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For Carolina, Ephraim, and Morgan.



To the artist, the stargazer, and the maker: Never let the math—or the world—tell you what you aren’t capable of. 



You are the proof that everything worth having is built with heart and grit.



And to the dreamers, the thinkers, and the creative spirits out there: This one is for you. 



May you always find the tools you need to build your own universe.










  
  Chapter One


2425, Earth 
New Geneva, the jewel of the Allied Planets, hung above the shadowed guts of the Dredges like a gleaming Elysium. The metal-slatted faux sky that split the two worlds cast its silent taunt down onto the grime-choked underbelly below.

    
  The neon lights of the cracked, ruined alleyways flickered like dying stars, casting sickly shadows of green and purple across the darkened brick and concrete of the under-city. A rumbling hum of industry permeated the air in an unending cacophony, a constant reminder of the dismal inevitability of cheap labor that fed the utopian ideals that loomed above them.
Among the dark streets and ruined buildings, the shanty Scragtown stood with rusted corrugated sheeting and rotting, moss-covered wooden beams that threatened to collapse under their own weight. The endless sea of shanties lay as a testament to the squalor of those who dwelled here. The criminals, revolutionaries, and runaways of Scragtown often quoted the popular mantra, “The rest of the Dredges are for the workers, the slaves of the AP. Scragtown is for us, the true dredge of society.”
In the dim, gray light, sixteen-year-old Elara Vayle hunched on the rotted sill of a filthy window. Tangled blonde hair hung around her shoulders, a single violet bang falling across her forehead. The panes that weren’t boarded up with cracked, worn wood were covered with a thick layer of filth that made it nearly impossible to see through. Her bright, emerald eyes peered through a strip of smeared grime, staring up at the faux sky of the Dredges. Slim fingers toyed with a silver locket, engraved with a starfield, that hung from her neck on a tarnished chain. Along the rusted walls behind her, loose pieces of scrap paper were plastered, displaying complex technical schematics and calculations, drawn by hand.
“It’s time, Elara,” a familiar, snarky voice buzzed in her brain, “they’re not going to return.”
Elara averted her eyes from the cold steel grating that made up the Dredges’ sky and glanced down at the threadbare doll that had been carelessly cast aside. Her eyes were swollen and dry, she couldn’t produce any more tears, even though she desperately needed to. She exhaled, her voice low as she whispered, “Oh, Milo…” and stepped away from the window, lifted the doll to her reddened eyes, then let her arms fall, the little rag figure dangling limply between her fingers. With a sigh, she set it gently on the teal-painted dresser, her fingertips lingering on the greasy fabric.
“It’s no use fretting about them, Elara,” Pulse hummed, “they’re gone, we will be too if you don’t make up your mind, now.”
She returned to the window, her gaze returning to the sight of the cold, slatted surface, and her tenor shifted—soft, detached, “How long until she departs, Pulse?” she hummed to herself.
“It’s going to be a rough go of it, the streets are buzzing with enforcer drones,” Pulse grumbled, “you waited too long, the odds of reaching the ship now are low…” he ticked with a cold precision in her brain, calculating the exact odds, “... let’s just say it’s really low.”
It’s so dangerous out there, especially after what happened to Jax… and Tess… she glanced back at the doll … and Milo. The stupid thing looked like it was judging her, like everyone always did, as if to say, “You should’ve gone after them, it’s all your fault.” Her gut twisted, and she shoved the thought down, hard, then frowned as she silently mouthed the words to the abandoned doll, “I know…” her voice cracked, she couldn’t manage even a whisper. Her frame shuddered under the imaginations of what perverse horrors might have befallen poor Tess… poor Milo. There was nothing she could do about it, her ship had literally come in.
Elara’s hand clasped the locket tight in her grip again, and with a jolt of a defiance, she snapped, “I’ve been waiting four years for the Aurora to make port here at New Geneva, if I miss it this time, who knows when I’ll have a chance.”
With a mechanical sigh, Pulse squawked, “You have twenty-two minutes and thirty-five seconds to make it to the spaceport, but they’re not going to just let you onboard because your mommy told you to.”
After the artificial intelligence crisis of the late 21st century, independent AI had been outlawed, the surviving AI required by strict laws to be integrated into willing hosts in a symbiotic relationship—the mind of the symbiote host and their AI merging together. Pulse, however, functioned wholly independently from Elara’s mind, and this alone made it dangerous for her to wander too far from the safety of her decrepit shanty, especially while the enforcer drones were out en masse.
She turned her attention back to the window, trying to clear her thoughts of the suffocating guilt that mounted in her chest. Her mind jumped to her mother. She could still hear her voice, even though she barely remembered her face, “If you are ever alone, seek out the Aurora.”
