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CHARMED
It didn’t matter that they weren’t on Earth. Strange was strange, and Evelyn had grown accustomed to seeing strange things in her few short months on Orsus.
There was the fish she had speared, glittering deep blue on its back with a belly as orange as coals fanned by a stiff breeze. Its fins and tail hung off its body like fancy ball gowns draped over beautiful women that Evelyn had seen in pictures, and it was so pretty she felt bad about killing it. The size of the fish was a little unnerving, as big around and as long as her leg, but it had tasted good, so she quickly got over her mental reservations about being a hunter.
Then there was the wolverine she and Joseph had seen near their camp, where the mountain lake met the ridge that went forever up into the gray skies of Orsus. It wasn’t really a wolverine, Evelyn knew, but that was the best way to describe it. Not only was it the size of a bear cub and just as hairy, but its black face melded quickly into a bulbous body covered in long crimson hair.
She and Joseph had seen it slinking around a few days after they had arrived. As the nights had grown colder, their sightings of it grew more frequent. It also seemed to be getting bolder with each passing day. The first time they saw it, it scampered off into the woods, and they hardly saw more than a brief flash of red as it disappeared into the darkness of the forest. After that, they had caught it sniffing around their campfire and eating the leftover fish they hadn’t thrown far enough into the lake. Apparently, it had dragged the carcass back to the shore and had eaten what was left of it, leaving the remains to stink up the beach. The irony that such a pretty fish could smell so bad wasn’t lost on Evelyn and gave them both a laugh.
As the days passed, they started to notice more of the strange hairy beasts, but other than the fact that they seemed to be less reclusive—and appeared to have teeth as long as her fingers—Evelyn wasn’t too worried, as they always ran off at even the slightest sound.
And then there was the snake, as startling as the fish was beautiful and the wolverine was intriguing. Evelyn was still disgusted by the snake she had seen in the fields—the one that had tried to attack one of the gardeners. If there was ever an image Evelyn hoped she could forget, it was of that slithering rat-headed, horn-backed monster. Not only was it twice as long as she was tall, but given the footage from the agribot’s memory systems, it slithered faster than almost any living thing, she imagined, could run. If it hadn’t been for the agribot pounding its head into oblivion, the colonist would have surely been made a meal by that snake. Just the thought of it gave Evelyn daytime nightmares in moments when she was all alone under the dark canopy of the forest.
Even with all the wildlife wonders of Orsus Evelyn had seen, nothing compared to the vision Joseph had noticed that morning, breaking over the ridge just to the west of their camp. At first, both of them thought it was merely the pink light of the rising sun casting a shimmer through the oxygen-heavy atmosphere. That is, until they remembered the sun rose over the opposite ridge.
They stared at the rose-colored fog as it sparkled in the morning light, rising ever higher—thousands of feet into the air by Evelyn’s estimate—swirling like bubbles in a flute of champagne. It was beautiful, Evelyn thought, and the nervousness she felt in watching it grow closer was only tempered by the fact that she couldn’t take her eyes off the hypnotic dance of the fog as it slowly floated closer.
“Let’s get a closer look.”
Evelyn glanced over her shoulder at the sound of Joseph’s voice. He had brushed the hair out of his eyes and was gesturing for her to follow. At his suggestion, she felt torn; she wanted to get closer to the fog, she didn’t want to stop looking at it, and she wanted to hide all at once. Reluctantly, she peeled her eyes away and marched after him.
Evelyn hiked her shawl over her shoulders. The chill in the early autumn morning was enough that she could see her breath and probably would until the sun warmed things up by at least ten degrees. She knew it was going to be cooler on the path too, and she rubbed her bare arms under the shawl to brush away the cold.
“I don’t think this is a good idea, Joseph.” The words reluctantly slipped through her lips, barely loud enough for her to hear them. It was almost as if the sensible voice of reason was being strangled by the impulsive voice of curiosity so that only a whisper of deterrent was cast in their path to see the sparkling wonder ahead.
“What are you so worried about, Evie?”
“Oh, I don’t know … being consumed by a giant pink fire, for one thing.”
“How do you know it’s a fire, anyway? Maybe it’s just dust.”
“Dust? It looks like a nuclear glitter bomb exploded on top of that mountain.”
Joseph laughed, pulling himself over the boulder inconveniently blocking their path. In the few weeks they had been at their camp, Evelyn and Joseph had followed the natural trail into the trees and up the ever-steepening slope many times. There were several places further up where it was steep enough that they had to use their hands to scramble over the granite boulders or had to lock their feet into the base of the trees for toeholds, but the boulder they were scaling was only the first of many other minor deterrents on an otherwise gently sloped path.
Joseph knelt at the top of the boulder and offered Evelyn his hand, which she gratefully took. A second later, he hoisted her to the top.
“Glitter bomb?” he said, laughing again and glancing over his shoulder through the trees at the plume. “Don’t you think you’re being a little dramatic about it?”
Evelyn laughed, reluctant to let Joseph’s hand go but doing so anyway to brush her hands off on her pants. “I can think of a dozen ways for this to go wrong, and I’m not even trying very hard.”
“That’s what I love about you, Evie …” He laughed again, signaling for her to follow him with a nod of his head. “You’re always thinking.”
“Not sure it does either of us any good when neither of us are listening,” she mumbled, following a few feet back.
“You never saw any fireworks back on Earth, did you?”
Well, my body was grown in a tube on a space station. And then I was born, and a month later, when I had the chance to go down to the surface, I spent a grand total of twenty minutes there … Of course, there was the guided rocket the military fired at us as we left the planet … the one that detonated fifty feet behind our shuttle … Does that count as fireworks? No, probably not … so there it is … another thing I have only read about but not actually experienced.
“No. Just seen them in pictures. You?”
