
		
			Watching the swirling blue portal shimmering like a pool of water within the metallic arch, Red stood as ready and confident as she would ever be. She extended her gloved hand close to the portal and felt a familiar tingling sensation that scared her.

			“Red Rover, Red Rover, send yourself over.” The portal whispered.

			As the voice grew louder and echoed out into the settlement, the crowd fell silent. Many of Red’s fellow Rovers removed their headphones in bewilderment.

			Red took a step back and steeled her nerves for her charge. Unraveling the mysteries of the arches was a Rover’s duty. Now she had the chance to do the preeminent task and learn more than any of them had ever imagined. She had never fancied herself a brazen explorer like her mother, but the universe was calling her by name to investigate its supreme secrets. 

			Red hoped in her heart that she would discover and return with the greatest answers the colony had ever known.

			[image: ]

			Red and her colleagues must devise a plan to stop an uncaring intergalactic empire. Beasts of science, the politics of man, and their own young hearts stand in their way. But each of their unique societies can serve as part of the larger solution. Their only chance against overwhelming power is to call out to humanity while it burns, compile the best of them, and pray with all their might regardless of how misguided Red believes such faith in the Divine deity may be.
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			To my writing community and all my supporters.

			It’s never too late to learn a new skill.

			The hardest part is the first step

			and it’s easier with allies.

			To my wife, Marci.

			You were the inspiration launching my

			literary career. My muse that started a quest

			which led me to the other side of the blue, wispy portal.

		

	
		
			The Red Rover

			File Under: exploration, boundaries, knowledge

			Location(s): Abeona-2

			Executive Summary: I, Red of Omega settlement, humbly submit this report to the Planetary Archives of the Rover Order formatted in formal Rover Code third person qualitative-compliant narrative style. This is a complete written history of my summarized oral presentation titled Documentation Regarding the Red Rover’s Journey Across the Stars at the 701st Annual Rover Conference. I also include an appendix of subsequent events thereafter. This report explores the complex circumstances that led to the Great Answer Crisis. It encompasses my discovery of answers to arch technology, its origins, those connected through it, and how we came to be in this new post-arch era. The following first entry is of my own account. Further entries will document ethnological interviews I conducted with my known associates before returning to my own experience. Herein, the Red Rover verifies her documentation is true and free of intentional error.

		

	
		
			ROVER ENTRY #1011

			Little miss Red’s cactus-fiber wrapped feet trembled half-buried in golden-red sand at the top of a blustering hill. The metallic arch before her cast a wavering blue glow. Inside its metal frame swirled a thin, undulating surface that could have been mistaken for gelatin if her family had not taught her better. No more than a few centimeters thick, the portal still had a cavern inside it and no one understood how. Gusts of indifferent wind, so much worse up here than around her home at the hill’s base, ignored her craving for stability like the wilds of her galactic frontier world. Nature would not offer her peace today. Assurance would have to come from within herself.

			“You always knew one day you’d have to cross this boundary,” the staunch Governor said, standing beside her. He gripped a metal pipe anchored deep within the sand. It held the two of them steady despite the fierce wind. Dressed in his finest ceremonial attire, bright red leather pants tucked into his boots and a thick woven jacket adorned with jangling medals and chains, he looked uncomfortable. However, this ceremony was his to oversee. He was a man who believed duty always came first and he was expecting the same from her.

			“Come now,” he said, patting her back. “People aren’t used to seeing a child up here. Put on a cheery smile and wave.”

			Omega settlement expected Red to shoulder the full responsibility of a Rover. Many believed the Great Answer of the arches was almost upon them and her profession was a necessity. Her school texts corroborated this in the history section along with recently introducing her young self to multiplication tables. No more than a week prior she would never have thought it possible that she would be standing on this hill at so young an age. She was supposed to have at least ten more years to go. Yet, the settlement believed sacrificing her childhood was worth it if it could help solve their planet’s greatest mystery. The revelation, it was widely believed, would change everything.

			Like the desert sand, the colonists’ excitement coalesced around their new Rover during the ceremony taking place in the settlement’s center. Their densely packed buildings made of rusting expedition-age metal had been Red’s entire world. She knew through tales that tan sand and gray stone indeed extended indefinitely across an environment devoid of mercy for its occupiers, but she had never seen any of it with her own eyes. Instead, the novel sight, the first of many in her future, was unfolding just below her. At the base of this hill, hundreds of people held the hands of their neighbors. Their bodies swayed in unison. Lungs rang out a melody from composers whose names had long been forgotten. Linked like a fence, the people believed their ritual channeled their strength and wishes into their Rover as she took her oath to serve the colony.

			“Red Rover, oh Red Rover. Send our questions on over. Red Rover, oh Red Rover. Bring answers back over,” they crooned.

			Despite the unpleasant dust storm whipping up, the weather was comparably kind for her first clash with the pristine metallic curve at the center of her people’s society. Any other day of the year and she was likely to be facing down her destiny in the middle of a terrornado surge. This arch, about four-meters tall, had always been here on top of the hill in all its silvery glory. It resided at the base of a conductive colonist-constructed mountain of metal and wire. The electrified heap’s summit held steady, defiant among the clouds of the orange sky. Together, the crag of shining debris polished over centuries by sandy gales and the arch both sparked excitedly with the electricity that powered their homes.

			As the chanting grew louder, Red shook her head within her wrapped up hood. Her weather-repellent goggles jiggled upon her face, too big still for her small noggin but necessary for such an occasion. Being part of such a silly ritual felt childlike. And, despite her age, had the Governor not told her the time for childhood things was over? But when her mouth cracked open to protest with confident words directing the Governor on how she wished to conduct the ceremony, her pronouncement failed to materialize.

			A helpful distraction or not, other worries occupied her mind and competed for her attention. What expectations would the youngest Rover in history have to bear? How could she be expected to leave her home, conduct serious research, and learn to drive as a seven-year-old? 

			She wanted to cry. She wished her grandpa could accompany her for the moment she had to finally reach beyond.

			Her mother’s brownish-red leather glove encapsulated her hand in the only comforting embrace she had been afforded yet today. It was well worn for it had seen decades of adventure before Red herself was even a conceived concept. Red wished it were her mother’s hand that held onto hers, providing her warmth, but that was impossible. Instead, her own small fingers swam in the glove’s spacious cavity, and she was beginning to resent that fact.

			She glared at the glove and recalled her grandpa’s earlier pleas.

			“My little desert flower, please put it on. It’ll bring you luck. I’m sure of it,” he said while holding her arm still. His voice was quiet, almost lost in the wind. He grew more frail with every season. She would have no one left who understood her once his last grain of sand drifted away.

