly side with them, convince them you can help.”

			“You’re suggesting I fix the ship and help them open the doors to the storage area?”

			Aye didn’t respond as they felt another status must take priority. “Your vitals tell me you are ready for nourishment.” 

			Before the Martian could argue the point, she jolted. Shit, I hear them coming. “Power down, Aye.”

		

	
		
			Part One: We Are Totally Spaced

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Martian year 3024, two thousand years after losing communication with Earth. Six hours after the explosion of the colony on Mars, aboard the Einstein.

			Eyes riveted to the screen, the girl took in a satellite image of the burning mass that had been her colony on Planet Mars. Sha-ne, pronounced SHAY-nay, was the name of the girl. It had been assigned like all Martian names from a random name generator at the release of her baby body from the birthing tube, just like every other Martian before her.

			Everything Sha-ne had ever known was turning to ash right before her eyes. Not to mention that now she remained stuck in space on a dead ship with no more than a few years of nutrition supplies on board.

			Earthlings, or people the girl assumed were Earthling workers of the colony, rushed through the hallways. An image flashed into her mind of them tying down her mentor and yelling about how they at last captured the captain. She rolled her eyes. Haren was not only not the captain, but all ships were piloted by Martian-made AI. Haren had just been in the bridge area of the defunct ship because he was going to show her how to access the satellite system. They were supposed to finally meet face-to-face at evening nutrition break, but when she saw his screams on screen, it had been clear this wouldn’t be happening. She wasn’t sure if she should attempt a rescue—she couldn’t take on a bunch of armed rebels alone.

			Even though Sha-ne had decided to remain quiet, her mind raced. She had to figure out how she would survive.

			“Aye, turn on recording.”

			“Recording started.”

			That’s when Sha-ne had dictated her first appraisal of the situation, stopped, then cursed in her thoughts when the galloping footsteps of a possible intruder pounded in the corridor, towards her location.

			“Power down, Aye.”

			[image: ]

			Josiah looked into the room he had finally broken into. It contained a Martian woman or girl. She appeared to be his age, human obviously, who had a broken AI, or at least it was switched off. The rest of the room was sparsely furnished. A bed, nicer than the one he slept on. An ergonomic chair in front of a metal slab that served as a desk, along with the usual computer screens and tablets all the Martians possessed. A few uniforms had been hung up; their beige colours and simple cuts made everyone look the same. The girl’s hair was cut in the traditional Martian style: hard sides and above shoulder length. Her hair wasn’t curly, but it wasn’t wavy either, nor was it straight. All Martians had been created from a variety of genes and DNA of the original founders. They had no parents, as far as Josiah understood.

			His own parents had been a mystery, but Josiah knew he definitely didn’t come from a lab. He’d been born an Earthling in a work colony on Mars, according to his adopted father. Josiah possessed a lower status than the Martians who oversaw his colony. For some reason, there had been Martians who were never able to perform the jobs they were destined for, a possible glitch in their DNA programming. They ended up working in the colonies alongside Earthlings, but mostly as upper management. They were the worst, the overseers.

			He automatically glared at the girl as memories of a childhood filled with hunger and struggle entered his mind. She glared back at him. Her eyes were a weird colour of blue and green and a little brown in a mesmerizing kaleidoscope. Most Martians had those eyes, along with the skin colour close to that of their uniforms, beige. It came from living under a bubble their whole lives and the lack of natural sunshine. On Mars, with its weakened atmosphere, sunshine would be deadly. Josiah had lived under the same bubble, but without regular UV treatments or the fresh air that was pumped into Martian colony areas. Earthlings got the recycled air. Sometimes the oxygen levels would be so low, people would black out. Most of his friends never made it through childhood, dying from a cut that went septic or starving during the lean times.