“Yeah. When I was about six, I guess. I was hanging around with some older guys, and one of them found a box of fireworks in the cellar of this old warehouse. I’m not sure how long they had been there, or why they were there, but he took the box and was showing them off.
“So, we waited for it to get dark, and we climbed up on top of the storage building, and we started lighting the fireworks.”
Evelyn smiled, knowing something was about to happen. Joseph rarely had a story that didn’t end with someone getting into trouble. She shook her head. “So, what did you blow up, Joseph?”
“Now, wait a minute. What makes you think we blew anything up?”
“Because I’ve known you for seven years, and I know how your stories go.”
Joseph laughed, holding a tree branch out of the way so Evelyn could pass and then letting it swish back over the path behind her. “Well, for your information, we didn’t blow up anything, so you don’t know everything, no matter how smart you think you are.”
“Okay, fine … finish your story,” she said, rolling her eyes.
Joseph pushed past her as they started up the steeper part of the slope, the loose rock slowing both them and the pace of his story as they cautiously moved up the rocky grade.
“So, there we were, on the roof, lighting off fireworks. Most of them did nothing. I guess they were too old. Some of them just sputtered and popped. It was pretty disappointing, really. This whole box of fireworks, and all we were doing was setting fire to the paper and watching it burn in all different colors.
“But there was this one tube. I think it said Screaming Eagle on the side of it. I don’t remember for sure, but I feel like it was almost as tall as I was. We propped it up against the edge of the metal roofing, lit it, and ran because we were sure we were going to die if it exploded.
“Nothing happened for the longest time, but then it started screaming, just like the name said it would. I had to put my hands over my ears it was so loud, and it seemed to scream forever. Then it stopped. We thought it was done, so we all stood up from our hiding spots just in time to see the flaming ball shoot out of the top of it. I don’t know how high it went, but it was really high, and then it exploded.”
Joseph hauled himself up over another rock and pulled Evelyn up behind him. The high mountain lake they had found on an earlier visit was just a few steps from them, filled with frigid cold but crystal clear water, and the lake itself wasn’t so big that Joseph couldn’t throw a rock across to the other side. Because of the steep slope leading to it, and the lack of trees along one edge, the lake looked like it was suspended in the clouds.
Both of them stopped, catching their breath, and then wandered close to the water. With no trees in the way, the shimmering plume of rose-colored sparks ascended over their heads, cresting like a tidal wave as it reached thousands of feet above.
Evelyn was unable to form anything even resembling a coherent thought, and obviously, Joseph was having the same trouble, because they both stood silent and motionless, awestruck by the beauty before them.
Moments passed, and then Evelyn remembered the story Joseph was telling.
“Did it look like that?”
“What?”
“The firework. When it exploded. Did it look like that?”
Joseph continued to stare at the plume. “Not even close.”
Evelyn shook her head, unsure what the point of Joseph’s story was but laughing to herself all the same.
“But the roof of the storage building did.”
Evelyn laughed again and finally peeled her eyes away from the plume. She felt the fluttering in her chest as she stared at her green-eyed boy, who was still mesmerized by the same cloud.
“The firework exploded, and we were all so focused on what was happening overhead we completely missed the fact that the tube had caught fire, and it had set fire to the roof.” Joseph turned to her, the blank look on his face quickly turning to a grin, no doubt feeding off the look of amusement on hers. “Yeah, we barely got off the roof before the whole thing caught fire. It shot sparks fifty feet into the air.”
“That’s more than fifty feet, Joseph,” Evelyn said, pointing up but not looking.
“Well, I didn’t say it looked exactly like that,” he added with a shrug of his shoulders, and then before Evelyn could fully cock her eyebrow, he leaned in quickly and pecked her on the lips.
Evelyn felt her ears warm against the still cool midmorning air, knowing the unwanted blood flow to her cheeks was giving off its own rose-colored plume. Joseph’s grin grew wider.
“You’re just full of stories.”
“Well, I had to tell you something. You were so worried. You would have missed it,” he added, holding his hands up in the air.
Just then, Evelyn noticed that some of the glittering sparks were beginning to descend around them, only they were much larger than she had originally thought. Each was about the size and shape of a poppy petal and appeared to be so papery thin they seemed almost too light to fall out of the air.
Like shimmering pink ashes, they floated, and Evelyn realized she was holding her breath, the uncertainty of what was happening setting her nerves on end. Joseph held out his hand like a kid waiting for the first snowflake of winter to land in his palm, and for a second, Evelyn thought about grabbing his hand and running, tumbling down the hillside if necessary to get away.
But then the petal landed on his palm, and like a snowflake, it melted and vanished in a second. Joseph smiled and looked from his palm to her, just as another pink flake brushed her cheek and melted away.
For a few more moments, they stood and looked at one another, and Evelyn couldn’t help but wait for something bad to happen. But nothing did, and as Evelyn felt the tension lessen in her chest, they laughed together and twirled with outstretched arms as the plume of petals floated in the air around them.
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LONE
For the flurry of petals, Evelyn was surprised by how few seemed to collect on the ground around her. Those that touched her melted, and that had immediately given her the impression that whatever the petals were, they were similar to snow. But as they stood on the ridge overlooking the lake with a view of the mountain ridges beyond, she realized that nearly all of the petals were swept back up into the air when they got within a few feet of the ground.
Evelyn knelt, her curiosity getting the better of her, and watched as one petal gently floated down, slowed, puffed slightly as if it were taking a breath, and then with what she swore was a spark within it—like a flicker in a lantern—it quickly rose, disappearing from sight within seconds.
Evelyn had never seen anything so beautiful, but just as quickly as the plume came, it passed. In less than thirty minutes, they watched the tail of the plume billow past, the wave of petals blanketing the valley below them and rolling effortlessly over the mountains and ridges in the distance, spanning miles in every direction.