			“No. I don’t want that anywhere near me!” she cried. Try as she might to wiggle out of his grasp, the shifting ground made her unsteady. He slipped the large glove over her hand and tied it closed at her wrist. His shaking fingers could still summon a few Rover knots she had yet to learn. He loved this without-a-pair trinket because it harbored many recollections he never wished to forget. Red hated the glove because its owner chose adventure over making new memories with her.

			“Trust me. You will want it in the end. You will.” 

			“It’s time,” the Governor said, recalling Red to the present moment with a lull in the wind. “Quickly now before it picks up again and blows either of us off this peak.” He released his grip on the stabilizing pipe and they approached the arch hand in hand.

			With the arch’s portal swirling near her face, the Governor guided her gloved arm and pushed it slowly through the sea of blue. There was no clue to discern what to expect out of its swirling patterns, just static. She squirmed at first, wanting to run back to her grandpa waiting at the bottom of the hill. She had heard from other young Rovers-to-be that the inside of an arch was excruciating. But just prior to her fingers piercing the veil, she remembered her grandpa said everyone expected her to be brave. She did not agree with all his beliefs, but she wanted him to be proud of her. Like how he inexplicably was of his daughter. 

			She settled for the comfort of closing her eyes. 

			Unsettling heat swathed her hand like cleaning out the organs of a freshly gutted canidauroch for holiday dinner. There were no daggers, stretching of flesh, or mind-boggling agony. She released her trapped breath. The evidence was clear; just as the adults had said, she was in no actual danger. It was almost pleasant at first. She almost smiled before the pressure grew stronger. First firm, then concerning, and finally escalating to a frightening level of crushing strength that swung open her mouth before her eyelids.

			Her screech hushed the crowd of neighbors. It drew out by itself until the dry air tugged the last string of breath from her lungs. Red believed she could have suffocated if the Governor had not gently withdrawn her wrist. 

			Tingling aqua sparks, like little hands gripping her fingertips, came back with her painfully pulsating hand. She had never seen anything like it, but she was told that something like this may happen. Yet seeing it in person was surprising. As the end of her glove pulled away, a weak invisible force tried to pull her back inside. She struggled until it let go and snapped back to its mysterious world. All the pain was gone in an instant.

			“It is done! The boundary has been crossed!” the Governor announced to the audience. He lifted Red’s hand toward the crowd. “Introducing the twelfth Rover of Omega Settlement who will be known henceforth by her legacy name, Red!”

			The quicker she forgot her old name, the better it would be for everyone. A life-long professional Rover had no need to be identified by anything other than their formal designation. But she never forgot the first time she touched the inside of an arch. Those sticky little metaphysical hands had imprinted on the deepest recesses of her memory.

			She descended the steep hill amid the backdrop of euphoric applause and the calls of respectful remembrance for her mother. Red kicked up sand, avoiding tripping, and managed to rip the glove off. She ran into her grandpa’s chest and buried her face. Moist tears trickled down her cheeks. They evaporated in the arid wind as fast as she could expel them.

			“Honey. Why are you crying?” he asked with a curious smile, cradling her head between his arms like he did for her mother at the same ceremony a lifetime ago. “This is a moment of great joy. You begin a critical journey today.”

			She shoved the glove into his hand. How could she wish it away, make it disappear where she would never see it again? 

			“I heard them shouting just now! Everyone says I look just like her. But I don’t want to be her!” 

			Embarrassment for thinking such things about the recently departed stacked upon her still mourning heart. This life was unfair and it made her weep. However, starting that day she did become the Red Rover as per ritual. Her new responsibility would leave little time for dwelling on personal concerns, so she wailed out her troubles for the entire planetary colony to hear. 

			Her grandpa must have understood the cathartic need to do so for he did not scold or discourage her from expressing herself despite being unbecoming of a stoic and adaptable Rover. Her adherence to the Rover Code could start the next day after she had a proper goodbye to her past self.

			Nothing would have consoled her in that moment, but she could have tempered her remorse if she knew she had taken the first step on an expedition which would lead her to unlocking the mysteries of the arches, embarking to lands unknown, and ending it just as it began: recording knowledge in her Rover Journal.

		

	
		
			ROVER ENTRY #1012

			The dunes were wider. The cactuses were taller by ten years. Red’s buggy maneuvered through the Lonely Basin’s sun-scorched badlands. Sand stretched toward the early evening horizon. Only the occasional craggy rock formation or blooming cactus patch broke up an otherwise unremarkable Abeona-2.

			She tapped the glass on the buggy’s temperature gauge. The heat was cozily within the orange zone, but her sand-resistant clothing made it seem much hotter than that. She unbuttoned her hood and let her fluttering hair take to the wind. After years of her profession, she was used to the grueling conditions on the road. But on trips like this, she still longed for the days of childhood when her higher station afforded her luxury with no responsibility. 

			The beginning of this expedition season began on the eve of the week after her birth date. The twin-suns, burning fervently, reminded her of the candles stabbed into her aging-ceremony steak. The fresh memories of laughs, pats on her back, and kind words inscribed inside a card which she had left at home came to mind. The polite smiles of her neighbors hid their true opinions: she was either stupid or brave to do the work that she did and they were not enough of either to be like her. Several elders in attendance congratulated her on surviving long enough to finally unlock all the rights and responsibilities of her fellow colonists. She nodded amicably for she had already believed herself an adult for years. Despite the dangers of her job and the expectations placed upon her by the Rover Order, she had risen to the occasion on all accounts. Did that not separate her from her youthful peers already?

			As a mature Rover, she had traveled the colony and employed her craft to observe, analyze, and draw conclusions from the planet’s mysteries. Yet what her society considered a mystery was limited to the arches. The Order only provided aging tools, sonographs, radars, and software to complete the task. This might have been intentional serving the messaging from her Rover academy days: further curiosity could cross a dangerous line.

			Red’s deviant conjectures would be frowned upon by the colony and thus had remained unsaid. But it was becoming uncomfortable being aware of a voice inside herself, soft and low but growing with insistence each year, asking for more from this world.

			Enough worrying about what she could not have, she thought. Red tapped her palms upon her fraying, leather-wrapped steering wheel. She bounced in her seat thinking about the variety of reasons for this trip, yet it was an old friend who loomed largest in her mind. The sliver of a moon was in a very different place in the sky than the last time she had seen her colleague, Green Rover of Iota settlement. After how they had left things, the secret flirting and forbidden desires spoken aloud, she hoped he was as eager to see her as she was for him. 

			She did not know many Rovers her own age, the profession being mostly populated by twenty-to-fifty somethings, so the few fellow youths tended to light a spark inside her. Was he equally anxious, sitting at home and playing out the scenario of her arrival over and over again in such a way that no other thoughts could penetrate his speculative mind? Perhaps. Yet, she recalled Green was not the most considerate or organized Rover. She tempered her expectations and hoped he just remembered she was coming. A clean bed to sleep on may be the best she could expect for such a scatterbrain.

