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“Lily, I don’t know why you spend so much time playing those old video games. If you spent half that time practicing your cello, you would be the most amazing cellist in the city.”

Smiling at her mother’s image on the old comm panel Lily’s landlord had installed in the wall, she told herself her mom wasn’t trying to sound so disappointed.

“I practice a lot, Mom. You know that. Sometimes I just need to take a break and relax, and video games help me with that.”

It was an old tactic, one she hadn’t used in a couple of years, so as Lily watched her mother frowning at her on the crackling comm screen, she hoped it would work.

“Lily, you know it is our greatest calling in life to create art. How can you create art if all you do is play something that someone else has created? Something that forces you along a set path or makes you play in a world where others have dictated the rules? How is that creative? How is that a pursuit of art?”

Clasping her hands together and rubbing her fingers into her palm where her mother couldn’t see them, Lily forced out a small chuckle.

“Mom, there is art and beauty in all things. That is the ultimate Nian tradition. I find art and beauty in experiencing what classic Earth artists made. And I am still pursing making my own art. I sent you the information for my next concert, right? We’re doing an original composition from a violinist in the symphony.”

Even with their grainy connection deteriorated to the point where Lily could no longer see the room on the other end, she was able to read the displeasure in her mother’s face. She desperately wanted to ask why it was okay to play music created by someone else but not all right to play a game created by someone else, but that was not an argument she wished to have again, so she kept silent.

“I did see,” her mother said. “Maybe one day they’ll be playing an original creation of yours?”

Lily ignored the question and decided she’d had enough for the day.

Raising her voice, she said, “What was that, Mom? I can’t hear you. I think our connection is going out. I love you! Give Dad and the others a kiss from me!”

Leaning forward, she didn’t wait for the sentiment to be returned before disconnecting the call. Her mother’s calls weren’t normally so filled with nagging, but Lily was finding the older she got, the more they contained. Knowing that her parents were disappointed in her was a feeling that she had yet to grow accustomed to, even in her thirties.

Lily grabbed her handheld comm and threw herself on the dark brown couch she’d rescued from a compactor. The couch she also used as a bed since hers had finally become too uncomfortable even to pretend to sleep on. Her stomach growled, but she ignored it, knowing that there was no food in the apartment.

With its worn and faded flooring, gray walls, and always-present unknown smell, her apartment took most of her income, leaving very little for food, let alone indulgences. Lily knew there would be no problem with her moving back home. The idea of sharing a room with one of her four younger siblings, living with parents who were always questioning her decisions, was less appealing than a crummy apartment and a few days a month with no food.

Thumbing through her alerts, checking her news feed, she tried to forget about her life. No food, a job she hated, and Lily didn’t even want to think about the last time she’d had sex. As long as she didn’t think about it, she could avoid spiraling into a depressive episode, and it had been years since she’d needed to use an antidepressant injection. If it happened again, she told herself it would be all right, but she did her best not to focus on all the negative and to try to find something positive to think about to keep her mood up.

Her eyes narrowed when she saw a message alert pop up. If her mother was now writing to her, this might be the day Lily lost it. Hesitating before opening the message, she saw it wasn’t from her mother but one of her best friends, Aggie.

Hey, saw this and thought of you. Bet you’d do amazing! Love you!!!

Scrolling down, Lily’s breath caught in her chest. Aggie had sent her a notification about a gaming tournament that was going to be held in her city, Los San Angisco. Not just any gaming tournament though, one involving classic Earth video games. The games that Lily had spent her life playing since they were all in the public domain and didn’t require any credits to purchase. Clicking around, finding all the information, Lily froze when she saw the prize that was being offered.

Would her parents stop being disappointed in her if she started winning competitions? Taking a deep breath, Lily submitted an application and decided she would do her best to find out. After all, how many people out there could be good at a game that was hundreds of years out of print?

Jumping up, Lily went over to the panel she’d rigged her classic Earth gaming console to. The system itself cost next to no credits to replicate, which was the only reason she had one. However, it had taken some creativity to get it connected to a modern view panel. Booting the system up, she selected the game that was going to be played at the competition. She’d spent a few thousand hours playing it but not lately. If she were going to have a hope of winning the competition, she’d have to put in a lot of practice.

As Lily lost herself in the controls and the character movement on the screen, her mind wandered to what she would do with the money if she won. She wasn’t sure what caused her to remember it, but an advertisement for a luxury galactic cruise she’d seen recently popped into her mind. Pausing the game, she picked up her comm and did a quick search. As the ad played, she started to grin. That’s what she wanted. A four-cycle vacation with all the luxuries she’d never been able to have before. It sounded like a dream, and the only way she was going to be able to afford something like that was if she managed to win the competition.