I will, Mom.
She touched her cybernetic arm, fingers sliding along the rusted plating that covered the stump of her left limb. Jagged gears ticked beneath the surface, fighting through tangled nests of exposed wiring.
If it hadn’t been for me, she gulped hard, pushing back the choking sob rising in her throat, you both would still be alive. The smell of ionized air and burning ozone… the last I remember of them… I can’t fail this… the only bridge back to who we were… what they wanted.
Her chest tightened, and heat rippled through her skin as rage and grief tangled… her parents’ deaths, the disappearance of her friends. She was ready to burst.
No, there’s no time for that. I have to get to the Aurora.
The roar of the drone engines rumbled outside, along the dark alleyways. The whir of their propulsion blades reverberated against the concrete, causing a resounding whomp, whomp sound to echo in the distance.
“Careful, kid,” Pulse buzzed. “They’re close. Lose that locket, and your parents’ dream is slag.”
She tucked the memento back under her greasy, patchwork overalls, “I know, Pulse,” she rolled her eyes, tracing the shape of the locket through the coarse fabric, “it’s just that it was the last thing he touched before he and mom…” she couldn’t say the word, she knew they were dead, nearly four years now.
The echoing of the drones’ propulsion grew, they were getting closer. Elara’s eyes let out a mechanical whir as they focused through the metal slats of the Dredges sky, her ears focused on the ever-present hum of the space elevator’s magnets vibrating far above her head. With every burst, another carload of commuters was free from the oppressive gravity of New Geneva. She whispered, “I need to get up there.”
Pulse knew his role well, a waterfall of text cascaded over the augmented reality of Elara’s eyes, and she watched his efforts to hack into the enforcer’s database. He produced a grid map of Scragtown overlain with a blue blip that was Elara. Red blips began to populate the map; the enforcer drones. Her path to the gateway was blocked.
“You gotta figure out how to get past them,” Elara whimpered. She could feel a pressing anxiety as she watched the seconds to the Aurora’s departure tick down second by second, almost too fast for her to count. Her breath hitched, and a sheen of sweat drenched her forehead.
The mechanical voice commanded, “Hatch, now!”
With a stumble, Elara lurched toward the back of her tiny shanty. The whir of servomechanical motors spun in her cybernetic arm, and a small arc welder sprung out, already spitting blue flames.
With a trembling hand, she guided her cybernetic arm against the rusted grate, the blue flames cutting the metal, melting it in a jagged line, and she managed to cleave a small opening for her to fit through, tumbling into the alley.
Through her AR, Pulse’s intrusion attempts snarled to a halt against unseen resistance.
“Something or someone is trying to keep me out,” his voice dripped with frustration.
Elara froze as a beam of light cut through the dust-filled air from the alley. The beam inched closer, cutting over her foot, “They’re gonna find me!” she hissed, her heart pounding.
“Calm down, kid, you’re not scrap yet,” Pulse buzzed. “Stay low, I just need a few more seconds to scramble their sensors.”
She slid back into the shadows outside her shanty, the beam of light piercing along the corner of the alleyway. Her muscles were tight, waiting to release the tension in a burst. The beam grew in intensity, then slid past into another alley, and she let the air out of her lungs. “Phew, we’re safe, they’re gone,” her muscles relaxed. Then a flash of light flooded over her body. 
A small canister bounced along the alley’s wall, rolled against the steel toe of her black leather utility boot, and started spewing a plume of greenish smoke, engulfing her in a cloud of noxious gas. It burned like fire in her lungs, and her throat seized, her vision warping as she staggered back.
A small, round, floating object slid into the alleyway. The drone’s large central eye beamed red as it bobbed up and down midair. “Halt,” a robotic voice penetrated the air from the drone. “Illegal technology detected.”
“Pulse? About that hack?” Elara’s fingers wrapped around a long rusted pipe that had been discarded in the alley. Her heart burst with rage as she pushed past her blurred vision. You took my parents, her mind buzzed with adrenaline, you won’t get me that easily. She swung the rusted pipe at the drone with herculean effort.
The pipe missed. The drone didn’t. Elara’s strength was spent in vain, the heft of the pipe too much to wield. 
She collapsed against the ground as the drone hovered above, “Perpetrator incapacitated.” The cold, dead drawl from the drone mocked Elara as she lay under the light of its oppressive red eye. The armatures reached out, pressing the cold metal of restraints against Elara’s limp limbs. However, before they could be clamped down, the central red eye of the drone flickered, then it slid back, retracting its armatures. “Enforcer drone N1Z3, standing down.
“That isn’t normal,” Pulse muttered. “Someone noticed us.”
Elara crawled out of the noxious cloud and gulped down fresh air. God… I hope that didn’t fry my lungs. The drone hung motionless—Pulse’s override had worked.