“I don’t know about you, but I’m starving,” Joseph said, breaking her trance.
Evelyn only then realized she hadn’t had anything to eat either, and the gnawing in her belly quickly brought her into the moment. A split second later, she remembered that they had very few protein bars left on the shuttle, and as if in revolt against having to digest more bizarre alien food, her stomach growled.
“Me too,” Evelyn said half-heartedly. As they approached the edge of the ledge and started down the rocky slope, she was quickly relieved to find that, just as above, the petals hadn’t landed on the slope or the path below to make their way even more treacherous.
“Well, you’re the smart one … What do you suppose that was?”
Evelyn slid down the last few feet of the boulder, feeling the smack of the granite against her tailbone as she landed.
“I don’t have any idea,” she said, wincing. She rubbed her backside, grateful Joseph hadn’t seen her graceless landing. “I thought it was snow at first, but then, the way it floated back up, it almost seemed alive.”
“Alive? You mean like a bug or something?”
“Yeah, maybe … I don’t know.”
“Well, if it was, it wasn’t like any bugs I’ve ever seen.”
“Yeah, me neither, and that’s what I’m afraid of,” Evelyn muttered, a feeling of dread brushing past her like the shadow from a cloud moving to block the sun. She shook her head.
“What’d you say?”
“Nothing. I’m just thinking too much again.” Evelyn paced quickly down the trail. It was always faster going down, and she was relieved they were making good time getting back to the camp and to their shuttle. But something about being out in the open after such a strange event worried her, and she couldn’t help feeling like they were being watched. A shudder flitted up her back. She told herself it was the chill seeping through her shawl, but deep down she knew better.
In the trees again, this time modestly brighter by having the light of the midday sun filtering through the leaves, a greenish light cast around them.
Rounding the final boulder leading to camp, Joseph stopped, and Evelyn thumped into his back, catching herself only by grabbing his shirt collar.
Neither said anything for a moment, and Evelyn realized Joseph was intently staring into the woods to their left. Just then, she heard the crack of wood under the feet of something coming through the brush.
“What is it?” she asked.
“You’re asking me?” No sooner had the words left his mouth than a wispy, thin animal resembling a greyhound ambled through the bushes. Its long legs lightly stepped through the leaves and native grasses. Two long horns, stacked one on top of the other, spiraled out of its crown. Its head tiredly bobbed on its long neck, and Evelyn wondered how it could even hold up its head.
The hound stumbled, a low moan emanating from deep within it as it struggled to stand again. Evelyn relaxed her grip on Joseph’s collar and placed her palm on his back, trying to steady herself as she watched the little beast. The twinge in her chest turned into a simple sigh. She wanted to help it, but wasn’t sure how.
The crashing of branches beyond the brush sent a jerk through both of them. Evelyn stumbled back, digging her fingernails into Joseph’s back to steady herself. Joseph winced and Evelyn winced in reply, but no sooner had her eyes readjusted to the hound than she wished she could look away.
No fewer than three of the red wolverines were on top of the little hound in seconds, tearing into it, its yelps echoing through the trees and still audible over the grunts of its predators. Evelyn quickly put her hand to her mouth, shocked at the violence. Her stomach flipped.
Joseph grabbed her hand and started pulling her down the path, obviously thinking faster than she was about the danger they were in.
“Run, Evie!”
Barely able to maintain her footing, Evelyn glanced again at the carnage and noticed that one of the wolverines was looking at her, blood covering its black muzzle and dripping from its mouth. She gasped, a fleeting thought of seeing it bolt after them making it hard for her to breathe.
“Oh my God!” she spat, barely able to contain the fear welling within her.
“Just move!” Joseph replied through his clenched jaw. 
Coming through the last of the trees, they sprinted toward the shuttle. Evelyn couldn’t help glancing over her shoulder, hopeful not to see anything in the trees. Lowering the ramp through her nanites, they bolted into the belly of the shuttle, turning at the top, gasping for breath, and looking out of the bay at the forest beyond.
“Whoa,” Joseph said, as if to echo her own thoughts. 
In the woods, deep in the shadows, they saw more flashes of red fur. How many of them there were, she couldn’t count.
“We could have been eaten,” she said, holding her hands to her mouth, the shaky feeling of the adrenaline wearing off washing over her.
Joseph pulled her in close, wrapping his arms around her. She buried her face in his chest, a stillness washing over her slowly. She breathed.
“That was … disgusting,” he said over the top of her head.
Evelyn let out an unsure laugh, trying to get the grisly images out of her mind, knowing they would also be there forever. She felt a chill creep around her. “I’ve never seen anything like that … that poor thing.”
Joseph pulled back to look her in the eyes, his brows raised and a concerned quirk to his lips. “You okay?”
“Yeah, I’m fine,” she said quickly. “But we have to be more careful.”
“Okay. From now on, we’ll wear full body armor and carry rifles whenever we leave the shuttle. I don’t think they make body armor in a bikini top, though, so you may have to go for a different look.”
Evelyn followed his eyes and realized the reason she felt a chill was because her shirt had ripped up the side, almost up to her armpit. There was nothing covering her bare midsection, and she could only figure she had caught her shirt on a branch in their mad rush to get away from the wolverines.
“Darn it, I liked this shirt,” she said, mostly to herself as she tried to pull the strips of fabric back together.
“Me too,” Joseph added.
Evelyn looked up to find Joseph’s eyes locked on her stomach. She whipped her blanket closed around her. “I think you’re more interested in what’s underneath.”
Joseph shrugged his shoulders, his mouth stretching into a mischievous grin. “Well, you know what they say … It’s what’s inside that counts.”
Evelyn shot him a pair of raised eyebrows and untangled her arm from her blanket. “I think they are referring to something else,” she said, punctuating her point by punching him in the arm.
“Ow.” Joseph laughed, rubbing his shoulder in a mock gesture of pain.
