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PRELUDE

2ND PLANET OF THE 28TH PLANETARY SYSTEM

8TH SECTOR—SPIRAL GALAXY 93—

GALACTIC SUPERCLUSTER 714

Just over fifteen light-years from the solar system you call home, inside a small triangular dwelling whose surface shimmered like a road in midday sun, a light began to blink. The light was on a phone, or something like a phone. Picture the newest, sleekest phone you can—probably that one your friend just got; you know, the friend who always gets the newest things—only now imagine it bent into a ring and hovering just above the skin of your wrist, except that skin is the lavender color of a predawn sky, and covered in millions of tiny bristles, which are in this case grayish-black but can be other colors, too. Also, you must imagine that the phone has a sort of fluttering warmth on its underside that is synced to your pulse, while its outer surface displays no numbers or symbols but only intermittent blooms of light in wavelengths that your human eyes would not even be able to perceive. . . .

Let’s just call it a phone.

The wrist with the phone rested on a table, and the blinking caught the attention of its wearer. She paused from eating her cereal and watching a comedy show on a small screen. The phone sang to her in infrared light. Her eyes, which were shaped like human eyes but were sky blue where yours are white, and had black irises and gold pupils, saw the different temperatures of the light the same way that you would see colors.

Most of the features of this being, known as a Telphon, were similar to a human’s. Her two eyes were in the same position as yours; she had one nose in the middle of her face, and two arms and two legs in the same spots as you; she walked upright and had the same number of vocal cords and ears and allergies and dreams. If you basically picture a young human girl only with the different eyes and skin and also a tight white braid of silky hair spiraling around the crown of her head—technically she had a tail too, just a small one, but let’s remember that you once had one, too—that will be fine for the moment.

The girl’s phone was delivering an urgent message.

The message was not good.

The girl, whose full name was Xela-4 but who went by Xela, was about ten Earth years old. In Telphon years she was twenty-seven, but years are just revolutions around a star, and Xela’s star was quite a bit smaller than yours.

She looked up and saw other blinking lights around the room. Her mother, sitting across the table, and her father, standing in the kitchen, were getting messages on their phones, too.

Mom and Dad shared a look. “Turn on the TV,” said Dad.

Mom whistled and the television rippled to life. Xela whistled off her pad. The television and the pad, the table Xela was sitting at, as well as the cereal and spoon and even the milk, were all somewhat similar to what you would have seen on Earth, as most things on Telos were. Give a planet four or five billion years to get organized, and you will often get something Earthlike. You will also often get something very different, depending on a great many variables, but in this case, Telos and Earth shared enough similarities that their life-forms had much in common. (It’s worth noting that what you will get after eight or even ten billion years can be quite different, but what was happening this autumn morning on Telos was only the latest proof that making it that long in this universe is extremely rare.)

The television showed a live scene from the far side of the planet. Tiny sparks of light in the crimson evening sky. Millions of them, raining down from space.

“Are those shooting stars?” asked Xela. She did not call them shooting stars, exactly. This is just an approximate translation. Even the minor differences between Telphons and humans are enough to create a language that to you would sound sort of like the chirping and clucking of large birds.

Mom, whose name was Marnia-2, peered at the screen. “Maybe xanodites?”

Calo-6, Xela’s dad, frowned at his phone. “The lab says the initial readings indicate metal . . . and electronic signals.”

The view on the TV zoomed back, revealing the copper-colored ocean off the coast of Ocelia, one of Telos’s major cities. Xela stared, transfixed by the rain of golden lights nearing the planet’s surface; she thought it was lovely. Later, she would remember thinking that, and she would feel so stupid.

“Did one of our orbiters explode?” Mom wondered.

“They’re trying to find out,” said Dad. “They—”

At that moment, the first of the falling embers hit the water, and there was a flash of brilliant white light. More of the objects landed and the light grew bigger, and bigger.

“Oh no,” said Mom.

The blast spread, ballooning into the sky and racing across the water toward the city. Churning and convulsing, a wall of fire. It hit the first glittering buildings along the shore, and Xela thought it must be a trick of the light because the buildings seemed to vaporize—

The scene cut out. A newscaster appeared, frantic. “We’ve lost all contact with Ocelia,” she said. “Reports from the surrounding districts describe a wall of fire advancing in all directions. I’m told now that we’ve just received this satellite imagery—”

The scene switched to a view of the far side of Telos from space. Half the planet was still lit in the rusty light of their red dwarf star, the other half in shadow. The brilliant firestorm bloomed in the dark, spreading like a spill, a perfect circle growing and growing, enveloping more and more of the planet’s surface.

“We have to go,” said Dad softly, reading from his phone. “We have to go right now.”

