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"Goodbye," said the fox. "And now here is my secret, a very simple secret: It is only with the heart that one can see rightly: what is essential is invisible to the eye."
"What is essential is invisible to the eye," the little prince repeated, so that he would be sure to remember.
"It is the time you have wasted for your rose that makes your rose so important."
"It is the time I have wasted for my rose-" said the little prince, so that he would be sure to remember.
"Men have forgotten this truth," said the fox. "But you must not forget it. You become responsible, forever, for what you have tamed."
 
-Antoine De Saint-Exupery
"The Little Prince" 
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IT WAS THE HOTTEST day of the dry season, and a boy was drowning. 

The screams and splashing were not noticeable at first, flailing arms barely visible across the sparkling, dark turquoise water. His mother was screaming from the shoreline, near Lifeguard Station 33. Eira looked up from her book, first to the mother at the base of her station, then up to the horizon. Chucking the book onto the floor of her observation post, Eira jumped to her feet and snatched the neon gold flotation aid leaning against her chair. She squinted through darkly tinted sunglasses, struggling to gauge how far out the boy was. 

A rip current must’ve yanked him out. And no buoy nearby for him to hold on to or give Eira an idea of how far out he was. Any situation farther than 75 meters, they’d need to call it in. She grabbed the radio from her bag. The Maritime Defense Command always has a ship nearby. All she had to do was switch to Channel 3 and request—the radio squawked at her. “This is Station 32,” someone said. “Code 1, going in.” To her right, at Station 32, the lifeguard there jumped, golden flotation aid strapped to his shoulder, following him like a cape. He high kneed through the soft sparkling black sand and jumped over the jagged golden boulders breaching through. 

“Hey!” she called out, leaping from her observation tower. Her sunglasses flew off and landed on the bottom step. Eira left them behind and rushed to catch up to the other guy, her flotation aid bouncing off her back. He and Eira raced to the water, and he dove through the air and into the water a moment before her. Swinging her arms forward, Eira kept him in sight. While turning her head for breath, Eira hissed a swear to herself. The other guy was faster. Her legs strained as she tried to kick faster to catch up to him, to surpass him. 

They continued into the rip current, letting the rolling waves carry them closer to the boy. Through the sloshing water lapping at her ears, Eira could hear low words of encouragement: “I’ve got you. Here, hang onto this, start kicking. I’ve got you.”

His voice had a depth that didn’t match his lanky form. He pulled the flotation device under his and the boy’s armpits. Eira struggled to maneuver hers to the front and paddle over to the boy’s other side. It was useless, but a second one wouldn’t hurt. Swim this way,” he said. “Away from the current.” Together, they went around the chaotic waves and kicked back to the beach. “Keep going, you’re doing great,” he panted out. 

Eira didn’t say anything, keeping her focus on the shoreline. Screams and cheers carried over the water as they got closer. Feet found the soft sand. Eira and the other guy stood up, hoisting the boy. A woman shoved her way through the crowd. She yanked the boy away from them and squeezed him in her arms. A brief applause from onlookers, then they dispersed. The excitement was over.

“Thank you,” gasped the mother, refusing to let go of her son.

“Ma’am?” Eira asked. “Before you two go anywhere, can I take a look at your son? Policy says Emergency Health should be notified.” She turned to the other lifeguard. “Call them for me?” He nodded and jogged towards Station 32 as if he hadn’t just gotten his breath back. She was in control now. Eira knelt in front of the boy, checking his pupils and pulse. “That was really scary, huh? Do you know where you are now?” 

To her right came a whirring noise, growing louder and louder. A dark green speedboat with Maritime Defense Command’s logo displayed proudly on the side veered sharply shoreward. Neon green light bar flashed brighter than the sun. It slowed a few feet from the edge, and a pair of health-techs, in their soft blue overalls with bright neon sleeves and flotation vests. They rushed over to check the boy and questioned Eira and the other lifeguard once he came back from his station. 

“You two saw him,” one tech said, tapping away on his data tablet. “How far out was he?”

“I don’t-” the other lifeguard began. 

“About 70 meters,” Eira lied. 

The tech nodded without looking up at them. His holo tablet projected out of his wrist device and glowed blue as he finalized the report. “The kid’s good?” he asked his partner. He replied with a nod. And before anyone knew it, they left. The boy went off with his mother, not a care in the world. Both lifeguards stood in the sand, unsure of what to do next. A mental checklist formed in both their minds, and they muttered each step aloud, nodding along.