Putting down the comm, Lily went back to the game, but she promised herself if she won, she’d go on that vacation and she’d do everything she could to convince her friends to come with her. What could be more fun than a galactic cruise with her best friends?
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Two months later...

Everything smelled horrible to Abel. The Hong Kong dock around him was filled with people who had no idea how to clean themselves, alien or earthling; none of them knew the correct end of a good scrub. If it wasn’t the people who smelled, it was what they were trying to sell him. There was fish everywhere and little animals that he assumed he was supposed to think were cute but instead filled his nose with dander that made him want to sneeze. He was fairly certain the entire megacity of Hong Kong was filled with things meant to irritate his nose.

Sensing his three companions moving around him, Abel blocked out all the scents and focused on their escape. One week of freedom from being a lab experiment was not nearly enough for him, even if freedom meant everything was going to smell like sewage. He knew, given enough time, he could explore and find a place that didn’t put his nose in agony. The universe was infinite, wasn’t it?

Ahead of him, Bob was weaving through the crowd. He melted into the throng with ease. Finn was to Abel’s left and stood as tall as Abel did, so just over two meters. It was harder for them to hide, but the busy dock served its purpose well. The myriad of aliens around them meant that it was difficult to stand out, and as long as they kept moving, anyone that did notice them would quickly forget. Wynn was directly behind Abel and was having the most difficult time making her way through the crowd. She was smaller than the rest of them—the average height for a human female—so she was staying in Abel’s wake in order to keep up.

They were headed out of the city, which would take days at their current pace, but since they couldn’t risk using public transport, it was the only pace they had available. Glaring up at the skytrails that moved people far above him, Abel wondered what would happen to the people on them if they all of a sudden stopped working. Would they too be down with him on the streets? They better not stop working then.

Returning his focus to the path in front of him, the path he was creating by forcing his way through the horde of people, he caught movement out of the side of his eye that had his hand whipping out and grabbing the would-be pickpocket by the wrist.

“Don’t even think about it.”

A young child grinned up at him innocently, but he felt the movement behind him as another tried to reach into the pockets of his coveralls. Growling, still holding the child by the wrist, he turned and caught the second thief before they could find he had nothing to take.

“Find someone else to steal from.”

About to give the two a small shake for good measure, he noticed Bob standing just away from him in the surrounding crowd, shaking his head. Abel dropped the two on their butts and moved back to shoving his way through the people around him.

Freedom was going to be worth all this. True freedom. Not this running from supposed safe place to safe place. True freedom would be worth the price he was currently paying as well as what he’d already paid. It had to be. If it wasn’t, then he would take care of things when the time came. He was done living the way others wanted him to. When he was free, he was going to do whatever he wanted, damn anyone else.
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Lily had a secret. Bouncing on the balls of her feet as she looked at the screen showing her three best friends in the entire universe, she could feel that secret trying to claw its way out of her. She wanted to tell them all so bad. Ever since Aggie had sent her the notification of the gaming tournament, her entire life had changed.

Taking a deep breath, she grinned at her friends but managed to keep the secret under wraps.

“So, I’ve been thinking. We have not seen each other in person all together in forever. It’s past time for us to meet up again, and what better place to do it than a monthlong galactic cruise? We’ll even be making stops at Andove and Vende so you can show us around.”

Using her comm, Lily sent the cruise data to everyone’s screens. They opened the packet and had at least read the intro before Raven said, “Yes, but we’ll still have to travel to Earth for the departure. I’m not sure if my company can handle me being gone that long.”

Raven was sitting behind a desk, her eyes occasionally darting away from the screen, her fingers working on something out of sight. Lily moved her attention to Laurel. If she could get Laurel to come, that would get everyone on board.

“What about you, Princess? Surely you can steal some time away, Laurel. Did I tell you that the shopping is going to be amazing on the ship? They’ve got exclusive designs from around the galaxy.”

Laurel returned Lily’s smile, and for one brief moment, Lily thought Laurel was going to tell her yes.

“I’m sorry, Lily, but I simply cannot be away from Vende right now. There is too much going on, and my absence would set too many things in motion that I wish to avoid. It sounds like a completely delicious time, and I will be incredibly jealous of you three getting to spend time together. Raven, you have to go. I know for a fact your second-in-command has repeatedly been asking you to take a break. What is an Andovian without a little play?”

Crushed that Laurel wouldn’t be able to attend but glad she was at least trying to convince the others, Lily focused her attention on Raven. Aggie was a sure thing. Her schedule was flexible, and she was never without a pile of credits. She was always up for whatever any of them were planning. She was the one that kept them all together. Their random group would have drifted apart years ago without her.

“Raven, have I told you about the food on the ship?”