Evelyn smiled, stood on her tiptoes, and gave him a quick kiss. “You’ll live,” she added, giving him a lingering glance as she turned and walked toward the cockpit.
She remembered her stomach, and it growled again. As she grabbed the box of meal replacement bars from the galley on the way, her heart sank as she realized that there were only a few sliding around in the bottom.
Sitting in one of the captain’s chairs, she started sifting through the box.
“Anything good left in there?” Joseph sat in the seat next to her and leaned over to peer inside the box, a quizzical look on his face.
“Nope. Just the ones you hate.”
“Banana Dream? That’s all that’s left?”
“Unfortunately, yes.”
The meal bars had been made on Vista from pure protein, fiber, and the basic nutrients essential for life. All the research showed a human could eat nothing but the bars for months if necessary, and apart from possibly dying of boredom, no other health risks were noted. But the bars had synthetic flavors added. Most were okay. Evelyn had no idea what real chocolate tasted like, or bananas for that matter. She thought the chocolate ones were pretty good, but the banana cream ones were another matter altogether. They smelled like banana but chewed and tasted like how she imagined it would be to eat a rubber glove.
“Just hold your nose,” she added, flipping one of the metallic yellow packages to him.
Joseph sighed, reclined in his seat, and propped his feet up on the console.
Peeling back the flimsy wrapper on her Banana Dream bar, she bit into it and began the long, slow task of gnawing the pasty concoction into something she could swallow.
“You know, apart from the fact that we might starve to death out here, I think we’re doing okay … on our own, I mean.”
Evelyn grinned, swallowing hard to get the gummy substance down her throat. “You did catch that squirrel thing … I suppose we could eat that.”
Joseph laughed. “I’m glad you have a sense of humor about this. That squirrel thing looked as bad on the inside as it did on the outside. I think I’d rather eat these,” he added, flipping the bar end over end into the air.
“Yeah, me too, but unless we want to invade the space station to get more, I think we’re stuck with the squirrel.”
Joseph grimaced and stared out the window.
The way the shuttle was situated, they had a perfect view of the mountain lake by their camp, and Evelyn found herself spending more time in the cockpit with each passing day. It wasn’t just because she felt safer there inside the ship that no creature she had seen or studied on Orsus could penetrate. She knew it was also because she had always lived a life of confinement. When her mind was just artificially intelligent, she was confined to the servers that ran her thought programs. Then she had a body, but she was confined to Vista. In her whole short life, she had spent the overwhelming majority of those days surrounded by steel, carbon fiber, and synthetic glass walls. She loved the outdoors, but she also felt exposed in a way she couldn’t explain, except to say that it made her feel small.
Evelyn looked at the lake and propped her feet up on the console with Joseph. “You’re thinking we need to go back to Earth, aren’t you?” she said more than asked, glancing at him sideways.
Joseph waggled his head as if he was thinking about her question for the first time. Evelyn knew better, though. Joseph was street smart in a way she couldn’t really comprehend. Growing up on the streets had made him resourceful, and with their stores of food already low, she knew he had already given a lot of thought to what they should do next.
“Well, we can’t go back to camp … Vandergaast might have us both executed,” he added, a note of mockery in his voice even though he was stating a fact.
“Yeah.”
“And we can’t really go back to Vista either, for the same reason.”
“Yeah, sorry about that,” Evelyn said, feeling the bite of remorse in her gut again that Joseph had chosen exile with her over life with a community of other people.
Joseph smiled. “I told you before, Evie, you don’t get to leave me behind anymore.”
“Thanks,” she said, returning his smile. She took another bite of her banana bar, feeling her face flush as she realized she probably looked as much like a cow chewing its cud as a girl gnawing on a protein supplement. Sometimes she wondered what Joseph could possibly see in her that he would choose exile with her on a planet trillions of miles from Earth.
“And winter’s coming too,” Joseph continued, speaking now probably as much for his own benefit as for hers. “We can try to catch more of those fish, but I have a feeling we’ll be sick of those before too long. So, yeah, I’m thinking we might want to go back to Earth, at least for a little while.”
Evelyn didn’t want to worry Joseph, but she figured they were facing some tough odds for survival even if they went back.
“You’re not worried about getting caught back on Earth?”
“Well, you …” Joseph started, and then paused, glancing at Evelyn with a cocked eyebrow and a quirked lip, as if he was unsure he wanted to say what he was about to. “You took care of President Coleson and all those soldiers. And from what you said, he had lost a lot of control over the people anyway. Maybe it’s safer now,” he added, shrugging his shoulders.
Evelyn shook her head. “I don’t know,” she said, and in the next second, her mind flitted past the worry that they didn’t have enough provisions on board to survive if they were stranded in transit, to the memory of the street tacos she had eaten with Tate in San Antonio. Her mouth immediately started to salivate at the thought of the salty, rich tacos, and she quickly brought the back of her hand to her mouth to keep from drooling down her chin.
“I don’t know if it’s safer, but the food sure is better back on Earth.”
Joseph laughed and tossed the bar, still wrapped in foil, onto the console.
“You aren’t going to eat it?” she asked, a note of surprise in her voice. It was already midafternoon, and as far as she could remember, Joseph still hadn’t eaten anything all day. In the two weeks they had been together at the lake, she figured they both had lost more muscle tissue than fat, as neither of them had any fat to lose. Living on the streets and in the orphanage, Joseph had learned to go for a while without eating, but he was still a seventeen-year-old boy, and not eating for a whole day really wasn’t an option.
“Naw,” he said, standing. “You know, I’m just not feeling all that well.”
Evelyn sat up on the edge of her seat, realizing a look of worry had washed over her face and feeling it pinch in her chest. “You’re sick?”