“I...think that’s it...?” he asked.

“Yeah, I think it is.” 

He outstretched his hand. “Reist Adeio.” 

“Eira Filodoxia.” Her tone was suspicious, but she kept the handshake firm and her glare counted as eye contact. 

He squinted at her. “Do you go to Southern too?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Okay, that’s where I know you from.” 

“Yeah. You dated this girl, Iliana. She’s in my geography class.” 

He thought for a moment. “Oh, yeah,” he said, with vague disinterest. 

They stood silently for a moment, unsure of what to say next. “Well, I should get back,” Eira said, pointing to her station. 

“Yeah. Yeah, me too.”  

Eira picked her sunglasses, wiped away the sand, and risked a glance at the emotionless blur at Station 32. She looked back and studied the small waves rolling in as the events played back in her mind. Over the wind, children playing, and the impromptu volleyball game, she hadn’t heard the boy calling out for help. The mother’s scream made Eira’s blood go cold remembering it. After that...she strained to remember. 

Eira had tried to call it in. It was what they were supposed to do, after all, as the junior lifeguards. She and Reist were only here for school credit. They did not have the lifesaving skills of, say, a Maritime Defense Command diver, and that had been hammered in during the three days of training they had to do.  

So why had Reist jumped? He had the same training as her and had to’ve known better. But, while she was figuring out the right verbiage because they had always hyped on radio discipline, he had just...jumped. Reist had not hesitated and was off his station before her. He hadn’t even climbed down; he had leaped. What did she do? She saw him, jumped, thought: Mine, and tried to beat him to the boy, to her victory. 

His jump alone could not have been the sole factor. The more Eira reflected, the more obvious that became. When he hit the water, his skinny frame made him into a torpedo. There had been plenty built like him on the swim team with her last year. But he had never trained for endurance like she had. She had closed the distance while he tired himself out. 

It doesn’t matter now. He had made it to the boy first. She shouldn’t criticize him for doing his job. Saving people shouldn’t be a competition. But if it were, she would win. Game on, she thought. Eira pulled her sunscreen from the cup holder, reapplied the lukewarm cream, and wondered, Is he processing this like me? 

Several meters away, Reist sat on a wooden observation post, toweling his face dry. He popped his sunglasses back on and leaned back in the chair, resting the back of his head against the smooth metal sign listing the codes lifeguards needed to know. Behind the tinted glass, he scanned the ocean; like a robot returning to his usual programming. But his gaze fell to his hands. They were shaking. 

Reist flexed them into fists to settle them, but the rush didn’t let up. Chemicals rushed through his veins as the adrenaline trickled away. He jumped back down onto the soft, black sand to pace around his observation post. His legs ached to run, arms demanding to swing. Reist shook the thoughts away and focused on the important thing. The innocent was safe, and the hero recognized. 

Hours later, the next shift came and took over. Reist gave one last wave to the kid who took his spot, and joined the line of golden yellow swimsuits, all filing toward the closest hut. There was one at every tenth observation post. He glanced over his shoulder. That Eira girl wasn’t far behind. 

Inside the hut was freezing from the rumbling air cons. As soon as Reist walked in, he got hit by a gust of air that was supposed to keep bugs away. The floor was wet and jagged from the collective sand and ocean water dripping along the tiles. Reist went to his locker and pulled out his sandals and shirt. Eira’s locker was on the adjoining wall. She pulled on her shirt, shorts, and sandals. She rushed towards the door, tossing her backpack onto her shoulder in time to beat Reist outside, cutting him off. 

A momentary jolt of annoyance shot through him as she sidestepped out the door. When he walked out, she was there, staring at him. He stopped to stare back. She spoke first. “When do you work next?” 

“Day after tomorrow.” He held his small bag loosely over his shoulder, studying her. 

Their glares matched, and she was the first to relent, offering a friendly smile. “Oh, good. Me too. See you then!” The last word was bubbly and cheery.

“...what was that...?” he muttered on his way to the row of bike racks. Reist unlocked his and popped off the wind catcher from behind the seat. It should have a good charge from the last couple of hours. He folded in the bike pedals and put both lock and catcher in his bag and made to go when a familiar, thunderous explosion erupted above his head. Descending into the stratosphere, roaring over the skyscrapers of Urbis, was the refugee transport. 