“What is it, Dad?” Xela kept staring at the expanding light.

The newscaster reappeared. She was looking off camera, her face pale. “We what?” Now back to the camera. “Ladies and gentlemen, we—”

The broadcast went dark.

“What’s going on?” Xela asked.

Mom’s hand closed around Xela’s arm. “Come on, Xela, now!”

Her cereal bowl smashed to the floor as Mom dragged her toward the door. Xela felt her heart galloping in her chest. “But I don’t have my jacket, or my backpack, I—”

“There’s no time!” said Dad, holding the front door open for them. He checked his phone. “They’re saying eighteen minutes.”

“Until what?” asked Xela.

Dad didn’t answer. He bolted past them as they stumbled down the steps and led the way across the ruby-colored lawn.

“But you didn’t lock the door!”

“Mica, pick up!” Mom shouted uselessly at her phone. “He’s probably not even awake yet.”

“Call your mother!” said Dad.

“She never has her phone on.”

Xela struggled to keep up, Mom’s grip on her wrist burning. Mica-3 was her younger brother. He was with Nia and Niho, their grandparents. They’d taken Mica to the Telphon version of a soccer game the night before and it had run late so they’d taken him to their house to sleep over, and were going to take him to school this morning.

“Will they be okay?” Xela asked.

“Yes,” Mom answered breathlessly. “Just keep moving, honey!”

Xela wanted to disagree. That firestorm on the TV, the things Dad was saying: none of it sounded okay. She wanted to stop, to freeze right there in the middle of the street and scream No! She would turn and go back to her house and finish her cereal and her cartoon and go to school and hate math just like every other day.

But she did what she was told, just like she always did, and kept running, the pristine lavender morning sky a blur through her tears.

Later, those who survived the events of that morning on Telos named the cosmic phenomenon that destroyed their planet the Tears of Ana.

Their great sun goddess, weeping.

Passing her Judgment.

In those frantic early moments, though, newscasters simply called the fiery objects falling through the sky xanodites, as Xela’s mom had. This was the Telphon word for asteroids and comets and meteors. The term came from Telphon history; many millions of years earlier, their sister planet, Xanos, had been struck and destroyed by a comet. Three enormous pieces of the planet had remained in orbit, forming a broken sphere, and much of the debris had coalesced to form Telos’s lovely multicolored rings, which were only a distant shimmer by day, but then at sunset they glittered like jeweled necklaces and by night glowed like strings of pearls. However, a few of the larger chunks of Xanos had crashed into Telos’s surface, causing massive upheaval.

It is interesting to note that at the time, Telos had been well on its way to being colonized by a particularly crafty and very toxic species of fungus. The fungus had been firmly in control, and just beginning to have the most basic of sentient thoughts—something about the universe, and blueberries—when the xanodites rained down and drove the fungus to extinction. This had been a great development for the invertebrate worms that had managed to survive inside a few crevices of the xanodites and that would, over millions of years, evolve into the Telphons—yes, technically, the Telphons were aliens to their own planet—and a terrible development for the fungus. But such a thing is not uncommon in a universe like this one.

In other words: these things happen.

Of course, that’s an easy thing for us to say about some fungus, but it didn’t feel that way to Xela as she and her family raced out of their house that morning. All across the planet, people were doing the same: running for their lives.

There were six billion Telphons when the Tears of Ana arrived.

Only two hundred and thirty-eight survived.

Of these few survivors, some believed that the firestorm was indeed a message from their unhappy goddess, but those who were scientifically inclined understood within the first few hours of the tragedy that the Tears were not the work of a deity, nor were they a random cosmic event that had just happened. No, what certain survivors learned from their initial analysis was that the tears had been created, and had been aimed specifically at their planet.

Someone, somewhere, had done this on purpose.

As Xela sprinted across her yard, then up her street, she knew that they were all in grave danger, but she would have been shocked to know how bad her odds of survival that morning really were.

Here is what had to go right for you to be one of the two hundred and thirty-eight Telphons who survived the Tears of Ana:

First, you had to live on the opposite side of the world from where the Tears had landed. It ended up taking the firestorm only sixteen and a half minutes to engulf the planet. A full third of the population had been asleep; they literally never knew what hit them. Another third had only enough time to either turn on the television or start to consider what they should do before being vaporized. The final third was an ocean or two away and had enough time to get out of the house and head for shelter, only it turned out that almost no place was safe. At least most of these Telphons had time to say their good-byes.

Second, if you happened to be one of the lucky ones on the far side of the planet, you or a member of your family had to not only be employed by the military of your country—there’s no reason to get into the political history or geography of Telos at this point, as every country and city and historical site and petty squabble was about to be obliterated—but you also had to be stationed at the one particular base where the International Advanced Cosmic Studies lab was located. That this base was located on the far side of the planet in the first place was an incredible stroke of luck.