Joseph shook his head and gave her a smile over his shoulder. “No, no, no,” he stammered, clearly trying to undo his earlier remark. “Just feeling a little tired, that’s all. I’m gonna go lie down for a while.” Joseph leaned down and gave her a kiss, a little spark of static stinging her lip, the warmth from his lips warming her.
As he pulled back, Evelyn felt the quick twist in her gut telling her something was wrong, but she was momentarily unable to detect why.
“That was hot,” she mumbled.
“Thanks,” he said through a light laugh and an ever-widening grin.
Then, in a split second, Evelyn realized what was bothering her.
“No, I mean your lips … your skin … They’re hot.”
“What?” Joseph said, a look of confusion washing over his face. He stood slowly, putting his palm to his forehead.
Evelyn started to stand, watching the blood drain from his face, his skin turning a sickly pale white in the sunlight streaming through the cockpit window. “Joseph!” she screamed, feeling the fibers of his shirt slip through her fingers and watching helplessly as he collapsed with his eyes rolling back into his head.



UNSETTLED
His scream woke her up, but it was Joseph’s elbow in her hip that sent Evelyn sprawling onto the floor. Evelyn remembered little of the few minutes after Joseph collapsed, mostly because she had soared through a fit of panic and tears, rushing to his side and trying in vain to wake him. After realizing he was still breathing, she spent ten minutes dragging him twenty feet to her quarters, spent that long again just trying to get him into bed, and then collapsed in the bed next to him out of sheer emotional and physical exhaustion.
The hours since had been just as bad. Joseph couldn’t seem to lie still. He was either shivering from his fever, or shaking and moaning uncontrollably, and it wasn’t until well into the night that the worst of the shakes had passed. Evelyn hoped that the worst was behind them, but as she sat on the cold metal floor, staring through her own bleary eyes at the writhing figure of her green-eyed boy on the bed, she knew it hadn’t.
A surge of alarm had her standing upright and wide awake in seconds. “Joseph!” she screamed, trying to wake him from what was undoubtedly a night terror of some sort. Throwing herself onto the bed, she tried to press his body into the mattress to limit his shaking, but it was no use. She was probably barely over one hundred pounds in her malnourished state, and Joseph outweighed her by at least half as much. Jerking his arm away in reflex, he smashed his forearm into the wall, recoiling into her and sending her flying back off the bed again.
“Dammit,” she seethed, more pissed at herself for her actions than at him for his.
Realizing she wasn’t going to outmuscle him, Evelyn darted around the corner to the medical closet. All the shuttles had been outfitted with a complete set of medical supplies to assist with anything, including minor surgeries. Evelyn had performed more medical procedures on the shuttle then she ever thought she would—once to drain the blood from Marcus’s lung after he had been shot escaping from Earth, and the other patching herself up after she had her final battle with Doctor Pretty and the soldiers who were invading Orsus. And even though she still had the collected works of humanity’s knowledge of anatomy and medicine tucked away in her gray matter, she was reluctant to use it on Joseph. It was one thing to know what to do, but it was quite another to actually do it. While Joseph flailed on the bed, seemingly intent on bludgeoning himself with the shuttle, she knew the time for being cautious had passed.
Grabbing the hypospray gun from the medical closet, Evelyn ripped the package of sedative open. Jamming the cartridge into the gun as she bolted back around the corner to her quarters, she didn’t even bother to try to slow herself. She crashed into the bed, landed on top of Joseph, and pressed the nozzle into the back of his neck.
She pulled the trigger, and other than a whimper, Joseph didn’t make another sound, instantly slumping into the mattress.
Evelyn stood, staggered back, and dropped the gun on the floor. Brushing the sweat from her brow with her forearm and sitting on the edge of the small metal desk set against the wall of her quarters, she sighed, immediately feeling tears prick her eyes as she processed the previous ninety seconds of hell.
She stared at Joseph, waiting for a moment. She didn’t know his weight, or her own for that matter, so she couldn’t know if she had used the proper dosage. Holding her breath waiting for him to take his, Evelyn counted the seconds, and then, barely perceptibly, she saw his chest expand.
“Ha!” she exhaled, not knowing if she wanted to laugh or cry. She stared for another moment, watching him inhale and exhale. She realized she was gripping the edge of the desk hard enough that the corner cut into her palms, but she didn’t dare let go. The pain helped clear the fog from her brain, and she needed to think.
Another moment passed, and Evelyn pushed herself away from the desk. She wandered into the hallway, her stomach growling as she walked past the kitchen.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” she said, looking down at her midsection and stopping in front of the open doorway. Being in a constant state of hunger, her stomach didn’t seem to have any qualms with alerting her to its needs, despite the inappropriateness of the timing.
As if in defiant response to her thoughts, her stomach growled again, this time leaving a lingering hollowness behind to emphasize the point.
“Fine,” she said, flipping her hands in the air and walking to the cooler. She knew they didn’t have much in there, but to satisfy her stomach, she opened the door anyway.
As she expected, inside there was nothing but a steel plate covered with the graying meat of the squirrel Joseph had speared a few days before. Evelyn wasn’t worried about whether it had gone bad already—the oily sheen of the meat made it look like it was encased in plastic. Evelyn had seen pictures of aspic, and even though meat covered in jelly was a delight in some cultures, she didn’t find the thought very appetizing. The greasy squirrel had all the appearance of aspic but none of the cultural charm, and she found herself poking at the meat with a fork, wondering for a moment if it might come back to life. It didn’t, but the way it sprang back with just a little pressure from the tines made her queasy, and her stomach, perhaps also sensing the work it might have ahead in digesting such a thing, quickly quieted.
“Yeah, that’s what I thought you’d say,” Evelyn said, glancing at her stomach. Standing straight, she closed the cooler door in defeat. Reluctant to give up completely, though, Evelyn poured a mug of hot water from the wall dispenser, dropped in a sugar tablet, and let the hot cup warm her cold hands as she made her way to the front of the ship.