Any sense of exhaustion in Reist dissipated. He twisted the throttle on the handlebars and soared into the bike lane. Reist swerved in and around commuters returning home from work or dragging small trolleys of groceries behind them. A few voices called out to him to slow down, you dumb kid, but how could he? It had been three whole lunar rotations since the last ship came down, and he refused to miss this one. 

Following the same path he had taken a dozen times before, keeping the ship in view as much as he could, Reist pumped the battery again. His bicycle whirred meekly beneath him. Nothing like the rumbling of the ship’s engines as the rear thrusters dulled from the brilliant red to a cooling blue. The spaceport was a little way out of town and would make Reist’s trip home twice as long, but that was fine. 

Like an angry beast of myth, the transport gave one last roar before softly coming down onto the landing pad. Reist kicked up a wave of dirt as he skittered to a stop at the perimeter glass walls. He panted heavily and sat back, waiting for the loading ramp to drop. 

This was the best spot to wait and watch. Next to the landing pad was a depot, with a wide rolling door already open, and a line of city buses ready to take the refugees to the re-education facilities, then Servant School or wherever their skills would best be suited. Urbis couldn’t have been the only city to accept the refugees, but the logistics weren’t what was important. 

Dropping with a groaning and heavy slowness, the ramp teased a brief glimpse inside. Reist pulled up his wristband and clicked it on. Blue holographic controls surrounded his wrist and upper forearm. He hit a series of buttons and pulled up the camera. The more Reist zoomed, the fuzzier the picture got. It was meant for capturing moments in front of you, not from across an empty field. 

Coming down the ramp, in an unorganized mess, were the humans of Efferus. Dressed shabbily, with dark hair and sundried skin, and each carrying only a single bag, they shuffled to the buses. Wherever the buses were going, they never stopped at Reist’s side of town. The only Efferans he saw were his neighbors’ city issued servants. 

Still looking through the camera, a notification filled the holographic screen. Someone nearby was requesting to message him. Reist considered it, thinking maybe it was a refugee, and accepted. He had so many questions about what traveling to a new planet was like. 

The message read, You following me? with a picture attachment. It was him, sitting on the bike, with his holo-device open. Reist’s head shot up and he looked at where the picture would have been taken. Straight ahead of him, where the glass perimeter turned, was that girl, Eira. 

He messaged back, I always come when a transport comes in.

Me too, she messaged back. I like thinking about sneaking on board and seeing where it’ll go. 

Back to Efferus maybe. Zenthara’s closer. 

Look at the logo, though. CDF, she replied. 

Reist pulled the camera back up and snapped a picture of the logo for the Interplanetary Confederation Defense Force. He opened the chat with Eira just in time for her to say See ya. and watched her ride away on her bike. The buses were driving away too. Now was as good a time as any to head home. Her face was on his mind the entire way back.

*****
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EIRA HAD SAT BACK ON her bike and waited for the mass exodus from the beach to finish when the refugee transport blasted past overhead. She had chased after it, same as Reist had, but on a different route. When she had pulled up to the glass perimeter, she took stock of how tall the fence line was. Even if she stood on top of her own shoulders, it was still taller. 

Then there was that Reist kid. Tall. Awkward. Oblivious. That was frustrating to see but could be amusing to play at. He had nice eyes. That counted for something, but what exactly she hadn’t decided yet. None of her classmates cared, or seemed to notice, the transport when they came in. He did. That also counted for something. The first time she had watched one come in, she was a little ball of energy and so enthralled by adventure. She wanted to speculate with anyone who would listen. A year away from being a legal adult, that excitement hadn’t let up. And now she has someone to talk to about it, finally. 

On the ride home, Eira thought about how to be a stronger swimmer. She could rejoin the swim team. There were openings, and the coach liked her. But her ex-boyfriend, Thomos, had joined this semester. There might be friction there. She decided to sleep on it and map out how to be better next time. Hoping for a next time meant hoping for someone else to drown. In the moment, the pressure was infuriatingly terrifying. Afterwards, it was addicting. 

Eira preferred the scenic route home. She enjoyed riding past the forest tree line before pulling up to the neighborhood gate. Eira waved her holo-device over the scanner. It beeped and opened the gate. She rode past the familiar homes and waved at the same neighbors. Several members of different boards of directors who own most of this region of Corvus, just out and enjoying their evening. As a child, it had never occurred to her the power they wielded with the same hands that waved at her now. One day, it had, and it was all she could think about behind the polite smile she gave them back.