			Her heart was also thumping at the thought of initiating the first field test of an experimental device of her own design. The makeshift machine rattled in her cargo space. She worried the rough road would shake all the screws loose, but there was nothing she could do about that. She never told anyone about this monstrosity, not even her grandpa, but she thought Green could be open-minded enough to help her test it. And besides, he liked her. 

			The Red Rover’s reputation, tarnished by her mother, was hers to correct. While her current course of action was unsanctioned, she believed history required a certain degree of measured, hushed boldness to achieve great shifts. She was sure people would understand once they beheld its results and it would be worth it in the end.

			A welcome, cool breeze foreshadowed the return of a relentless winter with the evening temperatures dropping into the blue zone. With that relief, persistent sand hitched a ride and found its way in and through her still exposed, tangled hair. At least her Order-issued red jacket, complete with thermal padding and more pockets than necessary, kept this nuisance away from her core. Her trusty goggles also kept the road ahead clear.

			Red dragged her finger along the map lying on the passenger’s seat. Rough cactus paper against her skin helped fight the barren, unpaved road’s mind-numbing effects. While lonely, she slightly preferred solitude on the road to the bustle of the settlement centers. She did not understand people that well. Was that just her or part of being a teenager?

			To her delight, the map foretold the approach of a point of interest brimming with potential to break up the monotony. She scanned the flat horizon. Her goggles zoomed in on the distant hilltop peaks. Details of the atmosphere were revealed to her by colors flashing across the glass circles. Such rare and aging technology effectively helped Rovers avoid life-threatening hazards like potential conditions for a storm. A small blue pip pointed her toward an ancient colony ark.

			The mountainous wreckage was from her people’s first days. It certainly was an interesting sight and one she had missed the first time she traveled to Iota. This specific ship must have been a vessel that experienced a radioactive meltdown upon landing. She noted no visible tire tracks or campsite smoke pillars. Scant evidence of salvage activity lent support to this hypothesis, although she wondered how long resource-strapped settlements could avoid this dangerous yet invaluable heap of material. She recognized this same insecurity in the spurting sounds coughing out of her buggy’s exhaust port. 

			After over a millennium since their departure from the home world, a period known as the Great Expedition, their colony had reached its near limits of self-sufficiency. They may have called themselves The Lost Colony, but her ancestors were just one of many ships that first explored the galaxy with no expectation of ever receiving assistance from home. No doubt other forsaken expeditions existed, but she had never read anything about them in her school texts. And without the functioning technology to initiate spaceflight or communication over galactic distances, no average colonist could gather such information from what remnants of humanity remained among the stars, if any at all.

			She checked her map again to see if the Order had marked this route as dangerous. She did not want to accidentally drive through the surely poisonous wind the decrepit ship emitted. Curiously, there was no such note. Perhaps this was an oversight? She assessed her battery gauge. A slight detour would not cause any trouble.

			Red believed nuclear radiation was worthy of research. However, she knew it was best for her to forget about it. The wild frontiers outside the established settlements were largely a mystery even after generations of colonists. The Order wanted it this way. 

			She charted a path a little off-road. With a jerk of her wheel, she gave the colossal wreckage a wide berth. Yes, the undocumented trail was unpredictable, but a good Rover could handle themselves on the road. She reasoned she was taking a well-calculated risk considering the alternative.

			Her eyes darted as she analyzed the rocky route ahead. She dug her fingers into the steering wheel’s cold leather. The tires spun and popped over unseen rocks. She gasped as a steep cliff materialized before her. She swerved the buggy in circles until it stopped at the edge. 

			Still anchored in her seat, Red’s hands trembled at the sight. Climbing higher than a few meters off the ground was not in her job description. Eyeing the craggy crevasse as if it would reach out and grab her, its absence from her map puzzled her. Yet the longer she spent near the brink, the more curious she became much to her dismay. Shifting mountain ranges and deep valleys, like this one which nearly took her life, were still not fully understood. 

			There were theories proposing an overactive molten core inside the planet or massive regular meteorite impacts. Kids often gossiped about her favorite conjecture; the land was carved by giant sand serpents. Little to no evidence existed for any of these ideas so she did not think about it much. And yet an opportunity to gather more data on that mystery spanned before her.

			She climbed out of her vehicle and tiptoed toward the edge.

			“As long as I take it slow and am careful, I should be safe,” she muttered to her nerves.

			Some things could only be learned by living, her mother used to say. This cautionary argument seemed less convincing as she crept closer. Competing in her head, the raw statistics comforted her. She had exponentially more Rover hours than anyone her age and could not recall the last intentionally stupid thing she had done. She was capable of being safe.

			The open chasm stretched before her. From gold to amber to red all the way down, layers of colored rock provided a glimpse into the past. One feature which caught her eye was the large holes speckling the opposite cliff far below. Muscle moles, another of the desert’s rare creatures, lived deep underground among the rock too hard for human tools. 

			It took her three tries to get herself to take a steady seat on the ledge. She unfurled her map to sketch the gorge. A gentle breeze still required a firm grip. She should report the aerial dimensions with her upcoming log so updated maps could be sent to the other Rovers. While attempting to estimate the distance between the vast gap, she recalled a school text which claimed the existence of fissure-filling technologies equipped on the ancient colony arks. The planet proved resistant to such terraforming efforts. Other inadequacies, like the inability to calm the green lightning storm beginning to peek over the horizon or being unable to find ways to vary their nutritional diets, were more challenges that hindered her people. 

			Confident with her estimates, a second sketch inside her Journal was for her alone. Her black pencil constructed the scene. Colored ones brought it to life. Chromatic pencils were not standard-issued Rover gear. She spent a month’s salary at Epsilon’s market for those beauties. They were worth their weight in water.

			She sketched the horizon as well. The view was breathtaking. Why could this not be studied, distributed, and enjoyed by the people? She believed the image had value. Yet it took away Journal pages from the Great Answer. It was possible her desires were wrong. The Order would certainly think so.

			After shading her last cloud, she retrieved jerky and a pouch of water from her belt. She enjoyed a bite of sinewy meat and double the gulps of satiating liquid. Her grandpa would have scolded her for deviating from her ration schedule, but she wanted to celebrate her bravery in some way.

			A hair-raising howl echoed up from the ravine’s deepest depths. Few had seen vicious canidaurochs near settlement walls in recent years. She had never seen one in the flesh before. The boundary of her curiosity approached and she was not willing to cross it. Red hopped up, cursed as dizziness fell upon her from peering down the cliff too far, and carefully climbed back into her buggy.