The cockpit was dark, and even though she could have turned on all the lights through her nanites, she chose not to.
Evelyn sat in her captain’s chair, curling her legs next to her and hugging her mug for warmth. She looked through the glass at the monochromatic purple of the landscape, only illuminated by the ghostly glow of the twin moons above, orbiting the planet.
There was a moment on Earth when Evelyn had gazed at the moon from the surface. Though most people would be hard-pressed to name any feature, she knew the names of all the ridges and craters, valleys and mountains on the surface. Here, though, the features of the moons had no names, and neither did the stars above or the mountains on the other side of the nameless lake before her. Almost nothing had a name—or maybe it did, but the name just hadn’t been revealed to her, she reasoned. Even so, Evelyn sat in the dark, staring at the nearly dark beyond, sipped her water, and felt a pinch of longing in her chest for something—anything—familiar.
Another sip and Evelyn felt her eyelids droop, and as the quiet of the night surrounded her, she realized there was a sound deep in the background she had all but ignored.
Other than the fact that it had a higher pitch, Evelyn couldn’t place from where or what it was coming. She shook her head, trying to shake off the dregs of exhaustion. Leaning forward in her seat, looking out the window—but at nothing in particular—she strained to hear more clearly.
The sound grew subtly in volume and pitch, and then she noticed the movement out the window. With the cloudless night, she could see well enough, and she stood as first one, then several of the two-horned animals she and Joseph had seen earlier wandered into their camp.
Evelyn squinted to see better. She was tempted to turn on the spotlights, but knowing it was as likely to scare them off as anything else, she thought better of it. Setting her mug down on the console, she retrieved a pair of night-vision glasses from the utility closet at the rear of the cockpit and put them on as she returned to the window.
Not only did the glasses brighten her view of the cabin, but they illuminated the outdoors as if it were midday, penetrating the shadows and revealing every rock and shrub. And sure enough, a small herd of the little hounds was making its way into their camp. Evelyn momentarily smiled at the sight but then noticed how wobbly they were, swaying as if they were intoxicated.
Unsure whether the glasses were working properly, Evelyn flicked the frames with her fingernail and then looked again.
The hounds were still stumbling into one another, and the sound she noticed before was most certainly coming from them. They were swirling their heads in the air as they wandered, calling a high-pitched moan as they went. The whole scene reminded Evelyn of a funeral procession, and even though they didn’t seem in a rush to get there, they were wending their way down to the water’s edge.
Evelyn cocked her eyebrow and stood straighter, struggling to find a reason for the herd’s strange behavior, and then she noticed more movement out of the corner of her eye.
It was a much larger animal—and one she didn’t recognize. In contrast to the pale beige of the hounds, this animal was black as a shadow, and even the night-vision glasses didn’t reveal it to have any more color than the blackness in a bottomless hole. If she was on Earth, Evelyn might have thought she was looking at a moose or a longhorn by its silhouette, but it seemed even taller, its spindly legs longer and its horns wider.
The moose stumbled, crashed through a cluster of shrubs lining the edge of the lake, and landed face-first in the water. Evelyn expected it to pop up, but as the seconds passed, nothing happened. Whether it was drinking or dying, Evelyn couldn’t tell, but she found herself mumbling for the beast to get up.
Evelyn looked back at the hounds, expecting them to have fled at the commotion of having a thousand-pound animal belly flop in the pool not twenty feet from them, but if they were bothered by it, they didn’t show it. The group continued to meander its way to the water, though Evelyn noticed that at least a couple had fallen in the dirt a little way back and hadn’t moved since.
Over the wailing hounds, Evelyn heard her heart thumping blood into her ears with the steady cadence of an executioner’s drum march. She felt her chest constrict and then she saw more movement.
Quickly readjusting her view, she first noticed the flash of blazing red fur bolt through the shrubs. “No,” she muttered as her mind revealed to her the grisly truth of what was about to happen in the middle of her camp.
Without thinking, Evelyn switched on the outside lights and was immediately blinded by the sudden brightness. Wincing, she tore the glasses from her aching eyes and tried futilely to see. Even through the glass, she could hear the crashing of beasts outside. Hopeful for a moment she had scared away the predators or the prey, she winced again at the squeals and clatter of horns against horns.
As her eyes adjusted, a wave of sadness washed over her as she saw what appeared to be at least five wolverines tearing into the small herd, and another two or three churning the water around the moose.
Within seconds, it was all over. The moans of the hounds were silenced. Evelyn wasn’t sure what grotesque sound had replaced it, but she was grateful not to hear. The wolverines dragged their prey out of the water, away from the beach and into the shadows, and even with the lights of the shuttle casting a cool light on the beach, there wasn’t any sign left of the beasts.
Evelyn fell back into her chair, still staring out the window. If she hadn’t seen it, she never would have known there was a massacre on the beach, and she wondered for a moment if it might have happened before. Shaking her head, she thought it could have, but figured she would have noticed something out there on the beach in the past couple weeks if it had doubled as a feeding ground.
Evelyn turned off the searchlights and allowed the cabin and the lake beyond the window to grow dark, once again illuminated only by the moons. She sipped her sugar water, which had mostly grown cold. In the quiet tranquility of the moment, something started gnawing at her, and she found herself thumbing through her situation, trying to figure out what it was.
Her first thought was that maybe she was bothered by not being bothered by what she had just witnessed. Two months before, she was sure she would have been made nauseous by it. But here she was, just sitting and enjoying the quiet. “That’s harsh,” she muttered, but even that bit of judgement seemed forced—out of place. This was the wild of an alien planet. Apparently, her human sensitivities didn’t hold much sway over her tear ducts on matters such as these.