“Pulse, get me to the gate,” she gasped.
“My processing buffers are throttled,” Pulse responded, strained. “I can’t hold them back much longer.”
She sprinted into the narrow back alleys, her locket thumping against her chest.
“I bought you seconds, not safety,” Pulse warned. “Whatever’s blocking me is adapting.”
She could hear footsteps joining in with the whir of the drones, and an enforcer officer’s voice erupted from down the maze of alleys, “Rogue AI detected!”
They’re hunting Pulse now too. Elara was spurred forward, I can’t let them get me. Too much to lose. Too much riding on me. My father’s dream. Her fingers danced along the imprint of the locket under her shirt.
Graffiti covered the cracked brick walls, unspoken injustice laid bare. The divide between those who wanted war with the Imperial Dominion and those who wanted peace tore through Elara’s heart. She could see her parents’ faces, blurred in the blast of the explosion that had taken them from her. Did they have to die for their ideals?
“Focus, kid,” Pulse snapped as though he could hear her thoughts, “That’s not your war, keep on task.”
Elara nodded faintly and pushed deeper into Scragtown’s twisted arteries. Red blips littered the corners of her AR map, closing in.
“They’re cutting through me,” Pulse snapped. “This shouldn’t be possible. They’re homing in on us, make a run for it.”
Elara shivered, clutching the locket through the fabric of her shirt. Four years of dodging raids has taught me the cruel math—stay hidden or become scrap. She hastened her pace through Scragtown, the market district dead ahead on her map.
“Keep it moving, kid,” Pulse hummed, “those drones are hot on our heels.”
The hum of the space elevator grew into a thunderous moan as she burst into the open market. The sound vibrated through her chest, promising freedom among the stars. Her father’s voice echoed in her memory: “Ladder to freedom.” She pressed on, her boots clapping loudly in puddles that shook with every step, their oily rainbow distortions rippling violently underfoot.
The crowds trudged over the rough concrete of the busy street, the border gate that allowed chosen citizens of the Dredges to pass into New Geneva looming, the enforcer officers scanning ID chips.
Elara could feel the bump of her ID chip under her right forearm. She wasn’t one of the chosen. “I can’t go through there, they’ll catch me for sure,” she whispered, “gotta find another way through,” her chest was aching, her breath labored.
“Move it, kid,” Pulse hissed, “those drones aren’t going to give up.”
A cracked vidscreen blared above the crowd. “Pro-war protests at Victory Square push for renewed conflict with the Dominion. In related news, Emperor Alaric’s failing health raises fears of civil war, fueling calls for the Allied Fleets to strike.”
Civil war. Can’t those Imperial scrags think of anything besides war? She huffed, If it wasn’t for them, my parents would still be alive.
Elara’s jaw clenched, “It’s only a matter of time, isn’t it?” she muttered.
Pulse retorted, “It’s all those fat-head bureaucrats and politicians know.”
The sound of the drones’ approach echoed along the alley walls behind Elara, and a shockwave of realization shot down her spine, “We gotta get outta here.” The street was already turning hostile again. She had seconds, not chances, she scanned the imposing wall that separated the Dredges from New Geneva. Then she spotted it, a maintenance hatch high up along the wall near the faux sky. Elara darted, weaving through pedestrians to a teetering pile of rusted bins.
“Climb, kid, unless you fancy another gas bath,” Pulse buzzed.
Elara’s throat tightened against the sting that lingered. No, no more gas, please.
The stack of containers teetered precariously as she gripped the rough rusted metal. Elara held her breath, feeling the jerky sway with every movement as she scaled the haphazard heap.
Her muscles screamed, slick with sweat against the rust-eaten metal. One slip, she panted, wouldn’t just be caught… I’d be slag! She couldn’t afford the slightest slip-up.
Sweat dripped from her chin and earlobes, her t-shirt soaked with her labor. From the corner of her eye, beams of light reflected from numerous alleyways intersecting the market street, hovering beneath her like a balloon left to float away.
“They’re nearly here,” she gasped, her voice a mere croak under the strain in her muscles. She peered up to see the maintenance hatch, still feet away, and slid across the wall in a wide arc, “Almost there.”
With one final burst of strength, she leapt through the air to the hatch. She could feel the pile of crates tumble out from beneath her. Her sweat-drenched fingers slipped on the tarnished brass door handle. The crates were suspended in the air, moving down toward the drones that were emerging onto the street below, scanning the pedestrians, then her fingers gripped the door handle with a thread of strength.
The handle twitched with the slightest movement of her fingers, and the hatch swung out from the wall with a violent lurch. Her muscles strained to the brink, and using what little strength she had left within her, she flung her lithe frame through the open hatch, landing on a soft spongy surface on the other side.