Letting out a bark of laughter, Raven said, “I see how it is. Sell the Andovian with the promise of good food? We are more than our appetites.”

“There’s also a state-of-the-art holo system that all the guests will have complete access to.”

Lily knew that Raven would see that as an opportunity to work, but she didn’t care. The holo-suites were for play, but if their ability to be used for work got Raven on board, she would take it as a win.

“Fine. I’ll do it. I’ll come on this galactic cruise.”

Cheering, Lily turned her sights back on Laurel for one last attempt.

“Are you sure you can’t come too, Laurel?”

“Darling, you know I want nothing more, but my duties simply do not allow it.”

“Yes, but you’ll always have princess duties. Surely you can shirk them just this once.”

“Sadly, that isn’t how these things work, Lily. I would love it if it were so. What about you, Raven? Are you sure that you can leave your company for so long? Will you survive?”

Raven growled. “Worry about yourself, Laurel. I can handle my company all on my own. If, after all these years, my people can’t handle six little cycles without me in constant attendance, then they aren’t worth their salary.”

With one friend secured on the trip, Lily turned her attention back to her unusually silent friend.

“Aggie, what about you?”

They all waited. Lily could see Raven dip her head completely out of view to work on something. Laurel was too disciplined ever to do that, but even she was starting to show some impatience. Still, Aggie didn’t reply.

“Aggie, are you listening to me?”

“I’m sorry, Lily. Yes, I’d love to come on the cruise with everyone.”

“Everyone but Laurel.”

Lily shot a little look at Laurel, but she knew her friend would take it as play. It was expected that she would be disappointed in Laurel not being able to attend, because she was, and it was in the unwritten rules of their group that teasing for anything and everything was mandatory.

“Well, I hope the three of you have a marvelous time. Let me know when you intend to be on Vende, and I will do everything that I can to show the best my planet has to offer.”

Waving her pale hand, Laurel signed off the comm with Raven following quickly after. Expecting Aggie to want to rehash all the details about the cruise, Lily didn’t disconnect from her end. She waited for the rush of questions, but instead, her friend leaned back into her couch and didn’t say anything.

Feeling unsure, Lily said, “I’ll message you all the information you need. I really think you’ll love this more than anyone else. The whole ship has been themed after the early twenty-first-century ocean liners. There’s going to be amazing shopping, entertainment, and just everything. I’m sure it will give us a chance to spend time together but also to relax. We could all use some of that.”

There was no pause in Aggie’s reply, so at least she’d been listening this time.

“I’m looking forward to it, Lily. It sounds amazing. Exactly what we need.”

Twisting her hands in her lap, Lily started to wonder if this cruise had been the amazing idea she’d originally thought it was. She was supposed to surprise her friends by telling them after over thirty years she’d finally found her true calling and it was doing more than just paying the bills. Instead, one friend was bailing, one friend was working, and the one she thought she could rely on to be all on board wasn’t even talking.

“I guess I’ll talk to you later. Be sure and pack light. The ship has got so many boutiques that Laurel is going to regret not coming with us.”

Aggie just nodded in return, no follow-up questions at all, just a quick goodbye. Leaning back into the soft cushions of her brand-new, custom-built gaming chair, Lily realized none of her friends had even mentioned her haircut or the fact that she had a crystal clear connection for the first time ever.
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After three days in the cramped quarters of an abandoned shipping crate, Abel was starting to rethink his views on freedom. At the very least, his initial decision to stick with the other lab rats. Why was he doing what Bob told him to again? Just because the man had been bred to lead didn’t mean Abel had to actually follow.

He just wanted to be alone, away from everything. Was that too much to ask?

Apparently it was since he had another day to wait before they boarded some spaceship named the Galactic Princess. Abel was positive, despite Finn’s claims it was the first available ship, that the man had instead chosen it on purpose. Finn wanted to find someone to spend the rest of his life with, for some unknown reason, and a cruise ship certainly suited his goal to find love. Isn’t that what you did on them? Find someone to have sex with and eat food? At least that’s what the ads implied when Abel looked into the ship farther.

Shifting in his spot in the corner by the door, the corner just across from where Bob had decided to take a permanent position, Abel tried to find a comfortable spot. It was no use. A metal floor was never going to be comfortable to sit on for hours, but the idea of going back out into the massive crowds of Hong Kong was no more appealing.

Crossing his arms and glaring at no one in particular, Abel unconsciously reached up and rubbed the scar on his face. When he realized what he’d done, his eyes darted to the others to see if they saw, but no one was looking at him. So what if they did? He didn’t owe any of them an explanation about anything. He knew they wondered why he had a scar. It would take nothing to get his nanites to fix it, but he didn’t. He had his reasons, and he didn’t have to share them.

