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Part One

Escape


Chapter One

I don’t know what I am anymore.

The thought had plagued Michael for days. It wasn’t something new, it had however grown within the depths of the flyer’s mind ever since he’d seen Adam again. Being faced with one’s mistakes had the bad habit of making one question everything. 

Alone on the deck, Michael sat and watched the nothingness outside. Flying through subspace allowed for great speeds but lacked in ambiance. No stunning views of faraway stars to enjoy. The dark blue tube-like tunnel they were sliding through restrictive and oppressive. 

Too much time to think. Far too much to remember. And Michael remembered every moment he’d shared with Adam on Earth. The short encounters that started with him publicly executing Adam’s father. The subsequent public executions in Adam’s village. Those eyes of Adam’s, fixed on Michael, filled with awe. 

Michael was nothing more than a soldier. Less than that, he was just a warden to the imprisoned Earth. Yet Adam had loved him. Michael’s void carcass hadn’t been worthy, but Adam had offered himself, body and soul. 

Sighing, Michael ran his fingers over the interface, checking their ship’s status. Nothing had changed from when he’d last looked. No pressing matter he could use as an excuse to pull himself away from his spiraling thoughts. 

Thinking about what he’d done changed nothing. In the end, he’d left Adam, run away from Earth, and tried to forget everything he’d experienced there. Michael had thought that route easier. No more need to question his very existence, wondering why Adam had changed everything the flyer knew of himself. 

It had stopped, for a short while. Michael had been consumed with pain, so he’d not wondered about his nature, and how his reactions and thoughts contradicted what he was supposed to be. What he’d been told he was. 

Then Adam had managed to escape from Earth. No one knew why or how. His superiors had questioned Michael over and over, but flyers couldn’t lie. They had to admit Michael had revealed no secrets to his human lover. 

The deck doors slid open and Samandriel stepped inside. 

“What are you doing here?” he asked.

Michael didn’t turn, his eyes fixed on the ship’s status report.

“Don’t tell me you’re checking everything again. The ship’s fine, Michael. Give it a rest.”

“It’s something to do.” Michael shrugged. He stood and turned to face Samandriel. The flyer was almost as tall as Michael. He wore his hair short and had a nonstandard demeanor for a flyer. Always with a smug grin on his annoying face.

“Sharing a meal with me is something to do. Exploring the ship is a less pleasant option. Visiting Adam in the medbay is surely something that would keep you occupied. Why sit here doing nothing? It will only give you a chance to drive yourself insane.”

“I like the quiet,” Michael muttered. 

“If you liked the quiet, as you say, you wouldn’t check flight stats every damn minute. You’d sit back and enjoy the silence.”

“What do you want from me, Samandriel?”

The flyer shrugged and stepped closer to Michael. “You know, when I helped you with Adam I expected you to be less of a miserable sod. You’re not. Were my efforts for nothing? I mean… they are going to execute me when I get back.”

“They won’t.” Michael tilted his head, his eyes fixed on Samandriel. “Commands from your superior are unbreakable. We both know that.”

Samandriel snorted. “Yes, of course. Because in this case they will surely take the time to listen to my excuses. It’s not like they’d kill me on sight for high treason or anything.”

Michael looked beyond Samandriel’s smirk and the rest of his façade cracked into pieces. Samandriel was just as lost as Michael, albeit for different reasons. 

“I doubt that. They will welcome you with open arms. As long as you help them retrieve us, you’ll be fine.”

Samandriel squared his shoulders, his chin jutting out, lips pressed tight. “Lose my rank, be on the shit list of the overwatch, and have to spend years trying to drag you out of sanctuary? No, thank you.”

“Then I hope Ishtahr is enough for you.” 

“I don’t know what’s good for me anymore. Or what I want.”

“Why is that?”

Samandriel crossed his arms over his chest. “What are we, Michael? What was that energy transfer you did that saved Adam? Why do you feel? You love him, right? Why do I care about the outcome of all this… We should be beyond all these emotions.”

Michael knew those questions intimately. He’d asked them thousands of times. I don’t know who I am anymore. Because what they were was such a fundamental part of who they were, of how they related to the world. Everything they knew about their flyer nature had been shattered. Michael realized he’d been a fool not to know these revelations affected Samandriel as well.

“I wish I knew how to answer all those questions.”

Samandriel sighed and patted his shoulder. “Ishtahr might hold some answers for us. The sanctuary is old, older than we can imagine. If we’re lucky enough to find it, we might discover more about ourselves.”

“Do you think flyers or our overseers have eyes there?”

“Anything is possible. But it’s less likely they have spies there than anywhere else in the inhabited worlds.”

“Hmm.” Michael rubbed his chin, allowing himself a moment to mull over the information they had. “Let’s go see Adam.”

They left the deck and made their way to the medbay. The doors slid open as they approached and they each stopped on one side of the cylindric medpod where Adam seemed to sleep. The transparent top displayed Adam’s vitals and brain activity. 

“All his wounds are healed,” Samandriel said.

He was stating the obvious, but it had turned into a mantra that reminded Michael there was still hope. 

His body seemed to be functioning within normal parameters. There was no brain damage detected or any other aftereffect of the massive blood loss he’d suffered. The state of stasis the energy surge had put him in had faded, but Adam still wouldn’t wake up. 

Michael and Samandriel had gone through all protocols, they’d run every piece of medical machinery the ship possessed and nothing explained Adam’s current state. 

“I know. His body is fine.”

Michael reached through the special opening that would sterilize his hand as he moved it inside and took Adam’s, squeezing it. The touch of his warm skin on Michael’s reassured him. At least Adam was alive.