			She had been off course long enough. She had a date to make.

		

	
		
			ROVER ENTRY #1013

			Red returned to the road energized and longing to chat about her thoughts regarding the value of new knowledge. Yet she had no co-pilot. While normally a solitary job, Rover tradition prescribed a partner on this specific trip. A Rover’s predecessor would accompany them on their tricentennial excursion and point out all the sights and sounds regarding the first time they themselves visited and recorded at the destination settlement. But like her initiation years prior, she had to observe this tradition in her own modified way. 

			Absent her mother, her grandpa was the natural next choice. But his frailness forced her to make do with her mother’s aging Journal saddled into her passenger’s seat. This passive tour seemed like a poor substitute, but she did not know any better way. She occasionally flipped through her mother’s Journal to reference pages upon pages of environmental sketches. It helped her navigate and shave time off her anticipated arrival. No other Rover would have expected these deviant drawings to ever have an official purpose, and yet on this trip they made their small contribution.

			Later that afternoon, a pair of dueling plateaus bathing under twin ginger suns pinpointed her location upon the map. She could make up another half an hour if she drove straight through them. Her mother had always taken an interest in the planet’s many characteristics. She had devoted a concerningly high number of Journal pages to visually documenting them. Red wondered if this obsession was her mother’s way of rebelling against the narrow Rover objective. Curiously shaped hills, rarely seen carnivorous creatures, and terrornadoes that would vary in element and color between regions. Those were the kinds of things you could admire during your drive. But the natural world should be of no concern to a Rover. 

			Red stared at the peaks mirroring each other. Was she a mirror of her reckless mother? No. Her last pit stop was on the way and she was making excellent time to her destination. None of her Rover duties would suffer in the slightest. In fact, her sketches of the canyon were done with Rover maps in mind. She had committed no dereliction of duty. She was nothing like her mother. She hated that she had to occasionally fight the notion.

			Red pulled her buggy into the Iota settlement carport and could not keep her fingers from rapping across her buggy dashboard. 

			Noticing her jitters, she whispered, “Get a hold of yourself. You’re here for work.” An intrusive memory of Green playfully tapping his fingers upon the back of her hand begged to differ.

			She parked inside the covered garage reserved for Rovers and unloaded her survey equipment as a woman approached her, waving a clipboard.

			“Red Rover, Red Rover. Running ahead of schedule, are you?” the official asked with a smirk. Her badge and illuminated safety markings upon her jacket identified her as a settlement customs agent. “You didn’t cut a bunch of corners at your last stop just to rush over here, right?”

			Red rolled her eyes. Some administrative factions got along better or worse with the Rover Order. Customs agents were generally allies, but they sometimes took exception to the Red Rover. Their consistent disrespect in her presence and the sloppy way they handled her paperwork indicated the reputation of her designated color preceded her personal accomplishments.

			Red had endured a long drive. She did not care to reply. She simply reached out her hand and wiggled her fingers.

			The agent responded, “I’m sorry. Here I am wasting your time when you probably have hugely important research to do. Oh, and could you try your best to focus on your job? Try not to get distracted by any shiny clouds like your predecessor.”

			The jab was anticipated, but it still stung. Somehow it always circled back to comparing the two of them. While her mother argued vocally against the Rover Code restricting their investigative parameters, Red followed the rules. Publicly, at least.

			Looking this paper-pusher up and down, Red often wished she herself were not so easily recognizable. Yet the Order’s color conventions made that all but impossible. On a planet of tan sand, brightly color-coded explorers were easy to spot during rescue missions when one went missing. However, that meant no way of ever claiming to be anyone but the Red Rover. Who could she be otherwise? The made-up Cherry or Scarlet Rover? Or not a member of the Rover Order at all? Whether she liked it or not, she remained an instant person of interest wherever she went.

			“I’m not like her,” Red said under her breath.

			“Huh? Did you say something? You know, a good Rover is clear and concise.”

			“Never mind.” Red snatched the clipboard and declared her buggy’s cargo. She thankfully caught her tongue before she uttered an unprofessional quip. Besides, it would be stupid to get into an argument with one lone settlement civil servant about her mother’s legacy.

			“Say,” the agent said, “aren’t you the one who’s mom left her Journal with more drawings than prose? Seems like a kick in the gut to the Order.”

			Red kept writing silently despite her twitching brow.

			The woman paced, circling around Red. “Eh. At least they all amounted to something. I gotta say, I do appreciate the random illustration popping up every now and then in my kid’s school texts. Divine forbid he ever gets lost out in the wilds, I think he could find his way home based on a few of those.” 

			Red let her tense shoulders relax. “I’ve used them myself to identify storm cells hovering over the horizon long before wandering into danger.”

			“But what about the Great Answer? Even you should recognize the value of the mystery.”

			Lost in wrestling with the argument, Red did not notice a second clipboard waving in front of her face.

			“Hey Rover!” the agent shouted. “You got to sign these pieces too. Gosh, you Reds are flighty.”

			Red took the bundle and signed it. She feigned a trip and sent the two sets of forms flying. The pages tumbled into a tiny tornado heading out of town. The agent ran after them. 

			“Sorry about that!” Red yelled. “I guess I’m wholly incompetent!” She could not contain her smile despite feeling a pang of guilt. The agent recorded knowledge just like her. As a professional, she should have respected that.

			Red wheeled her bubble-shaped cart into town. Nothing much had changed for the better since her last visit. It was no surprise that the metal structures constructed from salvaged colony ark materials were covered in holes. Dirt and sand blew down the roads and seeped their way into every building. Shoddy construction meant any shack higher than two stories would likely collapse upon itself should a quake strike. At least the settlement’s lights, strung along fraying wires crisscrossing the streets and rooftops, were shining bright during midday. While metal was becoming increasingly rare, they would never worry about electricity. Or so the colony hoped based on what little they understood about their source.

			These people deserved better, she thought. Her settlement was certainly not gleaming, but they were well insulated from the winter. What of the research she pondered earlier about radiation? If they only knew how to protect themselves then maybe salvaging the affected ships would be possible. The Order should deem such research worthy especially in light of these conditions.

			Red received plenty of polite waves from the Iota folks as she walked through the bustling public market. Settlement tourists were not always welcome, but a Rover was believed to usually bring good luck. Several dusty children approached her bubble cart and asked to see what was inside. Red politely declined. Incredibly sensitive Rover equipment could not risk tampering.

			She consulted her handheld radar and navigated the streets until Iota’s own glowing arch led the way to the power mountain’s base. Just like her home, their Rover cabin was near its summit. She noticed Iota had fewer conductive wires running from the mound than many other settlements she had seen in the last year. Like the houses in obvious disrepair, all sorts of raw materials must have recently become more rare. Darker nights and a colder winter could be in their future.