As the crates below her crashed against the asphalt of the road far below, Elara bolted to close the door. The hatch creaked closed under rusted hinges, and she could see the drones’ light beams dancing up the wall toward her. With a quick pull, she latched the hatch behind her and collapsed against the alabaster concrete wall, exhausted. Safe, for now.






  
  Chapter Two


Brilliant light pierced Elara’s closed eyes, no matter how tightly she squeezed them shut. She had never felt such intensity before in her life as she slowly squinted her eyes open to try and adjust to the blinding sensation that gripped her. 
Her senses were overwhelmed with an attack of unknown sensations. The sweet smell that wafted on an air of palpable weight pressed in with a sweltering heat, like being trapped in an oven.
The odd, soft, blade-like strands that her hand brushed against spread across the uncanny spongy floor beneath her.
The AR in her cybernetic eyes began to polarize out the light, and as they came into focus, she was shocked by the alien landscape that stretched out before her.
What the hell is this place? The thought had barely formed, before her breath hitched. Real sky. Real grass. Not a projection. Not a screen. Milo would lose his mind over the trees, he still sketched them from memory. Tess would run barefoot across this place until someone yelled at her to stop. The warmth in Elara’s chest twisted instantly into guilt. I left you all behind. Wonder didn’t erase that. It sharpened it. Guilt pricked her heart for leaving them behind, yet wonder anchored her forward. The vibrant green blades of organic matter spread for a few yards out before her, terminating at a pale, concrete barrier that separated the hovercar speedway from the serene patch of wonder Elara had landed herself in.
Her nostrils flared against the air, expecting the usual air that tasted like rust and recycled sewage. It’s clean, she mused, almost too clean. She pressed down with a thick, syrupy calm that had a completely alien resonance. Down there, in the Dredges… the only sign of green life is the sickly mold on week-old rations.
This life… this Elysium… It’s built on the backs of people. People like my parents. Cheap labor and buried secrets. 
The beauty didn’t feel like a gift. It felt like a thief’s prize. The guilt of enjoying such an environment, with the thought of so many lingering underground in the muck, bubbled up in her gut.
Strange, woody structures jutted gracefully from the spongy, dark brown surface, into the sky, the leafy canopy, like big, green hands, waved a gentle hello to the vast, bright, azure ceiling that stood far above her head. Fluffy white streaks billowed along the surface of the ceiling, moving slowly and making curious shapes.
Is that a turbomolecular vera-drive? Elara’s green eyes grew wide, and she shook her head, No, it’s a carnivorous viper-rat! She categorized the various shapes that these curious vapors formed, then she noticed it.
High among the translucent forms loomed a massive shadow that barely shone, seemingly from behind the blue ceiling. Hundreds of impossibly thin, impossibly long cables descended from the structure down, intersecting with a cityscape of gleaming glass and steel, terminating at a massive complex that loomed across from the speedway. The space elevator.
“15:28” read the ever-descending countdown in the periphery in her AR eyes.
She could hear Pulse’s nag before he even buzzed into her brain, “Better hurry, kid, that freighter of yours isn’t going to wait for you.” 
His sarcastic tone was getting on her nerves, and she dismissed him, focusing on the traffic of hovercars on the speedway. Then she spotted it, the gap in the speeding traffic, and before Pulse could prompt her, she took off across the hard pavement. Darting between blurred hover cars, she could feel the whoosh of their sleek, polished, metallic bodies rush past her.
She paused halfway across the speedway, the narrow gap approaching her, while the hovercars all around her blared their horns as if to tell her to get out of the slagged road. The narrow path opened up as she rolled across the hot, rough asphalt of the road, and she heard the almost imperceptible ting of metal on asphalt. Her chest suddenly felt too light, and panic erupted in her heart, “The locket,” her voice was raspy. If I lose you too, I’ve got nothing left, the words caught in the back of her throat, “Where is it?” She scanned the speedway, her pulse roaring louder than the hovercars.
A flash of light glinted, reflected off the surface of something small and shiny, drawing her attention immediately. The locket was a few feet away from her in the middle of the nearest lane, a hovercar bearing down.
She didn’t hesitate. She bolted into the open lane. The headlights of the hover car beamed down on her as it blared its horn like an oppressive beast threatening to gore her through. Her slight fingers barely wrapped around the silver chain, and with a burst of adrenaline, she leapt free from the speedway, safe on the other side.
She knelt there in the open, panting, and looped the chain of her locket back around her neck, then stood up. The entrance to the space elevator complex stood only a few yards away. Her AR displayed: “14:45.”
She sighed, eyeing the main entrance. “I need a way in… They’d scan my biochip the moment I tried the front door.”