			“Well, are you just going to stand there and gawk at me, or are you going to tell me what the fuck is happening?” Sha-ne used the Earthling expletive, thinking it might help her connect to her captor. She hadn’t seen too many Earthlings outside of the ones allowed in the city, and those ones were mostly covered from head to toe, faces obscured by mysterious veils. She often wondered if their faces were misshaped in some way. But looking at the boy standing in front of her, she was suddenly aware that he was far from unattractive.

			Hearing the word come out of her mouth, Josiah’s jaw dropped. This was the first Martian he had spoken to. Emery, his adopted brother, was busy torturing another Martian they had found on the deck. Josiah had been sent to find and round up all the missing crew members, and so far, this was the only other Martian on board. His father was currently trying to spring open the door to the food. They were starving, but they were always starving. 

			He couldn’t believe that the first Martian he met swore like his brother.

			“I’m supposed to take you to the others,” he said. 

			Hearing those words accompanied by the screams still coming from the bridge section and through the gap in her sliding door, Sha-ne cowered. 

			Josiah realized she thought he meant to bring her to be tortured. He held out his hand and said, “I won’t let anyone hurt you, I promise.” 

			Sha-ne cocked her head and glowered at him.

			“Now, Aye!”

			The robot he had thought was broken in the corner instantly came to life and shot him with a bolt of electricity. He dropped like a stone. Sha-ne pulled him in and closed the door before anyone could see what had happened. Aye rolled over and wrapped his arms with a tape-like substance that would make him unable to move once he woke up. Sha-ne figured he could be used as leverage. At least, she hoped he mattered enough to someone to be useful.

			Turning to Aye, she pushed a button on the keyboard that stuck out of the AI’s middle and the red light turned on, letting her know that Aye was recording. Sha-ne had been using Aye as a journal device since she was thirteen and realized she worked through her problems better if she talked them out. Aye would only interrupt her if it was time to take her nutrition or provide data on other health checks. Otherwise, they just listened and that was often all Sha-ne needed. 

			“Are we recording, Aye?” 

			The AI beeped in the affirmative.

			[recording started]

			I have taken a boy hostage. I hope he’s considered important so I can make them listen and not just start taking my body apart, which is exactly what they seem to be doing to Haren. All I know about Haren are his journals, which I’ve been reading since I was a child. And a few messages back and forth before I arrived. I had been training my whole life for this day and now—anyway, none of that matters. Finding out what’s happening is what matters. I am not going to get emotional. I am not going to lose myself.

			[recording paused by Aye]

			“Your vitals are normal.”

			“Thank you, Aye.” She took a breath.

			[recording resumed]

			So, this is what I think happened. During my childhood, I had heard brief stories about bands of Earthlings who had risen up and tried to take over our colony. Earthlings are very greedy; they can’t help but take what is not theirs. This is what The Board tells—told us. This is why we are forbidden to exchange words with them, and why we certainly can’t share our knowledge with them. They will just use it to destroy all that Martians have built. They are not trustworthy.

			[recording paused by Sha-ne]

			She stayed still, but only for a moment.

			[recording resumed]

			What if these Earthlings are the rebels, the Armageddon we had been threatened with since birth? The Earthlings surely found a way to take control. Except they screwed it up because they aren’t capable of understanding our technology, so they blew up the entire colony. I saw the blazing domes from space on the satellite feeds. It looked like the fire started in the main dome, my old home, and spread all the way to the working colony. The entire planet seemed like it was on fire, well, the side we could see anyway. 

			So, Earthlings have killed humanity. Especially since this ship was only supplied with nutrient paste to last for two years, and there is no one left to bring us more. Even if we get the ship moving, we literally have nowhere left to go. No way to find food or shelter and in two years’ time, we’ll be eating each other. Way to go, Earthlings.

			[recording stopped]

			Sha-ne was so involved in her theory that she failed to notice the open eyes of the tall boy she had taken hostage. He glared from his spot in the corner of the room.

			“Yeah, only that’s all bullshit,” he said. He tried to move his arms and found them bound to his sides. Then he stopped struggling. His head shook with a faint amusement, his mouth formed into a wry grin, “I guess you got me.” 