The Telphons had a space program somewhat similar to humanity’s. They’d sent a few astronauts up into the Xanos Rings, and built telescopes to study the stars and also to keep an eye out for objects that could destroy their planet. Unfortunately, this warning system was of little use when the Tears of Ana arrived. Each of the Tears measured barely a Telphon meter long. To the telescopes, they just looked like a harmless meteor shower, and like any other planet, especially one with such significant rings, Telos was being bombarded by thousands of small meteors each day, most of which burned up in the atmosphere.

Third, you or a member of your family had to not only be stationed at the IACS lab, you had to know about, and have clearance to enter, the top secret high-security subterranean laboratory beneath the base, where a small international team had spent many years studying a fascinating artifact: the first proof (before the Tears arrived, that is) that the Telphons were not alone in the universe.

But even more than that had to go right: within moments of the Tears’ arrival, you had to begin running, heading directly for the elevators to that underground lab. You had to reach those elevators and use them before the power cut out, a mere nine minutes after the initial explosion that vaporized Ocelia.

Because even if you made it to the staircase that switched back and forth down to the lab, even if you somehow navigated the crush of people trying to use that staircase, and even if you made it all the way down to the one spot from which anyone could hope to get off Telos in time . . . even then, you would have only another few minutes before the hurtling wave of atomic fire washed over everything and everyone.

As Xela dashed across the paths of the base, a hot electric wind buffeted her back. She risked a glance over her shoulder. The rim of the sky had begun to glow white hot. Black thunderclouds reared their heads over the horizon, lightning shooting from their crowns in all directions.

“Farther!” Dad shouted over the searing wind.

They reached a triangular building. Just like almost every other structure on Telos, its exterior was tiled with infrared-absorbing panels that shimmered in the deep orange of the rising sun.

They burst through metal access doors into a cool hallway. Dad wrestled to get his security badge out of his pocket, only to find that the guards at the checkpoint had abandoned their post. They sprinted down a long hallway and threw themselves into one of the three elevators.

“I still can’t reach Mica or my parents!” said Mom.

“Did you send them a message?” said Dad, stabbing the door-close button over and over. “We’re about to lose service.”

“I did, I—I told them to come here as fast as they could. . . .” At the far end of the hallway, the light from outside began to darken.

Another group crammed into the elevator and they were packed shoulder to shoulder. The doors began to hum closed. “Take the next one!” Dad called at the people rushing toward them. They shouted in protest, but the doors slid shut and the elevator whisked downward.

Mom kept refreshing her phone until a message appeared: No signal. She started to cry.

The elevator opened and they sprinted out into a massive cavern with glittering black walls and a high cathedral-like ceiling, a cavern that was believed to have formed when one of the giant chunks of Xanos struck Telos long ago. This turned out to be untrue. In fact, something else had made this cavern, something only a few on Telos knew about and even fewer understood, and when Xela saw it now for the first time, it made her gasp:

A huge, spherical orange crystal, as tall as a house, floating in the center of the cavern. The scientists of Telos had built a catwalk around its equator.

Xela and her family raced toward it. Xela saw people standing on the catwalk and placing their hands against the humming surface of the crystal. As each person did, they briefly glowed and then completely vanished.

She wanted to stop and blink and ask what exactly she had just seen, but Dad kept pulling her along, and in moments they were jostling their way toward the sphere, shoulder to shoulder with the other scientists and their families. They inched along the metal walkway that led to the circular catwalk, the huge crystal bathing them in orange light.

“Eight minutes,” said Dad.

Suddenly, the power went out. The elevators stopped working, and all the lights went out except for the orange glow of the crystal. There were screams and shouts, and Xela followed Mom’s gaze back over her shoulder to where people where stumbling and falling on the staircase that zigzagged down the side of the cavern, wild shadows lit only by the lights from their phones.

“I’ve got to go back for them!” Mom shouted, trying to turn around against the crowd.

“Marnia,” said Dad. She looked at him, and now her tears flowed freely. Xela felt a great, hulking shadow slip beneath her thoughts, like the Telphon version of a whale, but with black eyes and horrible teeth. She refused to hear it. Refused to think it: her brother, her grandparents . . .

Dad kept pulling her toward the crystal. Pushing and nudging ahead. Telphons kept vanishing into it, two, now three at a time. Xela had no idea what was happening to them, but whatever it was must be preferable to staying here.

What her father and mother and the other members of the team knew after decades of study and thousands of experiments was that this seemingly simple crystal was actually an incredibly complicated device that did a great many things, but its single most important function was its ability to create a wormhole through space, which beings or objects could then transit. Before today, it had never allowed a Telphon to do this, despite their many efforts, but thankfully, in this desperate moment, the crystal seemed to have changed its mind.