			As she climbed the hill toward the mysterious arch, it illuminated the sandy path ahead with a light-blue glow. Not every arch on the planet glowed, but those that did provided limitless electricity to anything that touched it. With only so much surface area, the mountains of conductive metal on top of them allowed more connections to power the settlements.

			She approached Green’s cabin. The green-painted siding was devoid of cavities. The importance of their profession’s work meant his little hut stayed in good shape. As her knuckles rapped upon his door, she hoped she knocked in such a way that did not come across as too desperate but just the right amount of excitement. 

			Immediately the door swung open. Either he waited just beyond the other side for hours preparing for this exciting moment or had set a proximity alarm. She preferred believing the former.

		

	
		
			ROVER ENTRY #1014

			Red!” Green’s goofy grin welcomed her. He was noticeably taller. His short hair had a little sand lodged in it. 

			She hesitantly raised her hand to clear his peak but diverted to lifting her goggles instead. 

			“You look great!” he continued.

			She smiled. He was incredibly kind for she was mostly wrapped up head to toe.

			He held the door open and waved quickly. “Please, come in!”

			She kicked her boots against the doorframe and shivered her whole body to dispel as much sand as possible before shuffling inside. Taking a gander at the interior, she remembered his hut being in exactly this much disarray. Tables and chairs were piled with green clothing. Datapads were strewn across the floor. However, the corner where guest Rovers stayed was tidy and organized, devoid of equipment odds and ends dangling from hooks in the ceiling. Did he keep the corner clean during the entire year or only when he was expecting company? Or perhaps he put it together just for her. What allowed someone to be both considerate and sometimes single-minded? People were an enigma. 

			Everything else more or less was standard-issued Order furniture made of stone, metal, and cactus fibers. A small workbench lined one wall, the bed, couch, and dining table along another, and the austere kitchen and bathing equipment hid tucked around a third. 

			“I didn’t think you’d make it so early. Sorry, everything’s a little bit of a mess here.” He chuckled and stared at the ground. “Uh, how was your trip? Safe, I hope.” Stains covered his green uniform. Frayed edges hinted at all work and no play. 

			“Oh, you know, just a wayward rock cracking my left lens,” she replied, taking one step and then two in his direction. “I almost met the road’s edge on two separate occasions and barely saved myself from careening to my death.”

			“Ah.” Green’s eyes ran up her legs and stopped just above her eyes. “I bet one of those ravines was Flying Pass.”

			She nodded. Despite trying to attract his gaze, he seemed fixated upon something.

			“Of course you’d know about it. It’s…it’s…in your own backyard…” She paused. “What are you looking at?” 

			He leaned into her face, expecting what she could not determine. Did he want a kiss? Could he be that forward? The lonely Rover life surely affected him as well. The possibility he wanted to stoke the flame of whatever relationship they had forged during her last cooperative visit was not zero.

			She convinced herself it was so, pursing her lips ever so slightly, when he reached his hands to her forehead.

			“Oh, that’s a mean crack for sure.” He gently pulled her goggles from her head. “Here, let me fix that.”

			“Uh, oh, yeah.” She watched him walk the pair to his workbench and get right to it. She smirked. Was her mind playing tricks on her or was he just being shy?

			“Can I get you anything?” he asked.

			“You got any water?” Her sandpaper tongue nagged her. She hated insinuating her buggy canteen had run dry. A reliable Rover would never forget to top off before a big trip like this, yet here she was. Perhaps she embodied more of the lies they claimed about her mother than she ever wanted to admit.

			“Sure. Let me siphon one for you.” He handed back her renewed goggles and drifted past her into the kitchen. He seemed more confident than she remembered. His allure gripped her more strongly than she anticipated. Tan hair combed to the side and long arms capable of wrapping around her for a hug once again. She only ogled the back of him, but that was already pretty exciting.

			Purely out of habit, she turned her head to see if any Order enforcers were in the hut. She felt her emotions brewing. They would very much disapprove. The Order expected their members to be as stoic as research upon the page. She had never personally subscribed to that policy for a day in her life. She was careful not to hoot and holler while visiting the Order Headquarters in Alpha settlement but allowing her heart to speak in the presence of close friends, family, or when she was alone was never a problem. Sometimes this was through tears and other times with raucous laughter. Her grandpa once said it was this doctrine that stunted the sociable growth most Rovers were known for lacking. Not very good with people is what they say about the Order. Red was no exception, yet she never wanted that to hold her back.

			“You seem happy about something,” she said. “So, tell me what’s up?”

			“Do I?” he turned the handle of his reservoir. “Lately my mind’s been a big ole mess. I’ve hardly taken a moment away from official duties.” He tapped his foot, searching his thoughts. “Well, I suppose the start of this research season has started off strong. I did have a breakthrough yesterday with one of the rookies present.”

			“It’s exciting, isn’t it? I always do love a good training opportunity.” She understood the feeling, however, she alone had the unique experience of training colleagues who were almost always older than her. Many underestimated her, which only added a certain level of relish when she taught them a new trick. Too bad that after a few years of deciphering the garbled voices broadcasting from the arches, the heart of their trade, anyone would start to get the hang of it. Opportunities to be the smartest kid in the settlement eventually faded.

			He strode across the room and handed her a cup. “Sorry for making you wait.”

			“No, not at all.” 

			She peered into her water. A little cloudy throughout, but that happened everywhere. She sipped. A little gritty too. That was not quite right. It reinforced that Iota was going through hard times. This clue suggested that despite Green’s enthusiasm for his results, he had not discovered anything new. Otherwise, the Order would have already descended upon this settlement like a terrornado and showered it with recognition and resources.

			“So about my research, Purple and I completed our observations yesterday and she helped me refine two words! Can you believe it, two within the first week of the season?”

			Red blinked twice. “Purple did that?” This piqued her curiosity. She knew of Purple, an up-and-coming Rover from the southern settlements about their age. Rumor had it she was also still quite expressive with her emotions having joined the Order recently and by some unplanned circumstances. She had not yet fully been indoctrinated into their customs but the Order would see to that in time.

			Young, pretty, and a big flirt, from what Red had heard, were also Purple’s defining qualities. But apparently she had talent too. Had Red known Purple would have been here the day before her, she would have rescheduled herself to the week prior. Her shoulders slumped knowing this other woman incited such excitement from him. But then again, where was Purple now? Out of sight hopefully meant out of mind.

			“Well, maybe now that she’s off to her next settlement,” Red said as she placed her glass down and rose to her nervous feet, “you and I can crack the code of…”

			“Oh, she’s still here!”