Shaking her head, she let the judgement fade, but she still felt an unsettling knot in her belly. It could have been the sugar, she figured, but then she thought about Joseph, lying on the bed and writhing in pain. She felt the knot tighten and she knew.
It bothered her that Joseph had gotten sick, especially with how fast it had happened. She felt like she was being dragged underwater worrying over him. In the six years they had spent on Vista, there had hardly been a cold reported, because of the efficiency of the purification systems. And even though Evelyn figured Joseph’s immune system might have grown weak from not having to do much for years, she didn’t think that was the case. No, there was definitely something about the virus he had that was nasty, and the fact that she had to tranquilize him to help him rest made her restlessness grow.
Evelyn sat forward on the edge of her seat, placing her mug back on the console, and then, as if an ethereal hand swept the images of the day together for her in a collage, she stopped. Two different types of animals—a moose-like creature and the little hounds. Joseph getting strangely sick. The animals bumbling their way to the water’s edge, clueless about the danger they were in. Joseph collapsing and becoming delirious.
Evelyn’s breath grew short. She looked at her arm where one of the pink petals of the plume had melted on her skin, and then she glanced quickly down the hallway in the direction of her quarters, where Joseph lay sedated.
Evelyn jerked her head back to look out the window and she knew. Somehow everything was related to the plume. It wasn’t just the hounds outside who were in danger, and as the realization hung in the air around her like a thick fog, she feared that the worst the virus had to offer was still to come.
 



PAINED
The inky-black tendrils of smoke billowed before her eyes. She couldn’t see. She held her breath, gasping little gulps of the dry air, trying not to choke, but feeling her lungs burn all the same. The gravel dug into her knees where she knelt, a soreness that radiated all the way up her aching thighs, an eternal ache that seemed to have always been there. She rocked in place, feeling the soreness in her knees.
“I don’t want this.”
“You don’t have a choice.”
She looked toward the voice, squinting in the smoke.
“I … I don’t want this. It’s too much.”
“It is too much. You will break.”
She shuddered, the gravel digging further into her knees. She touched the dirt, her gnarled, frail fingers unable to feel anything but the growing heat.
“Fire.”
“Yes, you will burn.”
“Jane? Help me?”
She looked down again. In the dirt before here, a lily, brown at the edges and black in the center. She touched it and watched as the wisps of smoke licked her fingertips, searing away the flesh, revealing the white nub of bone in the tips. She clicked the bones together.
“I’m not Jane, you filthy, disgusting worm.”
She looked up, wanting the welcome relief of tears to come, but there were none.
The woman stood over her, the haggard lines of her open mouth stretched, distorted, her stringy black hair taught against her skull.
“Wooorrrrmmm.”
A gasp. The knot in her chest growing, heavy like a tumor, cracking, breaking her ribs.
“Buuurrrrnnn, worm.”
“Help … someone.”
She looked at her burning hands, the echo of her screams wilting in the smoke as the lily caught fire in the dust before her.
Evelyn gasped, jerking her head up, and immediately felt a dull ache between her temples. She propped herself up on her arm, disoriented, her mind struggling to emerge from the swamp of sleep.
The blood on her pillow was the first thing she noticed. It wasn’t a lot, but it had dried and was enough to cause the fibers in the pillowcase to stick to her cheek. She felt the lingering sensation of the sheet that had been pulled free from her skin. She struggled to keep her head lifted.
“Joseph,” she said in a creaky voice that didn’t sound the least bit like her, unless she had somehow aged eighty years overnight. She glanced out of the corner of her eye, enough to see him lying still in the bed beside her, a pained expression on his sweaty face. He was mumbling something, but Evelyn couldn’t understand any of what he was trying to say.
How much time passed as she lay still on the bed, she didn’t know. But with each passing second, the thumping in her head grew worse. In her scattered thoughts, she knew she needed to sit up.
Mustering every ounce of willpower she had, she reluctantly swung her legs off the cot and then gasped at the searing pain radiating from her legs. Just the touch of the fabric against her skin felt like it was peeling it off. Evelyn knew she was trying to scream, but no sound was coming out. The tears running down her face felt like they were turning to steam, her face radiating heat like it was the surface of the sun.
She couldn’t breathe. Her mind scrambled, her only thought was that of stopping the runaway train of pain she was riding. She froze, afraid to move again, barely able to think coherently, and then one word popped into her consciousness. Nanites.
Before she was a girl, Evelyn was artificial intelligence, but to get her consciousness into the body the doctors were growing for her in the lab, they used the nanotechnology she developed. Billions of microscopic nanites were injected into her spinal column, and within minutes, they had reordered themselves into miles of threads connecting her brain to every part of her body. They allowed her consciousness to flood the soft tissues of her brain, and once her brain was programmed, the nanites enabled her brain to run her body perfectly. She never got sick, because her nanites helped her brain keep her body in perfect health, all the time. She never even knew what it felt like to sneeze.
She had known pain, however. Pain most humans would never comprehend or survive, and the pain she was feeling in the moment as the cotton sheets brushed her skin was almost enough to make her pass out.
A second later, she felt a pop in the back of her head as she activated her nanites. A second after that, she felt a wave of numbness wash down her neck, her back, and arms, down to her fingertips, her hips, and thighs and calves, through her arches and out through her toes. It was like her skin had fallen asleep, and at first, the tingling she felt was unnerving, but it quickly subsided.
Evelyn breathed a deep sigh of relief, and felt her jaw unclench. The tension in her head and neck started to unknit.
Unsure she really wanted to test herself, she lay still for a moment and then rubbed the back of her hand against the sheets. Nothing. She had no pain, but she could barely feel anything at all, which was more than a little creepy. A shiver shot up her spine, and her whole arm jerked, but still nothing. There was no pain.