			“What is bullshit?” Sha-ne asked.

			“That we did this. We just survived it.”

			Sha-ne frowned and asked again, “No, I mean what is bullshit? I never heard that word before.”

			“Sorry, I forgot you’ve never seen a bull, so you wouldn’t know that colloquialism.”

			“Whoa, that’s a fancy word coming from an Earthling.”

			“Fuck you! How is that for fancy words?”

			Sha-ne laughed at how the Earthling tried—and failed—to raise himself up. “So, what is a bull?”

			“Back on Earth, people ate animals. A bull was one of them.”

			Sha-ne screwed up her face in disgust. Her nutrition came in a bag and was perfectly balanced to keep her alive. Eating animals sounded vile and very time-consuming. “No wonder the planet failed,” Sha-ne said.

			Josiah nodded. “Yeah, they screwed it up pretty good, but that isn’t my fault.”

			“I wasn’t implying it was. What just happened on Mars, however, was your fault.”

			“That is fucking bullshit.” 

			Josiah was trying really hard to figure out how to work his pocketknife out of his pocket to cut through the bonds around his wrists. This annoying conversation kept distracting him from that mission.

			“Whatever bullshit is, a colony doesn’t just blow up without help,” said Sha-ne. “And since you’re in a place you are not supposed to be, and alive, the only theory that makes sense is that you or your cohorts are in some way responsible for the destruction of humanity.”

			He grunted. “Theory… Do all you Martians talk like computers?”

			“I do not talk like a computer,” Sha-ne snapped back while turning on her systems.

			“I do not talk like a computer,” Josiah mimicked.

			Sha-ne decided that she had nothing left to say to this irritating Earthling, and her only way forward was to break into the ship’s systems and fix them. Maybe that would be enough to keep her alive. 

			Josiah watched her tapping away at her invisible keyboard. She had all the latest technology in her room. He had been training on systems since he was old enough to hold a data pad, hacking into the learning programs his brother had stolen on raids. Until the whole thing blew up. Even if his home survived the blast, and part of him hoped it hadn’t, the food they stole came from the Earthling workers’ colony and sometimes, if they were unlucky, her colony with its dreaded nutrition paste. Those were all gone. Not that the food had been anything more than sustenance. Still, they had gotten on the shuttle to the only ship with a working cryo. The idea was that they could freeze themselves until someone figured out if Earth or even the Moon colony was inhabitable. Food was still the concern. It would take nine standard months to reach Earth, and then it was either they found refuge, and it was habitable again, or they would starve to death floating above the place he’d dreamed of visiting his whole life. He had no idea what was going to happen, but what he did know is that this girl needed an education on exactly who The Board was, and what kind of colony she had lived in. 

			He was determined to give it to her.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Jonah looked in at the mess Emery, his oldest boy, was making of the Martian who refused to open the bridge door. 

			It occurred to him that his younger, adopted son Josiah, being a whizz with digital systems, could probably make quick work of the control panel. Back on Mars, Jonah had moved into an abandoned colony, turning it into a haven for escaped workers; they had thought they were the rising resistance but had only managed to annoy The Board, eking out a small existence  in a hidden, long-forgotten part of the colony. Some time ago, Jonah had discovered a bunch of obsolete data pads on a raid. Though old, the tech still had been useful for education purposes, so he gave them to his adopted son when he started to show an interest in learning. And did his adopted son ever learn.

			Jonah had gathered about a hundred men and women around thirty years ago, along with a few children, which he had scraped into a working army, or at least they saw themselves that way. Even so, he’d understood it would never have been enough to take over the entire colony from those robotic Martians. Hell, they were raised by robots, but The Board… they were a special kind of evil, and one that ended up eradicating the entire colony. 

			Jonah cleared his voice and started a speech addressing his assembled audience, the only remaining members of his colony.