			His big smile made Red wonder if he was recalling Purple fondly. Red did not let that get to her. She lacked enough evidence to surrender. Instead, she listened for more information. 

			“Yeah. As she was packing up, I mentioned that you were coming in today. I suggested if she had the time, then she could watch the master herself perform a replication. She expected to take two days to get to Alpha next, but with the weather being tip-top lately she figured she could make it in one. So she decided to ask your permission to observe your work.”

			An unexpected smile edged across Red’s face. Green wanted to show Purple the wonders of his good old friend Red. Yes, Red was the youngest person ever to be made a Rover. But her young age did not usually serve to her benefit. She lacked the deep experience many of their established colleagues had. And still, the Rover Hall of Records contained many of her contributions rivaling some twice her age. Green was right to be proud of being her acquaintance. If they expected a pseudo educational seminar, she would need to present a replication by the book. Sadly, that meant no illicit tinkering with her little invention.

			Red glanced around the hut. She did not see Purple hiding anywhere in plain view. The next twenty-four hours were for science, but first, if Purple was running errands, there was a little time for Red to explore more with one of the few men she had ever known so personally.

			With her confidence swelling, Red said, “I see she’s out and about. I…I read an article on the research network last week about courting habits of Earth’s youth during the first half of the space-age millennia. Th-the engineered differences between the test groups A, B, and the control had me wondering…”

			The door burst open. “I’m back!” 

			A young woman stumbled inside with several sacks slipping out of her arms and spilling onto the floor. She was panting. Her purple uniform was tailored and bright. She pulled her fogged-up goggles and jacket hood over her head and ruffled her curly hair as cups of sand fell out of it. She had failed to secure her head gear appropriately and was creating a small dune in Green’s living room. 

			This seemed rather rude to Red and she had half a mind to scold Purple, but she checked Green’s expression first to see whether he felt the same. To her surprise, he wore a quirky smile. He appeared amused.

			“Oh goodness.” Purple continued to shake her long hair, obscuring her face while she went on. “My trip to the market was an absolute nightmare! First, I couldn’t find my way to the water refueling station and I forgot my wallet in my buggy. So I had to head back to the carport when...get this. You’re not going to believe who’s already in town. I saw the buggy of…”

			Purple raised her head. She and Red locked eyes. Red smiled and curtly waved but Purple’s wide eyes made her believe they were sending each other signals of a vastly different nature.

			“Red!” Purple squealed. “Oh my gosh!” She bounced in place. “Oh my gosh. It is such an incredible pleasure to meet you.” She stepped forward, presumably to shake Red’s hand, but paused and threw her purple backpack on the ground. “Wait! Let me just…” She rummaged until her face lit up. She yanked out a bundle of white cloth and handed it to Red. 

			Tiny claps of joy from Purple’s gloved palms puzzled Red as she unfolded the package. Inside, Red found a spool of refined copper wire. 

			“This is...nice. Thank you.” What exactly was happening, Red wondered? No one had ever given her a gift just for existing. Could this be some type of peace offering? But for what? They were not formally at war over Green. Right?

			Purple laughed and slapped Green heartily on the shoulder. “When I saw Red’s buggy in the carport, I picked that up on my way back to say, ‘Hello from the southern settlements!’”

			“Yeah,” he nodded, rubbing his arm absentmindedly. “That’s…that’s a real nice and thoughtful gesture. Definitely something a good host should do…”

			Red weighed the wire in her hand. There was no doubt of its decent quality. It must have been expensive in a town with a wiring shortage. Genuinely grateful and equally annoyed, it seemed Purple had money too.

			Green scratched his head. “Sorry, Red. I wish I’d thought of picking you up a little care package as well, but I guess I didn’t prioritize the right things.”

			“Please don’t worry about it,” Red said. “We’ve known each other for a bit. You’ve done enough just welcoming me into your home.”

			Green smiled. He turned back to Purple and laughed. “Since you’re handing out trinkets from the market, what did you pick up for me?”

			“You already got your present…” she smirked fleetingly and dived back into her pack.

			What was that about a gift? And that coy little smile? Red did not understand their relationship’s exact nature and it frustrated her like trying to grope for a pencil you dropped under the seat while keeping your other hand on the wheel. She wanted to figure these people out, but she lacked some form of critical knowledge. There was only so much to be gained from observing. Sometimes you needed to ask the right questions.

			“Hey, thanks for this, really,” Red said. “This is amazing and I can already think of a hundred ways to use it. So, uh…what exactly are you two...”

			The unmistakable whine of a Rover siren wailed outside.

		

	
		
			ROVER ENTRY #1015

			Green cracked open his hut door and peeked outside. 

			“Red, did you already set up your site?”

			“No. I just knocked when I...”

			Purple secured her hood and pushed gently past Green. She stepped into the early evening. The wind was blowing softly and the suns cast a ruby glow across the face of the power mountain before them. 

			“No,” Purple grumbled. “That sounds like my equipment. I thought I packed everything last night.”

			Red and Green fastened their uniforms and followed her to the arch. They found Purple’s signal-detecting spectrogram. Sand almost completely submerged the little crying machine. It had found something worthy of investigation and wanted anyone from the Order to know.

			Like a flip of a switch, their training kicked in.

			Red shelved her personal feelings that, for a moment, she almost convinced herself were the most important matter. She pulled her cart from Green’s yard to the base of the arc. Prompt, critical work needed doing and the thrill of new knowledge energized her. 

			As she unpacked a bundle of worn stakes from a small sack, she failed to recall any documented instance in which three Rovers set up an observation site in tandem. However, together they constructed her travel tent around the arch, unloaded the signal detectors, wavelength analyzers, audio amplifiers, computers, monitors, and all the supporting gear inside. Every machine connected to the energizing arch using small wires and adhesive strips. There were no questions regarding setup because the Order kept all Rover equipment and worksites standard. It happened so fast and efficiently, she wondered why teams of Rovers did not gather more frequently.

			Red’s cart was empty save for a single tarped oval-shaped lump. She kept it concealed and their hands away from it. There were one too many persons present for that now.

			Once inside her tent and with their weather gear comfortably off, no one could deny it was cramped.

			Purple bent to pick up her spectrogram, but Red had to squeeze herself to the side to make enough room for the maneuver. The tent’s fabric strained as her back pushed against it. She had to be careful. There were no replacement tents back home. 

			Purple silenced the alarm and blew sand out of its vents.

			Red turned away to avoid coughing. “Hey, easy now! Don’t do that inside with the equipment!”

			“Oh my gosh! I’m so sorry!” Purple opened the entrance flap and fanned the dirt outside. She mumbled, “How did I miss this?”