Or rather, the being standing beside it had changed its mind. As they inched closer, Xela’s heart skipped a beat at the sight of the strange figure on the catwalk, overseeing the Telphons’ departure. (This was, in fact, the second alien to show up on Telos that day. Moments before, a being known as a chronologist had arrived elsewhere on the planet to log the Tears of Ana in her records, but she had kept her visit to herself.)

This delicate, ancient being standing beside the crystal had appeared once before. Xela’s mom and dad had been there, though that encounter was strictly classified. The Telphons translated the being’s name as Styrlax. A couple of centuries earlier, one of these same beings had also appeared to a small collection of earthlings, who had heard its name as Paha’Ne. Neither of these were quite the true name of the beings, but they didn’t mind. When you’d traveled over a quarter of the known half of the universe, you learned to be easygoing about nomenclature.

Interestingly, even these Styrlax, easily one of the oldest and most advanced races in the universe, did not know about the chronologists. They knew about the blueberry, but not the pie, so to speak.

When the Styrlax had first appeared five years ago, he had kindly explained the business of the giant orange crystal to the Telphon scientists who had been studying it, and who were quite shocked to see an otherworldy being materialize out of it. He’d said, apologetically, that the Styrlax had intended to use the crystal as part of a plan to colonize the planet and turn the Telphons into mindless drones, only to learn that because of some slight oddities in the Telphons’ chemical composition, the Styrlax mind-control technology would not in fact work on them.

“Sorry about that,” the Styrlax had added. “It’s just that our planet blew up, as they sometimes do. We’ve been homeless ever since, but unlike some beings, we believe that all life in the universe is precious, no matter how insignificant.”

Before leaving, the Styrlax told the Telphons that, when the Telphons were ready, he would be happy to assist them in journeying out into space. “As an apology for nearly enslaving you all. Really, it’s the least we could do.”

At the time, the Telphons had no idea what the Styrlax was saying. He was, after all, speaking Styrlax. Xela’s mother was part of the linguistics team that had worked on translating the language in the years since. Until today, they hadn’t known for certain whether they’d gotten the translation right, as they had attempted to send numerous messages into the crystal but had received no replies. Then this morning when the first scientists raced down to the lab after the Tears had struck, and sent a desperate plea for help, they’d been relieved to see the Styrlax appear moments later.

“Place both palms on the surface,” the Styrlax had said, and the Telphons had correctly translated. “And I’d suggest closing your eyes,” he’d added.

Now Xela and her parents were almost to the crystal, only a few groups ahead of them. Arcs of energy erupted like solar flares from its surface, cycling around it like a miniature sun. The next few Telphons put their hands on it and disappeared in a wash of light.

“What about Mica?” Xela asked, but her voice was choked and barely more than a whisper. She couldn’t quite see over the adults behind them, but the sounds of screaming and wailing had grown so loud behind them . . .

Mom kept checking over her shoulder, fire glimmering in her tear-filled eyes. She rubbed Xela’s back and forced a smile. “They’ll make it.”

The group directly in front of them disappeared into the crystal.

“We have to go,” said Dad. “It’s now or never.”

Mom nodded, tears falling faster. She put her arm around Xela and they stepped up to the crystal. Its humming vibrated her teeth.

They’ll make it, Xela said to herself over and over.

“Tarra,” Dad said to a scientist beside him, “any idea where they’re sending us?”

Tarra-8 motioned to the Styrlax, who watched the crowd mildly, his translucent arms crossed. “He says they have a ship in orbit.”

Dad glanced around. “Golan and the kids?”

Tarra checked her phone. It flashed No Signal. “He took them early to practice. I should have gone for them. . . .”

Dad put a hand on her shoulder. “They know to come here, right?”

Tarra shrugged. She motioned with her phone. “Golan has subnetwork access, but even that’s down.”

“That fire is spreading fast,” said Dad.

“Not a fire,” said Tarra. “A fusion-driven plasma storm.”

The Styrlax spoke from nearby: a voice you might describe as a human computer imitating the sounds of an excited dog, crossed with a dinging microwave.

“Please hurry,” Mom translated.

“Go,” said Dad, pushing Xela.

She found herself face-to-face with the glittering electric crystal interface. But Mica! And wait, were they really leaving the planet? How would they get back? They—

“Now, Xela!” Dad urged.

Later, and for years after, Xela would wonder how she did it, because placing her hands on that warm surface had meant never seeing her house or anything in her world again. No one had told her that, and yet she’d seen her parents’ faces, seen that storm. It meant traveling to somewhere completely new when only moments before she’d been eating cereal and preparing for yet another day at school. Still needing to brush her hair and coil her tail, to remember to bring her friend Dia-7’s charm bracelet with her to class, otherwise there would be drama at lunch, and what about that vocabulary quiz? Wait, what would happen to Dia? And her classmates?