			“The whole of humanity has come down to a handful of people, and we are all on this dead floating hunk of scrap metal. Emergency protocols have shut down most of its functions and left others just barely working, and this obstinate Martian captain still refuses to save his own crew by letting us have control of the ship!” But because they were the only humans left, Jonah knew it wouldn’t be prudent to kill anyone. Even Martians. He took a breath, looking at each of his rebels for effect; they all waited with bated breath.

			“Emery, the man has had enough. Get your brother and see if he can’t figure things out.” 

			Emery was the spitting image of his tall, gaunt, weapon-strapped father—with his piercing blue eyes and deeply tanned skin. Jonah’s complexion was the result of being exposed to the radiation levels of the weak Martian atmosphere one too many times. Emery, who was paler, and covered with tattoos all over his large body that emerged from his armour on his neck and wrists, stared back at Jonah with ice cold blue eyes, stopped immediately what he was doing and snapped to a salute. The Martian in the chair had started to go into shock at the loss of three of his toes. Emery felt he’d been kind in taking them first, starting from the bottom, so to speak, and the captain could still assist the ultimate mission using his hands. At least Emery assumed this to be the captain due to the black uniform he wore, as only the highest level of Martian government had access to coloured clothing. The Earthling smirked at the blood on the robot-polished floors of the bridge. The Martian stared intently at the beige toes just lying there, as if he could will them back onto his feet.

			“Go find your brother. He hasn’t reported back in,” said Jonah. The grizzled face twisted into what Emery took to be concern. 

			When it came to his baby brother, his father actually had emotions. Emery was Jonah’s own flesh and blood, but for some reason, Josiah had his heart. Josiah, who didn’t even look like them; he looked more like one of the Martians they stole from to survive. His skin had more of a golden tint than beige, and his eyes were so light, they barely had a colour. Only hard living and rigorous training had built Josiah into the same muscle-bound visage as his adopted family. In that way, wearing their helmets and armour, he was indistinguishable from the rest of the colony, most of which by this time had to be related.

			Emery had once rescued a worker from the colony on a raid, and they became a couple. Her name was Millie. He loved her. She was always there, always ready for battle alongside him, although she only went along as a medic. One day, they would have a child. Well, with most of the human race wiped out, we must have a child! 

			Maybe then his father might see him as useful. 

			Emery tried to quiet his mind of the negative feelings his brother invoked. “Through no fault of his own,” Millie had been quick to tell him, to quell his anger.

			He walked down the hall, searching the rooms he could access. His brother had left a trail of open doors after having hacked the locks. Emery walked down the hall towards the only door that wasn’t open. He heard a sound behind it and pounded on the metal with his weapon. The noise stopped suddenly and then he heard Josiah, but his brother wasn’t screaming for help. It just seemed like conversation. 

			Emery cocked one light brown eyebrow. “You okay in there, Jose?” The voices continued in their chatter, ignoring him. His ice blue eyes narrowed in anger. Typical. Josiah fucking around while everyone else is trying to survive, and here Dad thinks he’s the better son. 

			“Get your lousy ass out here and help Dad turn this goddamn ship on, so we don’t starve to death, you lazy piece of—” 

			The door slid open, and Emery saw a scowling Martian girl holding his brother hostage.

			“Make one move, and I will space you,” she said.

			Emery laughed. “With what weapon? Your big Martian mind?”

			Sha-ne studied this one. He was more what she expected of an Earthling: sounded like a brute and armed with some sort of primitive weapon. It was fascinating to look at, all dark metal parts working together. She’d never seen anything like it before.

			Emery noticed her looking at his gun and burst out laughing. “Oh, you think you can take this?” 

			Josiah flashed Emery an expression that was more, “Stop!” than, “Help!” 

			Emery’s eyebrows shot up into his dirty blond military cut, and he almost busted a gut laughing again. His brother wanted this Martian to live, and he was dying to find out why. She was nothing special to look at. Like every other Martian, she was mostly beige, from her clothes to her hair. That’s what happened when you mixed everything together and crafted a perfect human. They came out beige.