Cuquas, the family chef, was walking along the sidewalk, past the neighborhood shuttle as it puttered away. The driver waved at Eira as she rode by, coming up to the house. “Welcome home, young lady,” Cuquas said with a small bow, both hands full of grocery bags.

“Hey, Cuquas.” Her tone was more familiar. He had been in the family’s employ for several years. His formality with her, her parents, and Nana, was expected from his station.

“Might I get that for you?” He asked, nodding his head to her bike. 

“No, I got it. Thank you, though.” She shoved her bike to the small alcove of the garage, away from where her parents parked their cars.

“Very good, young lady. How was your day?” He followed her through the garage door.

“Pretty good. Saved a kid from drowning.”

He gaped momentarily and regained his composure. “My word.”

“Yep. See later.” Eira went inside. He followed and split off towards the kitchen.  

Her father was on the couch, sitting forward and glaring at the news report on the vid screen. They were talking about the increase in graffiti spreading out from the inner city. An angry red eyeball bore through the screen and into Eira’s soul. She turned away. Her mother was on the back patio, in a lounge chair and looking at the lake that sat behind their home. Neither parent acknowledged her.

“Oh, I know who that is,” said Nana. Her motorized chair whirred from the side room where she slept. Small and bony, a thick knitted blanket wrapped snuggly around her legs, she warmed the room with her smile. Beaming at Eira, she said, “Now what took you so long?”

“Still doing the lifeguard thing, Nana,” she said. Eira watched Nana’s face to make sure there was no confusion. It was hard to tell when Nana was being cheeky or if she had forgotten something else. She had gotten better at covering her mistakes. Eira then eyed Nana’s PICC line, snaking out of her shirt collar, resting lightly on her neck, and feeding into the med unit on her chair. The thin, clear, plastic tube rhythmically turned green as her medicine regularly pumped in, keeping her cancer at bay. 

“Yes, yes. All your resume building and whatnot. Once you get to my age, you just can’t be bothered anymore. It's rather relaxing.”

“Sounds maddening, Nana.”

“Yes, but I’m quite mad sometimes. Anything of interest today, honey?”

“Oh, the usual. Classes. Lectures. Saved a kid from drowning. Homework.”

“What was that middle one?”

“Lectures.”

“Thought so. Anything sticking? I always struggled to focus, would need your grandfather to repeat himself two or three times before I could retain anything he said. I hope you didn’t inherit that.”

“If I did, there’s worse things, Nana.”

“Sweetheart...” her mother slurred from the patio door. “You’re dripping on the floor. Oh, bless it. Serva! Mop please!”

Eira rolled her eyes and sidestepped away from their housekeeper as she seemed to materialize out of the wall. “Sorry, Serva.”

“No trouble, young miss,” she replied with a bow, some of her dark hair already coming undone. With the force she shoved the mop around the spot Eira was standing, it appeared to be a healthy amount of trouble. The grip on her sundried hands tight around the handle. 

“With me, hon,” Nana whispered. She gave the news a stern glance and rolled her eyes. “Tell me about your day.”

“I met a boy,” Eira said under her breath. “It’s probably nothing, but we’ll see.” 

*****
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REIST TOOK THE SAME path home at the end of every shift. On transport days, he rode back to the hut on the beach, keeping the shore on his right side. Once he passed the hut, Reist swung a left and went straight through the business district. He rode through the last of the crowds of suits, leaving for the day to take the sky trams back to their own homes. Some days he’d stop by a department store to dumpster dive. Every few weeks, they threw out old mannequins and his sister liked to paint them. But not today. Reist was ready to go home. 

There was a cutoff point he avoided. No one told him never to go there, but there was a primordial instinct that whispered in his ear that mingled with a curious perception. Most of the business district was well lit. Each skyscraper aglow with a dull amber as sunset turned to dusk. Just a few blocks past the last sky tram stop, the light dulled into dirt covered darkness. The only color discernable on this side of town was the angry red eyeball spray-painted on the side of the building.

It glared at Reist as he swung around the corner and out of sight. Three more turns and he would be home, a few more kilometers. He was riding into the familiar and comparatively friendlier atmosphere of his neighborhood. Suburban, two-story houses with front yards, each looking nauseatingly identical to the other. He knew which ones were which. There was not an inch of this neighborhood he didn’t know.