Abel stopped himself from shifting where he was sitting again. It wouldn’t solve anything. The best thing for him to do would be to go to sleep, but that wasn’t an option either. If he tried to go to sleep when he was anything less than exhausted, the dreams would come too fast and realistic. At least when he put it off till his body couldn’t stay awake any longer, he was able to sleep through them.

Mentally reaching out, Abel connected with an open network they’d been using nearby. He had a comm in his lap he had routed through, but he hated using his hands on a device, so didn’t bother to pick it up. Skimming recent news, he checked to see if anything had changed in the five minutes since he’d last looked. There was a new story about a trade blockade on some backwater planet that was refusing to submit to the Alliance’s authority. It had nothing to do with them, so Abel didn’t even finish reading it.

The news sites were filled with boring information, facts and figure, dates and times, and very little else. Occasionally some articles put it all together for the uninitiated, but he didn’t care to read those either. It wasn’t until he was halfway through the sports section of the site that he stopped to read. It was a picture that caught his eye. A Nian woman identified only as FlowersSucZorss had recently won a large tournament in some kind of classic video game.

There was a link to the final moments of her game. She was battling against another player for domination over a floating platform made of disappearing clouds. Abel had no idea what was going on, but the look of pure disbelief on the woman’s face when she won had him deciding to read more on the subject. It’s not like he had anything better to do.
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Holding the one bag she’d packed, Lily waited at the Galactic Princess docking platform for her friends. Center’s off-planet transport hub was busy and chaotic, but the ship had an entire platform rented specifically for passengers with a skytrail that took them directly to the transporters. It was all more than Lily had ever experienced before, and she felt like she was going to explode out of her skin.

Her eyes darted from the flashing holo ads for the cruise to the people heading toward the platform. Raven and Aggie were supposed to meet her here, but she was the first one there. Pulling out her comm for the tenth time, she checked again to make sure Raven’s ship was in orbit, but the Andovian was nowhere in sight.

So far she’d seen a couple of family groups with matching outfits, which made her regret not having shirts made for her friends. There was still time for that, she assured herself. The ship would be able to replicate something like that, a specific design, that represented the four of them.

“What are you looking at?”

Caught daydreaming, Lily turned around to see Raven standing behind her. Her friend looked tired. Her long curly black hair, pulled away from her face, looked more frizzy than curly.

“You made it!”

Running forward, Lily threw herself at her friend. Raven dropped the two travel cases she was carrying and hugged Lily back.

“I told you I was coming. Did you doubt me?”

“Nope, but it took you forever to get here. Your ship has been in orbit for hours.”

Breaking the hug, Raven pulled back and shook her head. “It takes time to disembark. Earth has some of the most restrictive customs I’ve ever been through.”

Grabbing one of Raven’s bags and moving it beside her own, Lily replied, “I wouldn’t know. I’ve never been to another planet.”

“Well, now you’re going to see three more.”

“I know. Isn’t it exciting?”

She couldn’t keep the grin from her face even if she wanted to.

“Hey, you two, a little help.”

Aggie walked forward—well, shuffled was more like it. She was carrying several cases, and they must be heavy because she looked like she was about to fall over. Rushing forward, Raven and Lily took most of them off her.

“I think I saw a sled back there somewhere. I’ll see if we can borrow it.”

Rushing off, Raven left Lily to give Aggie the hug she’d just finished giving to Raven. Her friend felt different in her arms, smaller and almost frail. When had that happened?

“I’m so glad we’re doing this! It’s going to be so amazing.”

Lily could see Aggie wincing and decided she should probably tone things down a bit. This may be Lily’s first trip off-world, but it wasn’t everyone else’s. It was all well and good if she was excited, but she didn’t want to become a nuisance to the others with her enthusiasm.

When Raven arrived with the sled and they started to load their travel cases, Lily realized Aggie had brought the maximum allowed and that Raven had brought work.

“So let me get this straight. We’re on a vacation where some of the galaxy’s best designers have set up shop, where the best entertainment options will be at our fingertips at all hours, where the best food in the universe can be physically cooked in front of us at a moment’s whim, but Raven brought work, and Aggie brought basically her entire wardrobe even though she’s decided to decrease her size?”

Raven pushed the sled onto the skytrail, and Lily and Aggie followed her.

“I told you I needed to work, Lily. I’m not sure why you’re surprised by it. Plus it’s only a little bit. The vast majority of my time will be spent relaxing.”

Lily had heard that line before, and her eyes narrowed as she stared at the back of Raven’s head.

“So you say now, but I’m on to you, Raven. I know your game. Tell me it’s just a little work now, and then next thing I know, you’ve put in a full cycle and are telling me that it still counts as a vacation because you worked half your usual time.”

Tossing her hair over her shoulder
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