As she placed her palms onto the warm, buzzing crystal, it hit her like a wave. None of those things would ever happen, and her brother, and her grandparents—

Her body lit up. She experienced a light and stretching feeling like she was a pysal flower (similar to an Earth dandelion), like her very molecules were catching the wind and blowing free. And it felt like there was air between her fingernails and her skin, a wind behind her eyeballs, a gray hole in her thoughts . . .

The next thing Xela saw was the midnight-blue floor of the Styrlax space cruiser. She sucked in a breath that seemed to reorganize her from toe to spine. The gray hole was still there, though, the sense of something missing, something lost. After a moment it faded, but not all the way.

It never would.

She stumbled to her feet and looked around at the small crowd of Telphons. Everyone was silent. Facing the same way. Light flickered on their faces. Xela pressed up on her tiptoes but once again couldn’t see over the adults.

“Xela, don’t,” said Dad.

“I want to see.”

Dad sighed and lifted her up by the armpits; when was the last time he’d picked her up? He strained to hold her against his side. It had been so long since she’d smelled his brand of gel. Everyone wore it to keep their bristles from drying out. Dad’s smelled like hot sand and the Telphon version of chocolate. All of this brought fresh tears to her eyes. She felt younger, and older, so much older, all at once.

Xela saw, over the crowd, a giant liquid window. Below were the glittering rings and magenta curve of Telos. Her world. The copper hues of its oceans, the red and pink dabs of its landforms. She’d seen images of it from orbit but never really imagined how beautiful it was.

And yet, before her eyes, the energy storm swept over the planet rim, preceded by a foam of black clouds like breaking surf. It charged over land and water and crashed against itself in splashes of fire, and when it had covered the entire surface, their planet looked as if it had become a star. Then the storm died out, leaving a swirling gray breakwater, ashen, here and there blooming with flashes of leftover flame, like fireworks in a cloudy sky.

Everyone wept. Someone wailed. An older man nearby just repeated, “No, no, no. . . .”

Xela craned to see behind her. The crystal interface—a smaller sphere up here on the ship—hummed quietly. No one else was appearing in front of it.

“Mica?” she whispered.

Mom put a hand on her shoulder but didn’t answer.

“We should have stayed!” Xela yelled. “We should have waited!”

Dad hugged her tighter. “Shh.”

“No! Let me go!” She thrashed out of her father’s grasp and fell to the ground. He grabbed her by the shoulders and hugged her again. “We’d be dead, too,” he said, his voice choked. “You have to see that. We’d be gone.”

Xela quieted. He was right. But now that she had lived, how long would she feel this terribly alone?

Eventually, the murmurs and tears and wails of agony coalesced into one swirling wave, a single question, ringing throughout the crowd of survivors.

“What happened?”

“Ana wanted to punish us!” someone yelled. “She wept for our sins!”

“It was terrorism!”

“We were attacked!”

Dad moved away from the shouting. Xela trailed behind him. He and Mom and Tarra convened behind the orange crystal, in a command area where the Styrlax who had come for them stood with two others of his kind.

“Do you know what caused this?” Dad asked calmly.

Mom translated the question. The Styrlax chirped and blipped in reply.

“He says they aren’t sure,” said Mom, “but they can help us retrace the trajectory of the bombs and pinpoint their origin.”

“Can they help us get there?” Dad asked.

The Styrlax made a sound like a breeze through wind chimes. He consulted with the others for what seemed like a long time, then replied.

“They will lend us a ship,” Mom translated. “What we do with it is up to us. We can bring a small team. The rest can stay aboard here for as long as we need, but the Styrlax will not involve themselves further.”

“Tell them we are grateful.” Dad looked back at the survivors, then locked eyes with Tarra and another scientist who’d joined them, Barro-8. “I think we’ve ended up in command.”

Barro motioned to Tarra. “You’re the highest ranking among us.”

Tarra grimaced but nodded. “Let’s get everyone else organized.”

Mom looked around. “There are so few of us. . . .”

“All the more reason not to waste time.”

“Dad, what will we do?” asked Xela.

“We’re going to figure out who did this, and why.”

Xela sat alone by the window as the adults conversed in quiet tones. Below, the planet swirled in gray ash and darkness. She thought of Mica, of his auburn bristles and his feisty tail, the way he wouldn’t leave her room each night even though it was bedtime, the way he jumped on her each morning . . .

Many hours, or maybe a day later—time had little meaning when you were in orbit, the sun slipping by every few hours—Mom came and sat beside her.