Reist pulled into his driveway. He punched in the code for the garage door, and it rolled up just like the landing depot had, but smaller. Reist hung his bike on the hooks jutting out of the left wall. The back tire bumped off a mannequin propped against the wall, with multicolored wings painted across the formless face. He shut the garage door. Stepping directly into the kitchen and dining area, Reist’s dad was to the left, hunched over the stove, with clouds of steam billowing around his head. “Hey, you,” he said, stirring the pot. “You catch that transport?”

“Sure did,” Reist said, stepped into the living room, making towards his room on the far side of the house. His mom was sitting on the couch with his sister, Pari. On the vid-screen was a period drama they liked to watch together. He kissed the tops of both their heads. Pari hopped off her seat and rounded the couch.

“You smell funny,” she said in her little voice. The small bells at the end of her pigtails jingled with every step.

“That’s the salt water,” Reist said. “I work at the beach, after all.” That was still a weird thing to say. I work here made him sound so grownup. Accomplished, even.

“We always smell like that after the beach,” she said, following him to his room.

“Pari, leave your brother be,” their mom said from the couch.

“But he doesn’t usually smell like the beach when he comes home,” Pari called back.

Reist dropped his bag on the bed. “That’s because I went in the water, little wing.”

“You went for a swim? Good for you,” their mom said. “I bet it was lovely out today.”

“I went in because a kid needed my help,” Reist said, stepping into the bathroom and shutting the door between him and the rest of the house.

His mom said nothing for a moment before calling out, “What?!”
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Chapter 2
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MORNINGS DID NOTHING to stimulate Reist. If it were up to him, he would still be in bed. But muscle memory made him vertical. He dressed, ate, and flowed with his classmates into school. Every morning, he split the school day up in his mind. Either in half, right at lunch, or further into fives based on each module. There never was a point where Reist felt fully conscious. He needed to be awake and aware, and he might as well have never used his eyes before.

First mod was Citizenship. He and his classmates pulled out the resumes they were to perfect and submit before the end of the semester. It was their last year of higher education, which meant internships and jobs should come shortly after graduation. With a diploma in hand, their resumes would be a formality. Extracurriculars, part-time jobs, and volunteer work are all done to be perceived as a well-rounded and dedicated worker. 

Contributing to society was fine, Reist conceded; what was the alternative? He glanced at his classmates’ resumes. Some looked better than his, but others looked similar enough to keep any anxiety down. As long as he was not falling behind, he could keep the peace in his mind by being average. 

Instructor Rotkva pulled up the vid screen with a resume sample. “Right, everyone, this is a copy of a resume for Cannonics. You might have heard their name in the news...” Tired eyes scanned over bored faces. “No? They’re reestablishing colonies on the Efferus moons, and the discarded pieces of the main planet...still nothing?” 

No one said anything. Some didn’t even look at the teacher.  

With an annoyed sigh, Instructor Rotkva continued, “This person was accepted into a logistics role, and I want you to compare yours with this one. See how they broke this section off, keeping it short but concise? Look at the extracurriculars here. This part is important because each workplace will value different organizations. Debate is the classic choice for the legal offices. Speaking any of the Zentharan dialects can give you a leg-up in the shipping business. Their economy is finally catching up to us. Working with them wouldn’t be such a bad idea. But, anyway,” he said, flipping to the next slide. “So long as you can argue the relevance of whatever one you do, the sky’s the limit.” 

In Reist's work folder, he kept the most recent copies of his parents' resumes, next to his own. They thought it would help, but he couldn’t tell them it made the entire thing more daunting. The rational side of his brain knew it was because they had been in the workforce since they were his age. More life experience means more to put down, obviously. But the rational side was nowhere near as loud as the other part, the one that shouted he had failed before he realized where he was. 

Reist shook the anxiety away—knowing it would be back to threaten him for not being awake and aware—and took notes. But he never used them. When studying for tests, he could glance over at them and vaguely remember what he was talking about, but not often. Memorizing facts and dates and names only did so much. Most of the exams he passed because he had recognized patterns in how they had been written. 

The bell pierced his daze, and Reist gathered up his things and left the classroom. Second mod was mathematics, and his locker was on the way. A bunch of teens crammed into the hallway, and Reist walked his usual route. He reached for his lock to twist the dial when it happened. 