			“Okay, beige princess, why don’t you tell me what you want, maybe untie my baby brother, and we can be on our way back to trying to get this rusted piece of junk flying?”

			“What the fuck is a princess and why are you calling me beige?” Sha-ne yelled back. This one vexed her.

			“She does not understand our Earth language,” Josiah said in a deliberately robotic voice.

			“These Earth men are strange to me,” Emery answered back in the same mocking tone, and they both cracked up.

			Josiah felt that he was no longer in danger, but then he remembered. “Oh crap, she has an AI, and it zapped me.”

			“Aye won’t hurt you again,” Sha-ne said, eager to keep these people on her side, and ensure her survival. “We have no desire to kill the only humans left… anywhere.” 

			She took another moment to assess these siblings. The tall, hulking one was entirely unpredictable. The shorter, more “typically sized” but still-tall-enough one was slightly more advanced in intellect, but also entirely unpredictable. The last thing she wanted was that weapon in the older sibling’s arms to hurt Aye. If anything happened to her only friend, it would be a very lonely existence indeed.

			Sha-ne turned to the boy. “So your name is… Jose.” She spoke slowly, trying to work out the sound. 

			“It’s actually Josiah, but my family and friends call me by a nickname.”

			“Nickname?”

			“Yeah, it’s like a name that people who are close to a person says. I don’t know where it started so don’t ask me the history of nicknames, but mine is Jose.” He looked at her shyly. “You can call me Jose.”

			Emery groaned and Josiah blushed.

			“Nope,” said Sha-ne. “I like Josiah.” She turned to Emery. “But I don’t care for you.”

			Emery burst out laughing again while Sha-ne glared.

			“What’s your nickname?” she asked.

			Josiah replied, “Emery doesn’t really have one.”

			Sha-ne sniffed in his direction. “That’s not surprising.”

			Realizing he was on the losing end of this conversation, Emery snapped, “Both of you—done. Now, let’s go. Dad needs you, Jose.” He turned around and stalked off down the shiny white hallway.

			She left Aye in the OFF position and went along with her new Earthling companions to figure out how in the equations they were all going to survive.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Jonah watched the girl who stared back at him defiantly, unblinking. He looked behind her to his two sons. Emery was cutting off some sort of binder from his younger brother’s arms while Josiah focused on the girl with a zeal he only reserved for whenever he came across new technology. 

			As the father cleared his throat, both boys snapped to a salute, his youngest son whacking himself on his forehead as the bond came loose. Jonah pretended not to see it, but Emery couldn’t help himself and let out a big snort, causing the girl to swing around to see what was so funny. Both boys stood at perfect attention until Jonah said, “At ease.” They then went into a pose that was anything but “at ease” and waited for their father to speak.

			“Who is this young lady?” he asked.

			“I am not a young lady. I am an engineer apprentice, who was about to spend ten years in space learning how to become a master engineer, before you and your sons destroyed our colony and killed all of humanity except for…” She glanced around at the various rebels assembled in their colourful uniforms, most of which had been gleaned from raids on the colony. Sha-ne had heard of such raids, but she had been far enough in the city that they never reached her. She’d never even seen a security drone, her area had been so quiet. The rumours must have been true. Here before her was a ragtag bunch of Earthlings, all strapped with weapons similar to the ones the older brother was wearing. There really was a secret band of rebels, and she was stuck in the middle of them.

			Noticing her reaction, Jonah’s stern expression softened. “We didn’t do this.”

			Sha-ne sneered. “Then how did you survive?”

			“Just plain luck, missy, plain old-fashioned luck.”

			“What the fuck is luck?”

			“When something goes the way you didn’t think it would, but it pans out, and you end up surviving,” said Josiah.

			“So, you did blow up the colony!”

			“No, missy, we did not,” Emery said, imitating his father, which earned him a glare from Jonah.