“Mica’s gone,” Xela sobbed.

Mom nuzzled her face against Xela’s braid. “I know.”

“We’ll never see him or Nia or Niho again, ever. Or the rest of our family or any of my friends or our house or anything. I just want to die, too.”

Mom hugged her tightly, tears falling. This was the kind of moment when, throughout Xela’s life, Mom had said something like It’s going to be okay, but not this time.

“We’re going to go on a journey,” she said instead. She rubbed her finger against the skin in the crook of her elbow.

Xela noticed that Mom had drawn three hollow black circles there. “What’s that?”

“To remember your brother, and your grandparents.”

“Can I have one, too?”

“It’s permanent. And it hurts.”

“I don’t care; I want one. Where are we going?”

“To where the Tears came from. To find out who sent them, and why.”

“And then what?”

Mom looked out the window. “We don’t know yet.”

“We need to kill them,” said Xela, squeezing her own tail until it hurt. “We need to burn them up just like they did to us!”

“Calm down, honey,” said Mom, rubbing her shoulders, and yet she didn’t disagree. “Barro and Tarra are leaving soon. They will scout the system and report back. Then we’ll go.”

Xela nodded. “I’m waiting for you to tell me that you’re going to leave me here where it’s safe.”

Mom shook her head and bit her lip, a pained look crossing her face. “We will stay together. Nowhere is safe anymore.”

“I know.”

“We may need to make some changes,” said Mom. “To how we look and how we think. We may need to do things that, before today, we would never have imagined doing.”

Xela gripped her tail tighter. “Good.”

Mom left, and Xela gazed out the window. Below, the surface of Telos, in night’s shadow, was as dark as the depths of space around them, a black hole where her entire life had once been.

She turned away from it and curled up on her side.

Many sleepless hours later, she boarded a Styrlax spaceship with Mom and Dad, Barro and Tarra, and ten other Telphons. The ship was powered by a smaller version of the orange crystal sphere, and they traveled many light-years nearly at once. And then again. And again.

One year later, after endless training and careful, quiet study, Xela had a new name and a new face. She had scars from the changes they had all made to blend in, changes that had left her in daily pain. The strange planet she now found herself on looked stranger through her new eyes; even her voice no longer sounded like her own. She was an alien speaking an alien language, learning an alien history. But she appeared as one of them, except for the three circles she would draw inside her elbow, above the permanent, hidden tattoos beneath. Three circles that she would touch when she was alone, and say their names: Mica, Nia, Niho.

She would smile, and she would make alien friends, and pretend to laugh at their alien jokes, but inside, she would never forget:

They would be counted.





TIME LINE

2175: Humanity detects anomalous readings in the sun and discovers that it will explode in a supernova in less than fifty years. This behavior contradicts all previous scientific knowledge of yellow dwarf stars, and there is no way to stop it.

2179: The International Space Agency devises a plan: leave the solar system and journey to the planet designated Aaru-5, nearly fifteen light-years away. The journey will take one hundred and fifty years, with humans in stasis for most of the trip.

2185: Humanity begins moving to colonies on Mars. Starliner construction commences in orbit above the red planet. The ISA initiates Phases One and Two of the Aaru-5 colonization protocol.

2194: Eight years into its test voyage, the Starliner Artemis, the prototype of the ships that will make up the colonial fleet, is lost.

2198: The last humans leave Earth orbit. The planet is officially declared uninhabitable.

2200: The First Fleet departs on the ten-year journey to Delphi, the first waypoint en route to Aaru-5. Additional fleets depart yearly, then every few months as Red Line, the time when Mars will become too dangerous to inhabit, draws closer.

2209: Phase One is completed. Initial readings are deemed promising. The First Fleet reaches Delphi successfully and refuels to begin the journey to Danos, the second waypoint.

2211: Earth is consumed by the sun.

2213: The last colonists depart Mars on the Starliner Scorpius.

2216: The sun goes supernova, obliterating the solar system.

2223: The Scorpius begins its arrival procedures near Delphi. . . .
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EARTH YEAR: 2223

DISTANCE TO DELPHI: 557.3 BILLION KM

TIME TO ARRIVAL: 184 DAYS, 9 HOURS

From a far enough distance, the Milky Way galaxy appears to be hugging itself with arms made of soft clouds. Closer, those clouds can be seen for what they really are: trillions of stars, a spill of diamonds. It would seem that to fly through, you would need to carefully thread your way between their crowded edges, all the while being blinded by their gleaming. But when you get very close, those spiral arms, those rivers of gems, reveal their trick. The spaces between the stars get bigger and bigger, until you are alone in darkness, each star seemingly a lifetime away. You can be moving at nearly thirty thousand kilometers per second, a speed so fast it is like traveling from your house around the world and back in the time it takes to snap your fingers, and yet the stars never seem to get any closer. In a universe this vast, where the answer to are we there yet comes in decades, centuries, even millennia, you can almost feel like you aren’t moving at all.