A force rammed into his back. His face collided with the cold metal of the locker door. White hot pain splintered out from his nose to cheek and forehead. Anger shot through his arms. He shouted, spinning to face whoever pushed him and punch them. 

There was only the regular stream of students, all coming and going from lockers and classrooms. No one was close enough to Reist to give the impression they might have done it. He looked around for anyone acting suspiciously. And his eyes focused on one. The back of a girl’s head. Auburn hair, tied back, rushing away from him. 

That was not someone late to their next module. The color stood out to Reist. The girl from the beach. What was her name? “Eira,” he said, glaring at the back of her head as it vanished into the sea of students. He shook his head and went back to his locker. Third mod was next to second mod. Reist would need to grab the textbook for that class, too. 

*****
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WHEN THE LAST BELL rang, and the entire school was flooding out the doors after fifth mod, Eira stayed behind. One of her classmates, Adrianna, had mentioned a couple of people getting together at the library to go over their resumes. The glass door swished open and Eira went straight for the middle table where other students had already sat down, resumes out and pens held aloft. Adrianna turned her blonde head and greeted her by pulling out a chair next to her.

“Hey.” Eira gave a cursory greeting to the table. 

“Hey, yourself,” said a familiar voice. 

She looked up and tried not to roll her eyes. “Hey, Thomos. Thought you’d be at swim practice.” 

“Switching it up this semester,” he said with the annoying smirk he always had. Like everything was an inside joke. It never was, but someone else usually laughed along with him. Usually out of nervousness, which gave him another thing to laugh at. He had never admitted to this. Eira doubted he had the brains to think of it, but she had seen him do it enough times. “It’s important to vary the resume, right? What sport are you looking to do this time?”

“Haven’t decided yet. I’m still working with the lifeguards.” Eira kept her voice light, cheery, and friendly. Tones and inflections painted words in specific lights. If Mr. Everything-Is-a-Joke didn’t notice how much she never wanted to see him again, there was no joke.  

“Oh, that’s a good one,” he said. “I should sign up for that. The guidance officer said some part time work would really fill out the rest of it.” 

“My uncle lets me work at his office after school,” Adrianna said. "Inventory supervisor. A lot of admin work, but I think I’m good at it.” 

“I’m not all that interested in what I’m good at,” Eira said. "If I’m good at it, where’s the fun? I want something I suck at, so I can get better at it.” 

“You should do pole vaulting with me, then,” Thomos insisted. “Get some upper body strength to balance out those legs of yours.” Eira glared, while everyone else laughed politely. Thomos waved his hands and insisted it was a joke that everyone should relax and enjoy his wit. 

“Hey, that’s a really good idea, actually!” Eira responded, trying to control that balance in her tone so as not to sound angry or sarcastic. Keep them guessing. “Let’s go do that, actually! When’s the sign-up deadline?” 

The stupid smirk had erupted into a beaming grin. “Uh, I don’t know, but I’ll find out. I think it’s tomorrow morning?” 

“Ah, that’s perfect. Good looking out, sweetie.” Eira bit back the urge to gag. Pet names made her gag. But if one made fun of him, it was alright. 

They spent the next hour debating over fonts and formats, bickering about how to keep each one from looking too much like another. And argued about how certain words worked better without making the entire thing look ridiculous. Every passing minute, the discussion grew hotter and more animated. Eira kept peeking at the librarian, who occasionally glanced up from her computer, glaring over the rims of her glasses. 

“I think that’s my parents calling,” Eira said, backing out of her chair and leaving before the table got too loud. She would need letters of recommendation at the end of this, and the librarian had several certificates at the end of her name, which would carry more weight than some teachers. She would do anything to stand out. 

Her device had buzzed for real on her bike ride home. Eira pulled into her garage and checked it. Thomos had texted her. It read: Yeah, the deadline is tomorrow by lunch time. 

She rolled her eyes. “I thought I blocked you...” she muttered to herself. She texted back, Great! and left it at that. 

*****
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AS IF STUCK IN A SUSPENDED moment in time, Eira’s father was on the couch, drinking and hate-watching the news. The camera panned over a group of men. Most looked like they were in their twenties and wearing hand-me-down clothes covered in grime and dirt. Each had a red bandana around their neck or tied to their forehead. They glared at the camera. 

“Why we ever let those fucking Efferans come here,” he said, “I’ll never know.” 

“Language!” her mother hissed to him, before looking to Eira with concern. 