			Sha-ne sniffed at Emery. “I thought I was a beige princess, whatever that is.”

			“I guess we might use words missing from your Martian lexicon,” said Jonah. “Maybe being lucky is not something a Martian would have to learn about. But after two thousand years, we Earthlings have held onto concepts and words you might never have known. If we’re all going to survive on this ship together, we should be more aware of that fact.” Jonah looked at both his sons, and then back at Sha-ne who seemed less hostile and almost relieved. Yeah, okay. She probably thought we meant to space her.

			“We aren’t in the habit of killing people,” Jonah said, pointing to the now-bandaged and still-very-alive Haren. “Your captain is fine, and we can fly this piece of junk back to Earth as soon as he gives us control of the bridge.”

			“But he isn’t the ship’s captain,” Sha-ne whispered without thinking.

			Jonah heard her and hoped no one else had. “Everyone out except my boys,” he snapped. Every single body filed out without question. He waited until the door to the bridge slid closed and turned to Sha-ne.

			“What exactly do you mean he isn’t the captain, young lad—Sha… ne?” Jonah’s mouth struggled with pronouncing her generated name. “May I call you Shay?” he asked, hoping she wouldn’t be offended, but also hoping for brevity’s sake they could make it easier to communicate.

			“Shay is fine.” Sha-ne actually liked the sound of it.

			“Okay, Shay, why don’t you explain in full what is happening on this seemingly deserted ship. We expected to find a full crew and a large supply of, what do you call it, nutrition paste?” Jonah’s mouth involuntarily grimaced at the thought of what waited in the supply area.

			“We have a two-year supply of paste for two people. It was just going to be me and Haren.” She gestured to the now-supine man on the floor. “As I said, I was starting my apprenticeship on the Einstein. That’s the ship we are on. The Fibonacci is about five hundred thousand clicks that way, and the Pythagoras is about three hundred thousand clicks that way. We are right in the middle of three dead ships, which we now use for our intensive training program, and in a decade, I would be a master engineer with my own apprentice. Haren would return to Mars to take up a teaching position or be designated into a colony workspace for the remainder of his work life.” Sha-ne realized as she talked, she did sound like a robot. She glanced over at Emery—ridiculous name—and he smirked. Josiah, obviously a play on his father who isn’t his actual father’s name, he had said he was adopted—that was something to puzzle out with Aye later—watched her with rapt attention. It gave her the confidence to go on.

			“If the other ships are okay, we can fly our shuttles to them, rescue the other mentors and apprentices, then pool our food supplies. Maybe we can all survive long enough to get to Earth.”

			Jonah stroked his blond-grey beard thoughtfully.

			“I thought you said your Martian friend couldn’t fly this boat.”

			Sha-ne resisted the urge to ask what a boat was and said, “If you didn’t destroy the AI shuttle pilot who brought us here, then we still have a pilot.”

			She had originally thought she was alone on the shuttle and hadn’t even seen the AI pilot, who had been flying as if nothing had gone amiss. It wasn’t until they were docked and after she had already gone to her designated quarters with Aye that the Earthlings had emerged and started running through the halls. That was why she had locked herself in her quarters… and waited.

			“Emery?” Jonah asked, knowing full well his son would never intentionally destroy the AI, but at the same time, the question needed to be out there.

			Emery’s puzzled face revealed he had no clue where the AI-pilot-robot-thing was. When they had boarded, he’d headed right to the bridge and began torturing the uncompliant captain, who wasn’t actually the captain at all. 

			Josiah’s eyes perked. “Millie’s in the cargo bay, Dad! We can ask her.”

			Emery stood up even straighter and eyeballed his brother and father as he growled, “You left my wife alone?”

			“What the fuck is a wife?” Sha-ne couldn’t help herself from asking.

			Emery bolted from the room with his father hot on his trail.

			“You know, you don’t have to say fuck in every sentence,” said Josiah.
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