Better just to sleep.

And so humanity did, in billions of little pods on a hundred great ships, a jagged blinking ant line through the dark. And yet, again, so great were the distances that this was not a line you could see: the First Fleet, which had recently departed from Danos, the second waypoint, was a bit more than a full light-year ahead of the Final Fleet, which was just nearing Delphi, the first. More than twelve trillion kilometers separated the first starliner, the Asimov, and the last, the Scorpius, with the rest of the fleets scattered in between.

There were more ships behind the Scorpius as well: many private vessels, stragglers who had stayed to watch the sun go supernova seven years ago. They had pulled back to a safe distance and peered through high-powered scopes as the sun, now a smoldering red supergiant, all at once collapsed in on itself and exploded, sending a brilliant wave of energy in all directions. It vaporized Jupiter and Saturn (in the Rings of Gold casino, at the last table of lifers still playing cards, the dealer’s final recorded hand was a perfect twenty-one), as well as Neptune and Uranus. It tossed Pluto and Charon like marbles out into the dark, to roam the night perhaps forever, or at least until they found another sun to enchant them. It bloomed into a feathery magenta-and-yellow cloud and eventually died away.

Humanity’s home: erased forever.

Was it worth it? the stragglers had asked one another as they’d turned and shot away from the glimmering little neutron star that remained, a celestial tombstone to the solar system that was. Definitely, they’d all replied, and yet they were quiet as they prepared for stasis, their memories haunted by the ferocious blast, by the sight of those planets disintegrating, the irrefutable finality. . . .

Now all was quiet. Sleeping pods across the fleets, all the orphans inside dreaming their molasses-slow dreams, a light coating of ice on each small window. Here, a bot moving about, performing basic maintenance. There, a human waking to take his watch on a starliner bridge, relieving another bleary-eyed colonial officer who trudged back to her pod, lonely footsteps echoing on the metal corridor floors. She’d seen enough of the infinite for a while, thank you very much.

On icy Delphi: the chugging of mining equipment and trash incinerators, cleanup from the second-to-last fleet and the Starliner Saga. When its passengers had woken up and learned that their sun was truly gone, they’d had quite a party. To hear their raucous din, you might have thought theirs was a joyous celebration, but as with most funerals, if you studied their faces, you would have known otherwise.

On they went, the ships racing across the ocean of space, blips barely visible in the dark, the humans on their way to Aaru-5, the closest planet that might be able to support them still well over a hundred years away.

But see this:

On one small ship near the very back of the line, still a few months from Delphi, a girl who is not asleep. On a human ship, in human clothes, a girl . . .

But not a human at all.

She has left her pod, awakened by an alarm she set just before their last refueling stop ended. The other passengers are still asleep. This girl checks her link. She has little time, and much to do.

She floats through the ship in low light, little more than a shadow in her black thermal wear. She keeps one hand on the wall because balance has never been as easy since she had to lose her tail. As she floats, she slips her atmo pack over her shoulders and presses the plugs into her nostrils. Can’t afford to have her cough kick in, though the air on the ship is far better than it ever was on Mars.

The skin on her hands, feet, and face is striped, some human color still, but the wider streaks reveal lavender with grayish-black dots. The putty-like skin covering is meant to be reapplied every few days, but she’s been in stasis three years since their last stop, and even in the cold, still pod, the cream dries and flakes off. She has to wake up early to clean up the mess, to reapply.

But there are other things that must be done first.

She slips into the cockpit. The ship’s panda-shaped bot sits in the pilot’s chair in low power mode, his eyes glowing a mellow orange above his permanent, creepy grin. Carefully, she lowers herself behind him and places a metal cylinder against the back of his head. The cylinder is smooth and silver, as long as a pinkie finger, with a black suction cup at one end. She presses the cup tight against the metal, then pushes a red button. A white light starts to blink on the cylinder’s opposite end. Normally the bot would awaken in the presence of a passenger, but this device will keep him asleep while she works.

The girl buckles herself into the copilot’s chair and checks her link. She scrolls through the usual menus and then taps an icon that no normal human link has. A message awaits her. It is cold inside the ship, but before she activates the message, she slips off her gloves, pulls the link out of its port on her sleeve, and cups her hands around it.

The message is not displayed in the visual spectrum of light. Nor is it presented in her native language; the coverings that she wears on her eyes so that they appear human would make it impossible to read, anyway. Three years, or if you counted stasis nearly thirteen, of seeing the world as if it has lost its color, its depth, and by evening when the lubricant has worn off, the maddening irritation. Just one of many things she has never told even her closest friends. Nor has she complained. Her mother would just remind her of all the more important things they’ve lost.