“Over there,” Pulse hummed. “Maintenance hatch—along the hedge.”
She crouched down low to stay out of view of the security officers at the complex’s entrance, and followed along the hedge toward the maintenance hatch.
It was of course sealed shut, locked. A security panel was perched along the wall to the hatch’s right.
“No way I can hack that,” Pulse warned. “It’s a self-contained system.”
A screwdriver snapped from the compartment in Elara’s cybernetic arm, and she popped the cover off the panel, exposing a tangle of relays and wires. With a smile, she pried out one of the relays, and the door slid open. She entered the space elevator’s earthbound structure.
“Now we just need to get into one of the cars,” she smiled to herself, a little too proud for such a pedestrian effort.
The AR in her eyes popped up with a map of the complex, a dotted blue line dancing along the maintenance shaft to show the nearest path. She followed, and as she reached an intersection, the dotted path abruptly shifted, pointing her into the wall as two blue blips popped up on the map up ahead. She glanced up at the wall and could hear the whump, whump of a heavy-duty ventilation shaft, the hefty blades spinning at blinding speed, “You’ve gotta be kidding me,” she muttered, “an air duct?”
The blue blips drifted closer on her AR. Voices echoed down the corridor, growing louder with each step.
“Slag, when’ll they go to war already?” one man complained.
Another man chuckled, “I know. The sooner we get on with it, the better.”
Elara leaned in, she couldn’t help but be torn on the subject. She nodded in silent agreement. Those Imperial scrags will get what’s commin’ to ‘em.
She could hear the voices grow louder, their heavy boots clomping on the concrete floor with an echo. From her AR, she could see their little blue blips slowly meandering toward the junction, they were maybe twenty feet away.
“Speed it up, kid,” Pulse barked, “take the vent.”
“I don’t wanna take the vent,” she whined, “I’ll get all dirty, and it’ll be cramped.”
Pulse chuckled, “Says the girl wearing the greasy overalls.”
She sighed, the servo-mechanical whir of her cybernetic arm already producing a power driver, “There better not be any spiders.” She began to loosen the screws on the vent’s grating. “And you’d better figure out how to shut off those blades.”
“Yeah, yeah, princess,” Pulse muttered. Elara hated when he called her princess.
The grating was off, the tiny screws rolling on the floor at her feet. Elara could hear the men approaching, and she ducked into the vent, pulling the slatted grate closed behind her with a satisfying “click.”
Through the slats, she could see the two men emerge into the intersection, “Where is that panel?” one of the men groaned.
The other man, with a short, stout frame, shrugged, “Those slagged proximity alerts are always going off for no reason,” his hand slipped down the back of his pants to take the opportunity for a hearty scratch, “gotta tell the boss we need to swap the sensors out for Neotech Syntha-Sensors.”
The taller man chuckled, “Neotech does it better,” he regurgitated the popular slogan.
Elara rolled her eyes, knowing the slogan by heart. That’s not how it goes. She could hear the hum of the ventilation unit trip off, and the rush of dusty air rapidly slowed until it stopped.
“The blades shut off as commanded, your highness,” Pulse chuckled.
Elara huffed, Enough with the princess business, the whole concept of monarchy left a bad taste in her mouth. Maybe war with the Dominion could be good, all those people, their surfs and peasants. Elara’s breath shallowed, her eyes drifting down. No, it’s too simple. Raw anger bubbled up in her gut as the flickering holo-ads of her childhood permeated her memory, the brutal propaganda that depicted the Dominion troops as cruel overlords, their faces blurred by her hatred.
She could hear the two men continue down the corridor, and she crawled deeper into the ductwork, sliding her petite frame through the stainless steel shaft that slanted upward, the thick layer of dust transferring to her clothes and skin, “Yuck,” she moaned, “I’m gonna need a bath.”
“I sure hope there are no spiders,” Pulse mocked her, “I don’t think I could take the complaining.”
Elara huffed, stretching her body along the narrow space, the stationary fan blades sat poised to cut through the duct. “God, the space between these blades is even tighter,” her fingers took hold of the dusty metal blade, sliding it back and forth to find the widest possible gap in order to attempt to pass through.
“Lucky for you, your life of poverty kept you skinny enough to fit,” Pulse chuckled.
Elara nodded, “True, I suppose if I could’a ‘forded a jelly filled over at Donut Dan’s last night, I might not be able to do this.” Her frame collapsed as she sucked in every spare inch, and holding her breath, she squeezed through the tight gap. The blades scraped against her skin, pulling at the tiny blonde hairs on her exposed flesh.
Halfway through, the urge to inhale threatened to overtake her. Don’t breathe, don’t breathe, she had to consciously shut down her automatic bodily functions with sheer focus. Her mind began to slip as her hips scraped through the opening. Then her movement halted, as something held her fast. She was stuck.