			Red felt a little sorry for her. When she herself started in the profession, she took every one of her mistakes pretty hard too. Her first years were during her childhood, but she had not outgrown the desire to avoid embarrassment in front of strangers who she was to collaborate with. Feeling nervous and intimidated was normal when you were alone in a tent with someone who had been doing your job longer than you had been alive.

			However, as Red thought about it more, Purple, Green, and the other Rovers learning their craft during their teenage years probably had it worse. The only thing that worried Red anymore was not doing a respectable job. Normal teenagers had a lot more going on in their head competing for their attention against their training. She, an outlier skilled and self-assured about her work, maybe represented someone of high regard to Green. Part of this career-focused logic was a self-constructed lie. Of course she fettered about other matters like feelings of the heart, but she willfully excluded the thought for a moment.

			Green gently placed his hand on Purple’s back. “It’s okay. You’ll get the hang of it. We all do eventually.” He looked toward Red and made a gentle nod.

			Purple followed his gaze and faced her too; her eyes were watery.

			Red reasoned she could not stay silent and let a preventable loss of moisture occur. She quickly nodded. “Th-that’s right.” She diverted her attention back to her computer and sat on a stool while typing. “Don’t expect yourself to remember everything right at the get go. You’ll get it soon enough.”

			Purple wiped her eyes and resealed the tent. “Thanks.” She tripped over a power cord and the spectrogram went dark. 

			Red picked up the end and taped it back onto the arch for her. 

			Purple nodded gratefully and held the device in her hands as she waited for it to reboot. “When it’s ready to output, is it okay if I send it to your console?”

			“Of course.” 

			Red matched her computer’s frequency to Purple’s signal and wirelessly connected the two devices. A few minutes later, Purple’s data crawled across a small monitor. The lengthy compiling time made Red a little conscious about her equipment. What were some Rovers to do if their settlement could not afford the annual maintenance pilgrimage back to Alpha? Her home could barely afford to send her on the regular excursion season. Such limitations led to her becoming a tinkerer and having to learn the ins and outs of her precious equipment.

			She felt the other two staring holes into her screen until, with a chime, the output waited for their action.

			Red respectfully offered Purple her headphones. “You should be first to hear. They’re your findings.”

			“Oh no. I couldn’t.” Purple gently pushed Red’s hand back. “This is your day and your site. Just because I forgot my equipment doesn’t mean you wouldn’t have found it yourself. You should have the glory.”

			Red placed the headphones onto the table and pushed them Purple’s way again. “I’ve deciphered hundreds of broadcasts. Exciting as this is, it’s really no issue. Just take it.”

			“Please,” Purple protested again. “I’d rather not. Besides, I’m only here to observe your work and...” She paused. Her mouth fell agape. “Oh my gosh! I haven’t asked for your permission yet, have I?” She turned to Green. 

			He sighed and shook his head with a quiet smile. “I should have reminded you. I’m sorry.”

			Purple buried her face in her hands and wept. “I’m so sorry! It’s so rude of me to assume! I...I-I meant to ask your permission as soon as we met, but I got caught up in my backpack and the siren and, and...”

			Red rolled her eyes and hoped she had never come across so sensitive. She picked up her headphones and placed them around her neck. “I’ve been offering so obviously it’s fine. How about we listen together instead?” 

			She pulled her monitor near and grabbed the keyboard. A few commands and several desperate smacks against the side of her loudspeaker later, a message leaked out. 

			“ch----ren-e-e-s-reno--e-app-o--ia-e-or-h-s----f-he-ar--n”.

			Red strained her ears. The broadcast continued a loop as she attempted to isolate any single word. 

			“Did you get anything like this at your site yesterday? Are we performing a replication?” she asked the others.

			“No.” Purple patted her face dry and leaned closer to the speakers. “This is new. I simply performed a standard independent replication and refinement of Green’s latest finding.”

			Green groaned. “If this is a brand-new message, then my chance to unravel the rest of mine is over. But regardless, Purple’s right. This is nothing like mine. ‘Critical maximum distance’ and ‘frontier worlds’ were all we were able to decipher. Just more of the same, unfortunately.”

			A new message made its debut upon their world. What knowledge would it reveal about the origin and power of the arches, she wondered? Could this finally be the one that shed light on how the arches worked and ensure their continued operation indefinitely?

			Green’s sullen shoulders tugged at Red’s heart. “No, that sounds good!” she said. He had surely achieved worthy pieces of another communique from the home world. There was still a healthy inquisitive community around that topic at Alpha.

			“The signal was just so…garbled.”

			“Red’s right,” Purple assured him. “The Order believes these messages regard the fate of our ancestors, right? Despite it only being a replication of a small bit of known knowledge, I think confirming past research is still a noble contribution.”

			This was all true, yet the quality of the signal would ultimately define its worth. Poor-quality recordings already saturated their records. “Is it just me or are the messages getting worse?” Red asked.

			“That did come up in my training,” Purple said. She tapped her head. “I think statistically speaking the strength required for our instruments has had to increase over time to gather the same amount of material. Order researchers are unsure if it is the originating sources that are deteriorating, our position in the galaxy changing, or a million other possibilities.”

			“Huh. Was that from a new course? I didn’t learn anything like that when I was at Academy,” Green said.

			Purple shrugged. “I don’t remember what it was called but I do remember there being what some of my instructors described as a shift in perspective within the Order. My class was being encouraged to start thinking about what a post-Great Answer colony would be like. The Answer could be almost upon us.”

			“Ha,” Red laughed flatly. “They’re always saying that. Have been for decades according to what I’ve read.”

			“Yeah, sure.” Purple’s smile came and went quickly. “I’m just saying that’s what I was told.”

			“Well, let’s leave all that philosophical high-mindedness to the leadership,” Green said. “We have a mystery right in front of us so let’s get to listening better.” 

			He scooted forward and leaned closer to Red’s speaker. 

			His hand gently rested upon her shoulder. An involuntary smile drew across her lips. In such cramped quarters perhaps no alternative surface existed. But she liked to think he took advantage of an opportune arrangement, and she had no objection. 

			Stick that in your bag and gift it, Purple.

		

	
		
			ROVER ENTRY #1016

			Red’s staticky broadcast looped continuously. With most of her attention swirling in excitement over Green’s touch and the few remaining brain cells left focusing on the audio, she was in a happy place.

			“Is it just me,” Green asked, “or is anyone else picking up an Indo-European language? French? Possibly Italian?”

			How bothersome, Red thought. Now that they were getting somewhere, for clues of this magnitude she needed to concentrate better and say goodbye to the fanciful pleasures. “Excuse me.” She put on her headphones and fiddled with the amplifiers upon her console. Considering Green’s perspective, she started to hear it too. She needed to account for distortion so she switched on her own spectrogram and attempted an immediate replication. The machine detected the signal and compiled it independently. It sounded the same.