The message arrives in pulses of heat, created by running the link’s processors at full speed in quick bursts. She feels the heat as a code in her palms, long bursts and short, some hotter than others. Even that sensation is dulled, since her bristles were shaved off.

Slowly, she decodes the message, and it fills her with worry and frustration.

We know you are confused, but you must not forget our mission. We can forgive what happened at Saturn, but you must turn your link’s locator back on so that we can intercept. It is what your mother and father would want.

The girl curses to herself. They don’t know what they’re doing. They thought they did, but they don’t know what she now knows. She tried to convince Barro back at Saturn, while Liam ran off with the data key, but he wouldn’t listen, wouldn’t take her seriously. They never did.

She will show them this time.

Think of your brother. Of all those who must be counted. Think of your people. Our very survival depends on you.

Yes, she thinks, it does, and she grits her teeth and deletes the message.

She does not turn on her link locator. She has a plan of her own. But as she replaces her link, she shivers. It is a plan that means she is almost always alone.

The girl puts on her gloves. She taps the ship’s navigation and brings up a holoscreen. A map of the journey to Delphi, with key statistics. Speed: thirty-five thousand kilometers per second. Time to arrival: one hundred and forty-two days, eight and a half hours. They are a day behind schedule because at their last refueling stop, three years ago, they discovered that they had drifted ever so slightly off course. This meant it would take them an extra day to catch the Scorpius at Delphi. The starliner will be moored there for five days, and they’ve been scheduled to get there on the second day; now it will be the third, and that’s fine. They have enough fuel to make it without any more stops.

But she needs them to need one more stop. Just to be sure.

The girl pairs her link with the console and activates another icon that no human link would have: a viral program that slaves the ship’s navigation and allows her to make changes to their course without the ship’s computer, or its bot, knowing. Her father built it while her mother was decoding human speech—changing code and changing vocal cords, communication surgery. In a way, it’s what she’s doing now.

Except Dad would be furious, she thinks. Both of them would be. Maybe she will be able to convince them, when the time comes. But she still has no plan for that.

She loads their course plot on the holoscreen. Hours of study under her stern mother’s eye, learning these systems, on top of all the human customs, the history. Many hours here in the dark too, before their last wake-up, figuring out just how much to alter their course.

She is betraying them now, betraying them all—don’t think about that.

She makes the change: barely a hundredth of a degree. That should do it.

The girl confirms the new settings, and the ship shudders as its lateral thrusters fire. A short pulse, just a momentary vibration, then silence again. So much silence out here.

She watches the ship’s trajectory change just so, then taps off the holoscreen, exits the program, and disconnects her link. She removes the cylinder on the bot’s neck and glides out of the cockpit.

Back in her compartment, she gets her backpack and heads to the bathroom. She looks in the mirror, her face half her own, half an imposter’s. But since that last day on Mars, she wonders: Which is which? It feels like neither. It feels like both.

How will she make him understand?

She rubs the old putty off, the flakes floating in the air around her. When she’s finished, she gets the ship’s vacuum, switches it to zero gravity mode, and sucks up the mess. Then she unscrews a metal container, dips her finger into the cool, thick putty, and lifts it toward her face. Pauses again.

Why bother?

Why keep hiding who she is, when it is no longer certain who she should be hiding from?

But no, one thing at a time. There may still be a way to not lose everyone she cares about.

And so a half hour later she reemerges from the bathroom, the mask reapplied and nearly set. She enters the compartment where her parents sleep. Carefully, she opens their pods, one at a time, with a hiss of frosted fog. The pods can’t be open for long, less than a minute, or the temperature and fluid parameters of stasis will become imbalanced, forcing an emergency wake-up. This would jeopardize their health, as their wounds from the explosion on Mars are no better than they were ten years ago, merely paused. But also, then she might have to explain herself.

She moves swiftly. There’s not time to remove their old masks, so she quickly vaccuums what’s flaked off, dabs on fresh putty, and smoothes it as best she can. Before sealing them up again, she kisses each of their foreheads.

Finally, she returns to her room. Before she gets back into her pod, she pauses, a nervous flutter in her chest. She opens a drawer along the wall and pulls out a link. She turns it on, and as it powers up, her heart begins to beat faster. This makes the artificial pump just below her single ventricle speed up, and there is a strange sort of sucking in her lungs and she has to fight back a cough. Before, it was easy to blame it on the Martian dust. That had probably been part of the cause, but what excuse will she make now that it is only guilt and fear?

The home screen appears and she taps the video file there. When it starts to play
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