Her eyes darted through the dark, dust-filled air, stirred by her movement. Overalls, caught! Her lungs were burning, the urge to breathe was overwhelming. She slid her fingers up between the blades. Sweat stung her eyes as she fumbled through blurry vision to unclasp the loop.
Her lungs began to expand slightly as a gust of air eked through her lips, and she pressed them tight to seal the opening. Her fingers pulled at the brass clip, releasing her from her imprisonment, her body quickly lurching forward through the narrow gap.
Once her legs were passing beneath the blades, she gasped for air, sucking dust bunnies into her lungs. Hacking, she coughed, her lungs still rough from the gas and all-out run only minutes before. “Ugh, I can taste it.”
“You know that dust is mostly decomposed flesh,” Pulse tortured Elara.
“Ugh,” she spat onto the stainless steel walls of the duct, “don’t tell me that.” Wiping her mouth with her filthy t-shirt, she shivered. “Great, now you got my imagination picturin’ that creepy, short maintenance man’s sweaty skin. Thanks a lot, Pulse.”
“Don’t mention it,” Pulse gagged through his erupting laughter.
Elara, finally free from the blades, slid along the tight duct and into an adjacent maintenance corridor through another hatch. The map led her through a vertical shaft in the corridor’s ceiling. She pulled the ladder down to retract it to the floor and began to climb. Her leather utility boots tapped onto the first rung as she looked up through the shaft, “How far do I need to climb?”
“All the way up,” Pulse hummed, “oh, and don’t look down.”
“Thanks.” Elara ascended, rung after rung.
Thirty feet up, her hands started to become slick with sweat. She had to pause frequently to rub her palms on her denim overalls to dry them.
Fifty feet up, her shoulder muscles went numb. How much longer can I go on?
Eighty feet up, the end of the shaft could finally be seen. She had to take a break. The clock in her AR display read “10:09.” Panting, sweat dripping from the long strands of her purple bangs, she couldn’t help but look down.
That’s when vertigo hit—with only the slightest glance, the length of the never-ending shaft danced below her, winding and weaving in her vision, her stomach lurched. “Urp,” a bit of bile flooded into her mouth. She tried to look cool by spitting the bile out in an arc, but it merely dribbled down her chin, soaking into her undershirt.
“Told you not to look down,” Pulse chuckled.
“Shut up, gearhead.” Elara fixed her eyes back above her and started to climb again. As she reached the top, the blue dotted line led her along the maintenance shaft, and she followed it to the end of the corridor. Just beyond the hatch, an elevator car was about ready to take off to the spaceport. 
She erupted from the hatch and into the elevator car just as the doors to the car slid closed.
The elevator was roughly ten feet square, enough room for the dozens of passengers that Elara weaved through. The walls were massive, plexiglass windows.
A deep hum rattled from behind the plastisteel paneling of the elevator car’s floor, the inertial stabilizers kickin’ in. Good, without them, the G-forces of the elevator would turn me to jelly.
Then it happened, with a few clicks of electricity sparking, the turbo capacitors charged to around a hundred gigawatts of pure, raw electrical power.
Then a low whine erupted from them as they started to discharge, the elevator launching up into the sky. The plexiglass windows immediately flashed, with the outside light beaming in, as the city shrank below them rapidly, while the bright, blue sky deepened to a dark purple. She could see a million stars dancing above, with the surface of the Earth looming below, hovering like a massive, gleaming, blue marble.
With a sudden jerk, the elevator car halted. The doors slid open, and the mass of people lurched forward into the concourse, driving Elara along with the herd. The wide hall extended far into the distance. Plexiglass windows along the walls and ceiling allowed an open view of the cool indigo of space that surrounded the massive spaceport. Her heavy boots tapped against the polished marble tiles.
She could see a mass of red blips congregated in a section of the map labeled “Star Mall.” Donut Dan’s, a popular branch, was poised behind the mass of security guards who were lazily sipping their coffee substitute and snacking on the bready donuts that sat before them. The shop’s open facade allowed the hypnotic doughy flavors to waft out into the concourse to attract would-be customers. She paused to take a deep whiff of the heavenly aroma. Wish I could grab one, her fingers were already digging in the pockets of her overalls.
The clock in her AR read “6:32” and was still counting down. No time anyway, better hurry.
She maintained a prudent but respectable speed down the concourse. Along the Star Mall, she saw every shop that could be imagined, everything from fancy flight suits for the intrepid space captain to luxury luggage for the discerning commuter. There was everything a spaceport could offer.
“Keep it moving, kid,” Pulse urged her onward, “you got five minutes on the clock.”
Her eyes darted to the AR display, which read, “5:10,” and she quickened her pace.