“Oh, let the man say what he wants,” Nana called from her room. “Better to be blunt than coy, I say.” 

Eira poked her head in the doorway. “Hey, Nana.” 

“There’s my girl,” she said, putting her book down on her lap. “How was your day, darling?” 

“Uneventful. Just trying to figure out another club to join for the resume.” 

“I thought they weren’t due for a while?” Nana asked. 

“Not till the end of the semester, but a lot of us are workshopping them now-” 

“To not worry about later, yes. It was the same with your father. They weren’t really a thing when I was growing up. All we needed was a handshake from a friend of our father or an uncle’s drinking buddy and that was enough.” Her eyes lit up at a fresh thought. “Oh! What about archery? They still have that club, don’t they?”

“Huh. Yeah, they do.” Eira thought for a moment. “And there’s the festival coming up too. Another thing to add to the resume to make me stand out. At worst, its participation in a regional event. At best, placing.” 

“Could be your own Princess Lucienne. Live the Ravenguard dream.” 

“I wish you wouldn’t encourage her to read something so low brow,” Eira’s mother said. Eira and Nana both ignored her. 

“That’s a bonus, yes.” She moved in to hug Nana. Habit made her check Nana’s PICC again. It had the sterile new-plastic smell. Their doctor must’ve made a house call earlier. “Thanks for the suggestion. I’m going to see when I can sign up.” 

*****
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THE FINAL SIGNUP FOR the archery club was the same as every other team that season: the following day after lunch. This gave every student a chance to join at the last minute. Eira stepped up to the table and gave a polite smile to the coach. He slipped the signup sheet forward, not looking up from the news story on his tablet. Eira accepted the sheet and scanned the names. No Thomos, but she recognized a few names from class. One stood out the most. Mixed in the middle was Reist Adeio. Trying to hide? she thought. 

Images of the beach, rushing through the soft and hot sand, the salty smell of the ocean that sticks to your skin for hours, all flashed through her mind. Her stomach twisted at the sight of his name. He had not hesitated. She had, and still didn’t know if the boy had been too far out. Another chance to beat him presented itself to Eira on a sheet of paper. And no one needed to be in danger this time. 

Eira signed her name and had a pep in her step until the last bell that afternoon. She gathered the textbooks for that night’s homework and rode her bike to the beach. Depending on when tryouts and practice would be, she would have to quit or at least scale back her hours. 

Her device buzzed when she parked her bike by the lifeguard locker room. The holographic wrist band expanded and glowed orange. Eira opened her inbox. Thomos had texted, Hey, you sign up? She rolled her eyes and texted back, Sure did! and left it at that. 

She changed into the lifeguard one piece and kicked through the soft, black sand to her station, backpack on her shoulder. Reist was already at his spot, applying sunscreen. He glanced over, offered a nod and little else. That was fine by her. This was not the contest anymore, archery would be. 

*****
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THERE WAS A CALENDAR in Reist’s day planner. In between assignments, he tried to map out how the rest of the semester would go. He had signed up for archery club and pole vaulting. Reist’s dad had done pole vaulting when he was in hi-ed and had broken a couple of records in his time. That was thirty years ago, and someone else had broken his records since then, but it still appealed to Reist to try. 

Archery was his other option because there was a unique skill that Reist saw in the films he loved as a child. All the famous characters who shot arrows always had some sixth sense or special power that made them deadly accurate. The magic required to accomplish it was just secretly hidden away in their minds throughout the day. It was fascinating, and he fantasized about acquiring a hidden magic for himself and, maybe, winning first place. 

Maybe he could go beyond Regionals and into InterPlanetary. He imagined what it would be like to climb on that transport and see canyons and mountain ranges across Zenthara or watch the fragmented chunks of Efferus ringing around the broken planet. Anywhere other than Corvus was fine by him. No matter how big the city of Urbis was, or the neighboring districts, they all ended at the Great Ocean, taking up most of Corvus’s surface. So many more interesting places to go, and he had to be interesting enough to be worthy of seeing them. Maybe archery could get him there. 

It was a new dream. No telling if he would stick it out or if he would have fun. That was a problem for the future, he decided. All the same, the excitement stirring in his chest when he had signed his name for archery club turned to a solid lump and dropped into his stomach the morning of the first practice. 

He contemplated not showing up. That’s something people do, right? he had thought. What are they going to do? Track me down and
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