“His brain is fine as well.”

Michael’s eyes snapped to Samandriel. He smiled and shook his head. “That doesn’t mean his mind is fine. He’s been through a lot. And that energy surge I released on him? Whatever it was, it wasn’t normal.”

Getting thrown from the brink of death into stasis wasn’t an everyday occurrence. Humans achieved stasis through a complicated acclimatization process. It took protocols, medication, and professional care, none of which had been there when Michael had forced Adam into it. 

“Why did you do it?”

Samandriel opened his mouth to say something, then closed it. He worried his bottom lip until it got bright red. “Do what?”

Michael chuckled. “Don’t play me for a fool. Why did you help? You could have stayed on Earth and not bothered with this. You could have let him die. Why all this, when it will cost you everything you’ve built?”

Samandriel sighed. “You should have pretended to be stupid and not ask.”

“I never did what was I supposed to do.” Michael looked down on Adam, a sad smile twisting his lips. “If I did, Adam wouldn’t be here.”

Samandriel shrugged and braced himself on the medpod. “Fine then. Remember you asked.”

“Spit it out, I can take it.”

“You tasked me to get him from that derelict hotel after you left. I strolled in there, full of myself and acting as if Adam was the dirt on my shoe. I never thought much of him, but then I didn’t know him. I was convinced he was using his body to gain favors.”

Michael snorted. “You and every other flyer on Earth. As if I’d fall for that. As if I hadn’t seen dozens of them parading themselves in front of me.”

“You can’t blame them.” Samandriel shrugged. “It was an easy way to rationalize it, that he’d made sex so enticing, you’d fallen. Anyway, Adam turned to face me and I swear I’d never seen a being so broken. It was like his very essence was being flayed alive in front of me. Like I should have been hearing desperate cries of pain. Yet he stood there, proud, when any being would have crumbled. I’ve wanted to fix him ever since.”

“I was such a coward.”

Samandriel laughed, his head falling back. “Oh, Michael… I don’t know who I pity more. Him for what he’s gone through, or you for having everything you believed in twisted and destroyed. We are flyers. We don’t love. We hardly feel. We obey and when we are allowed, we use reason. We are weapons of intergalactic justice, we take no sides, we take no lovers. Everything that’s happened to you with Adam contradicts all that. Your world was rocked to its very foundations and you had no tools or skills to make sense of that. The only thing I find surprising is that you didn’t run screaming earlier.”

Michael knew he’d always blame himself for causing all of this, for putting Adam in such tremendous danger. If Adam woke up, things were going to be different. Michael had made a vow, one of many, to always keep Adam safe if he got the chance to have someone to protect once more. 

“It won’t help either of you,” Samandriel said, interrupting Michael’s thoughts. 

“I’m not sure I follow.”

“Blaming yourself, burying yourself under all this regret I sense oozing from you. It won’t help you and it will certainly fail to help him.”

Right again. Samandriel was annoying like that. Always speaking the truth, always getting at the heart of things. Michael imagined it was easy. He was on the outside, looking in. He had the luxury of an objective perspective. Well, as objective as it could be for a flyer who’d risked his life to help them.

Michael didn’t have the luxury of relying on objective reasoning. Not when he saw the man he loved like this, knowing little about how broken he was. At least Adam looked peaceful. He didn’t moan or grunt in pain, his face wasn’t marred by frowns and grimaces. Michael was thankful for that small mercy. He doubted he had the strength to see Adam in pain he couldn’t alleviate.

“I keep telling myself he’ll wake up. I am not sure I believe it.” The confession felt strange on Michael’s lips. Cold. 

“Of course you believe it. It’s written all over your face when you look at him.”

Michael scoffed, glaring at Samandriel. “You’ve become an expert on feelings and inner thoughts at impressive speed.”

Samandriel huffed and winked at Michael. “It’s instinctual, really. I hate it because I don’t understand where it comes from. But at some point during our long stay on Earth, I realized I’d been granted a new skill of interpreting people’s feelings. I never thought I’d use it on flyers, to be honest.”

Michael shook his head, feeling lighter than he’d felt in days. “Seems like I wasn’t the only one who changed on that damned planet.”

“No, not the only one. You know what that means, don’t you?”

Michael arched an eyebrow and shook his head. 

“It’s not a fluke. I showed similar behavior, so you couldn’t be just a random one-off error.”


Chapter Two

“WHY DOES THIS DREADED place have to be in the farthest forgotten corner of the universe?” Michael muttered as he stared at the dull view outside. 

After drifting through subspace for weeks, they were still far from Ishtahr. They’d just reached the edge of the Delta sector, but there was still a long way to go. 

Michael knew he had to endure; the lack of activity, the lack of change in Adam’s state. They’d make their destination, then talk to a person with actual medical training. They’d then know what was going on. 

If one believed the rumors, there was no leadership better informed than that of Ishtahr. Their ability to stay a sanctuary for those they chose to protect relied on information. Knowing the laws, knowing who to negotiate with. 

Michael assumed they had something on the Intergalactic Alliance that made Ishtahr an untouchable haven. The Ishtahr leaders had to know what was going on in the universe. Know everything about its past, so that two wayward flyers could find out about their origin and their true nature. 

“It won’t be long now,” Samandriel said from the deck chair he’d extended and turned into a bed. 

Something beeped and Michael checked the automatic alert: the medpod was open. He ran out of the flight deck and rushed to the medbay. He almost collided with the doors as they were too slow and skidded to a stop near the now open medpod holding Adam.
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