			“You’re going in the right direction, but I don’t think it’s a Romance language.” Red wondered what more she could pick up if she had more power, but she had never done that in the presence of another Rover. She was taught that there were rules for a reason. She did not understand them all and often deviated when alone. That was the origin of many of her contributions to the Order. Plenty of Rovers probably did the same in minor ways and got away with it, but she could recall at least a few examples of actual public reprimands. How long would her luck run? She preferred to keep her public reputation clean. Was this an appropriate risk?

			She turned to the two. They smiled like goofs at her interest. “Green, you know me. I like to try stuff.”

			He nodded. “One of the many things that makes you interesting.”

			She blushed, feeling more at ease. “Okay. Bear with me for a bit. I’m going to try something.”

			She unscrewed the back panel of her clarity dish antenna sitting on the table. A few crossed wires and double the number of power lines connected to the arch later, she screwed it all back together.

			“Uh, I don’t think you’re supposed to do that,” Purple said with a hesitant hand reaching toward the lines. She glanced nervously at Green. “The standard equipment is standard for a reason, right?”

			“It’s okay,” he said with a steady gaze. “Red knows what she’s doing.”

			Red placed her supercharged clarity dish in front of the arch’s portal. Its antenna emitted an errant spark. A high-pitched tone made her quickly turn down the screeching volume from her headphones before placing them back on.

			Green raised an eyebrow. “It’s been a while since we’ve last worked together. At least I think she knows.”

			“I know, I know,” Red said. “We’re supposed to do things as similar as possible to guarantee a quality replication. But…” she continued as she twiddled knobs, nudged her dish slightly about, and listened for the sweet spot. “Sometimes you can tweak the formula just a little bit for a morsel of progress.” 

			Her headphones hummed pleasantly. “Ah! There it is.” She switched the output back to the speaker and played the new result.

			“c---l-ren-eve-s-ren-t-e-a-p-op-ia-ef-r-h-s-ze-f-heg-r-en.”

			The perplexed looks on her colleague’s faces raised doubt in her mind. Had she done the right thing? She was aware she sometimes strayed from the Order code of conduct, but she believed it was always in service of the Great Answer. Never mind that no one knew what the Great Answer was about so it was hardly possible to claim anything was more or less on target with the topic.

			“That’s...unique.” Purple tilted her head. “I’ve never heard a replication of the same source sound so different. They’re the same length, tone, and accent. Like, I can tell it’s the same message, but with new parts.” She drew her face close to Red’s clarity dish. “What exactly did you do to this?”

			Green remained focused on the repeating message. “Did you just hear ‘ren’? Spanish maybe?”

			Red followed Green’s questioning happily. She opened her Journal and flipped to all her known vocabulary words of the old world. “No. I believe this is Germanic.”

			“How can you tell? I don’t think I have any skill for this translation business,” Purple said. She opened her own Journal. “Am I right that none of these messages are ever in our native language?”

			“That’s right,” Green said. “But don’t worry. Everyone becomes familiar with the roots with enough exposure. I’ve only been at it for a few years and I’m already fluent in several old tongues.”

			Purple pointed at Red with a sparkle in her eye. “What about her?”

			Red flipped through her Journal. Pages were aflutter like a breeze had wafted inside. “English, Mandarin, Pre-Awakening Arabic, German, Neo-Spanish, Kaswahili, and Plutonian. Knew them all by thirteen.” 

			“Wow!” Purple gasped.

			Green grinned and shrugged. “A real whiz kid, this one.”

			Red granted her mother only one redeeming quality, one which even those who made her a pariah could not deny. The decent vocabulary collection she compiled and contributed to the Order during her earliest days as a Rover were lauded. They came from a time before her other curiosities took precedence. Red too had a knack for deciphering words and adding them to the Order lexicon. Still, she was lucky to have inherited the original, much more detailed notes of her mother’s etymological discoveries by right as her successor.

			As Red scoured her extensive dictionary, Purple scooted next to her and said, “Incredible. You sure have a ton of words and notes. It’s amazing.”

			Red wanted to pull away and guard her horde, her last possible remaining leverage for Green over this siren. But such an uncooperative act would have been the Rover Code antithesis and she had already deviated enough for one day. She reasoned for a moment before settling into what was right. She tilted her Journal so Purple could see better. More slowly than before, she flipped each page. Like it or not, a Rover should champion the transparent pursuit of knowledge and she felt more comfortable doing that than being selfish.

			Purple raised an excited hand several times but placed it respectfully back on her lap. “Wow, you have thousands of words, possibly hundreds of thousands!”

			“Well, I had a real head start because of my mother’s and grandpa’s Journals so I can’t take all the credit.”

			Purple leaned back and furrowed her brow. “Your mom and your grandpa...were Rovers? Were they your Rovers?”

			There was a noticeable pause. “Oh, that’s right.” Red smiled and turned toward her. “I’m sort of an anomaly, aren’t I?” 

			She tried not to let the staring bother her. Purple was referencing Omega’s practice of allowing their Rover to select their successor. Every other settlement on the planet had migrated to choosing their Rovers utilizing aptitude tests and a panel of Order-appointed judges. Red had zero problem with that method. Thankfully, this was one area the Order never bothered to micromanage. Of course settlements want their most talented individuals unraveling the mysteries of the universe for glory. However, with bureaucracy came politics, and with politics came disagreement.

			Her settlement was fairly criticized for other quirks, but she would defend their process to her last written word. Besides, the Rovers of Omega had not always been related, just their last three. And who was to say she would have a child of her own or, if she did, they would be any good at this life? She was fine selecting outside the family lineage if her descendant did not show a talent like her at such a young age.

			It was as if Red had grown a second head. Purple’s prolonged staring started to get to her. She formed the words of a snippety response when Green interjected. 

			“I was told during training that the Red Rovers of Omega were so talented in part because of their bond with their predecessors. It seems there are perks to their peculiar arrangement.”

			Purple sat up straight. Her narrow eyes looked unconvinced. “I suppose, but…”

			“Here!” Red shouted much too eagerly. She pointed to a page of Orderlish, a mysterious language not found in any of their archives from the home world, but one they pieced together from communiques over the ages. Red was no expert in Orderlish, but she knew enough to be dangerous. “Following the trail of ‘ren’, here are words that start with the letter R. There are quite a few for us to consider.”

			“Ren,” Green repeated. He rolled the word around his mouth a few times. “What if…” He pulled a book out of his pocket. “Oh, darn it. This is my old Journal. I’ll be right back.” 

			He exited the tent.

			He had doomed Red to sit inside with Purple alone.

			Purple sat quietly perched
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