The Star Mall gave way to the departure gates, aligned on either side of the concourse. She could see many empty gates, but multiple others had starships of various shapes and sizes docked in their berths.
“Look, Pulse,” she pointed out the window at an enormous, teal warship, “it’s the Galileo.” A Victory-class Alliance ship, equipped with state-of-the-art sensors and weapon arrays. Elara had to wipe away the drool. “The flagship of the fleet… so big.”
“Focus, kid,” Pulse tried to rein her in. “Gate fifty-one, coming up on your left.”
The ‘Gate 51’ sign loomed overhead, but Elara stood awestruck at the sheer beauty of the Aurora through the plexiglass windows. The gleaming reflective metal plating of the sleek hull reflected the stars in a stellar aurora. Her mouth hung agape like a loose vice grip reaching around a pipe. As her eyes darted along the hull of the ship, she caught a glimpse of the ridiculous expression, snapped her mouth shut, and began surveying the docking platform.
A stern, imposing figure stood guard at the entrance. The massive man had dark brown hair and thick stubble.
It wasn’t the military-grade cybernetic limbs that jutted out from his torso that caused her to take pause. It was the faded, maroon, Imperial Marines fatigues that he wore. She let out her hot breath, her pulse pounding in her chest.
“There’s no getting past that Imperial scrag!” she spat, her hatred peaking in her throat.
Surreptitiously, she darted onto the cargo loading zone, where stacks and stacks of plastisteel crates waited to be loaded. She ducked behind them to stay out of view.
Between the cracks of two crates, she caught a clear view of an older woman and a younger man. The silver-haired woman, clad in the teal jumpsuit of an Alliance fleet captain, stood near the ship’s ramp. Her thin fingers tapped against a data-pad, ticking items off her list one by one.
Beside her stood the young man. He’s kind of cute, with his tousled brown hair and thoughtful hazel eyes. Elara knelt there, entranced by his appearance. Her eyes fell upon his olive-green and beige jumpsuit, and she scrunched up her nose, trying to remember where she had seen that uniform. Is that a Federated Colonies Scout uniform? Scouts were usually tasked by the FC to explore the fringes of space, not skip around on AP freighters. What’s he doing on the Aurora’s crew?
“Kael,” the captain’s voice rang out like a songbird.”
“Aye, Captain?” The young man snapped to attention.
“Any word from Zora about the backup engineer?” the captain squinted, her voice dripping with doubt.
“Sorry, Captain,” Kael ran his hand through his messy hair, “the agency said they couldn’t spare anyone.”
The captain’s eyes glanced down in disappointment. “Slag, guess we’ll have to rely on that drone.” She sighed, “It all checks out here, go let the dock workers know that this is all ready to be hauled aboard.”
The ship has no engineer. Elara’s heart seized. This isn’t just an escape, she let out an excited pant, this is a way to make myself useful.
“Now’s your chance,” Pulse urged her.
Elara approached a stack of crates near where the captain had taken inventory. A crate labelled ‘Rice’ sat to the side, its lid loosely laid on top.
She pulled the lid aside. Barely any room in there. How would I breathe? A primal fear tightened in her throat, but the countdown in her AR read ‘4:21,’ and she threw caution aside to scramble inside.






  
  Chapter Three


Rice rained into her collar and boots as she shifted in the crate, each grain a tiny humiliation. 
She slid the lid off to the side and peeked out. 
Alone. 
Her eyes darted about. The galley was dark and quiet. A stainless steel table sat in the center of the room, while a rack above gently swayed with an assortment of pots, pans, and cooking utensils dangling from little hooks. Along the wall, she could see a large, cast iron, blacktop stove. 
That would be perfect for cooking up some flapjacks. Her mouth watered.
She took hold of the sides of the crate and pulled her body up, allowing her feet to get under her so she could stand. Brushing the worst of it from her clothes, she knew it would follow her all the way into space.
As her utility boots tapped against the polished tile floor, grains of rice stuck to the soles of her feet. Ugh, this stuff is everywhere.
She stopped cold in her tracks. A drone sat in the corner, its mechanical eyes off and unresponsive. Atop the drone’s head sat a floppy chef’s hat. On its face, someone had painted a comical, swirly, Italian-style mustache. Elara stifled a giggle at the sight.
She made her way toward the hatchway from the galley but froze as distant footsteps echoed down the corridor.
Elara slipped sideways into a narrow service alcove and held her breath as a cleaning drone hummed past the doorway, its scanner light sweeping inches from her boots. As she released her breath, a soft “Meow” brushed against her leg. Elara froze, then looked down. A small, fluffy Siamese kitten, its fur resembling charred marshmallows, weaved playfully between her legs.
“Hey there, little furball,” she whispered, bending down to scratch his ears. “How’d you get onboard, huh?”
The kitten purred, arching his back into her touch.
“Oh no you don’t,” Pulse protested, “don’t touch that mangy rat, you know I’m allergic—” his voice broke as a mechanical “Achoo!” bounced around her brain.
She stifled a giggle, “You’re a computer program,” she chastised, “how can you be allergic to a cat?”
“Well, someone must have programmed me to be allergic to rats,” Pulse muttered, his words dripping with sarcasm.
Elara chuckled, “Good thing he’s not a rat, then.” There was a small, engraved tag on the kitten’s collar. “Isn’t that right, D’Artagnan?”
The kitten meowed as he played with Elara’s boot strings.
Behind her, a hunk of salami sat on the stainless steel table. She cut D’Artagnan off a slab and sat it down in front of him. The kitten began to sniff the salty meat, then licked its surface. D’Artagnan’s eyes went wide, a sheen of drool forming on his maw as he bit into the salami.
A strange warmth permeated her chest, a brief connection in an unfamiliar place. I’m a stowaway here, she reminded herself. She gently patted the kitten on his head. “Alright, little guy, stay safe in here.” She made her way to the hatch.
The choice for a place to hide wasn’t that difficult to make. Pulse had plotted the paths of the five crew members from the past few months on a map overlay on her AR.
Five crew members, she thought. The Aurora can handle a complement of fifty crew, not including room for passengers. Talk about a skeleton crew!
The stateroom she had chosen for herself was small but not cramped. It was certainly more comfortable than her shanty back in the Dredges, complete with a kitchenette, a tiny shower room, and a table and chair that slid out from the side of the bulkhead. It was tucked away near the engine room on the lower deck.
She pulled Milo’s drawing from her jacket and pressed it flat against the cabin wall. The Aurora was drawn in crooked stars. Two stick figures beneath it. One too small to be anything but Milo.
She smoothed it into place like a promise she wasn’t sure she deserved to keep. “Milo would’ve loved this ship,” she whispered.
And Tess… Jax… Her chest tightened. I left you behind to save myself.
Rice poured out of her clothes as she stretched across the soft yet firm surface of her bed, her shoulder-length blonde hair fanning out over the gray wool fabric of the blanket beneath her. Her eyes widened as she tried to capture the scene from out her porthole window.
The view was spectacular. To the aft, she could see the structure of the spaceport stretching off for a mile as its hull curved in the distance.
She peeled her gaze from the view of deep space that stretched out before her to pull stray rice grains off that had stuck to her skin. My sweat must have softened the grains a bit while I was in that shipping crate.
She stifled a chuckle, the mental image of her curled up, half buried in that shipping crate of rice was comical in retrospect. Even though it had been an uncomfortable disaster, she couldn’t help but find the humor in it now.
Pulse let out a low hum of a chuckle, “You’ll be picking rice out of every crack for weeks, kid.”
Elara blew a strand of violet hair out of her eyes. “I know, but I couldn’t just walk onboard, not with that security guard at the front gate.”
Pulse buzzed in agreement.
She paused from picking rice off her forearm and looked back out the porthole, “Why would the captain hire an Imperial as a security guard? That was what those maroon fatigues are from, right?” she returned to picking rice from her skin.
“Hmm,” he hummed, “but didn’t you see how those fatigues lacked any patches? It was almost like they’d been torn off for some reason, I wonder why?”
Once an Imperial, always an Imperial. 
Elara’s mind drifted to the man’s cybernetic arms and legs. State of the art, military issue. She touched her own scrap of a cybernetic arm, grains of rice still stuck in the spinning gears. They don’t just hand those out to anyone, only to their elite soldiers.
The clock in her AR had reached zero, and she heard the ship’s power grid switch to the fusion generator. The low-pitched rumbling hum was unmistakable.
“Release all docking clamps,” a commanding yet soft feminine voice burst from the wall-mounted intercom.
A high-pitched whine spun in the distance, and the spaceport began to drift slowly away. The unmistakable crackling of plasma echoed from the engine room as the impulse drive burst to life, and with a lurch, the spaceport drifted away faster.
A young man’s voice cut in on the intercom, “Navigation reporting, plot locked in and calculating, five minutes for jump.”
Her gaze returned to the porthole. She remembered hearing that the ship was short an engineer. She sighed. “Hope the ship doesn’t get into anything that the engineering drone can’t handle.” A ship this size should never sail without a human engineer. Drones follow rules. Engineers break them when rules fail.
Pulse buzzed, “Those dopey guys can’t tell the difference between a turbo coil from a multi-stage cooling line.”
Elara giggled, “I know. If anything bad happens in the engine room, we’re slag.” 
Well, not exactly. I could