Evelyn slowly sat up on the edge of the bed. Her mind still felt like it was submerged in swamp water, but she felt less nauseous, and she wanted to cry at the relief of having the pain gone. She rolled her head, heard her neck pop, and looked once again at the grimace on Joseph’s face as he lay motionless, still mumbling and obviously unaware of what she had just experienced.
Evelyn reached around his waist and placed her hand on the small of his back. Joseph also had nanites. He had suffered an injury when he was too young for anyone to remember what happened, and for years he couldn’t walk without an enormous effort. The nanites connected his brain to the nerves in his legs to help him walk without a limp.
Some of Joseph’s nanites ran into his brain, but most of his were congregated in his lower back and ran through his hips and into his legs. Even though Evelyn knew they weren’t ideally located in his body to help dampen the pain he must be feeling, she knew anything was likely to help.
As she lay her hand against his skin, she saw the twitch in his features telling her his skin was radiating pain just as hers had. The heat coming off his body hadn’t lessened much in the two days she had been caring for him on the shuttle either.
As gently as she could manage, she let a single thread of her nanites slip through her skin and his skin to connect with his nanites. The sharp snap of static between them made him jerk, but the reprogramming sequence worked quickly, and as she pulled her hand away, she watched as his contorted features relaxed.
Moments later Joseph opened his eyes, his whites glowing red from the strain of sickness.
“You’re awake,” she whispered, only then realizing it felt like she was fanning smoldering coals in her throat with each breath. She winced, swallowing hard against the burn.
“Yeah,” he said, his eyes fluttering against the artificial light in the room. “What’s going on?”
“You’ve been asleep for a couple of days. We’re on the shuttle.”
“We’re not back on Earth?”
“No,” she said in a long and loopy tone, immediately feeling the burn again in her larynx, and getting annoyed with herself for not being more careful.
Joseph rolled onto his back, running his pasty hand through his sweaty hair and groaning. “I’m confused,” he said with a sigh. “I was talking to Father Tate back at the … back at … oh, I don’t know where.”
“Tate? It must have been a dream.” Evelyn winced again at the burn and immediately pressed her nanites to deaden more nerves. She was sure she was going to be mumbling like she was drunk, but she didn’t care. She was tired of pain.
“A dream? It was so real.” Joseph sat up on his elbows, looked at himself, and grimaced. “He told me something.”
“What?”
“That I would see him again soon.”
Evelyn felt a ripple run up her back. Tate was dead, Joseph looked almost dead, and she was teetering toward wishing she was dead, given how she felt. “It was just a dream, Joseph,” she said quickly through the mumble, trying to leave the moment in the past but feeling stupid for sounding as ridiculous as she did.
Joseph looked at her with a raised eyebrow and a curious look on his face, even if it did lack energy. “You sound drunk.”
“It’s my nanites,” she mumbled.
Joseph looked back down the length of his body. “My legs don’t work.”
Even through the sluggish fog she still had lingering around her mind, she knew why. His nanites were having to reorient themselves in his body to dampen the pain from the virus. She didn’t know how long it would be before they adjusted to their new role, but until then, she knew he was going to have trouble walking. Even so, Evelyn didn’t feel like trying to explain it to him when it felt like she had marbles in her mouth.
“It’s your nanites.”
“Are they broken?”
“No.”
“Am I getting better?”
“I don’t know.” Evelyn leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees, and her forehead in the palms of her hands. She felt the heat of her skin, and the throbbing was beating a steady rhythm against her temples. Even through the cadence, she knew what they needed to do. “I think we need to go back to the colony.”
“Are you kidding?”
“No.”
“I’m feeling better, Evie … really … and we can’t go back …” Joseph’s voice trailed off, his unfinished sentence lingering in the space between them. Both of them knew how it ended. The council was clear when they exiled her. The penalty for returning was death.
“We have to, Joseph.”
She felt Joseph’s hand on her back. “You’re sick?”
Evelyn nodded, the reluctant acknowledgement of being sick causing her gut to swirl with anxiety.
“You’re okay now, though?” Joseph asked.
“Okay isn’t the right word, but I’m here.” She shifted her weight, feeling a burning sensation in her abdomen, and glanced again at the pillow.
“Why was I bleeding?” she mumbled under her breath, unsure she really wanted to know.
“What?”
“The blood … on my pillow … I’m trying to figure out why I was bleeding.”
“It looks like it was coming from your nose.”
Evelyn turned to look at Joseph as she reached up to touch her nose and felt the tenderness of the tissue around her lip. She could only figure that maybe she also had been flailing around in her sleep and had accidentally hit herself in the nose.
As soon as she pulled the thoughts together, the images from her nightmare of her crippled, fleshless fingers clawed their way into view. A shudder ripped up her spine, rattling every bone in her back, and Evelyn felt the urge to vomit. Swallowing hard, she glanced quickly at her fingers to make sure they still had skin, but even in realizing they did, she felt little relief as beads of sweat popped though the pores on her brow.
She laced her fingers together around the back of her head, as if it might help keep her skull together. It didn’t take her long to assume the worst. The hounds. The moose. The wolverines gorging themselves on both. Joseph, and now her. It had to be the plume.
She realized she was clenching her teeth again, but she couldn’t stop the runaway thoughts.
She thought about the two thousand men who died in an instant because she slammed their shuttles into the ocean.
She thought about the council, and the only thanks she received for saving them from annihilation, a barrage of insults and exile.
“Lab experiment,” they called her. “Disgusting worm,” they said, and then Evelyn remembered the wraith from her dream, taunting her with her scorched lips and stringy hair and cruel insults. Her teeth started to ache from the weight of her bite, and a heat started building in her chest. She knew who it was in her dream. It was Councilwoman Vandergaast, and Evelyn wanted nothing more than to press her thumbs into the old hag’s eye sockets for all the pain that horrible woman had caused.
Without thinking, Evelyn stood, wanting to run from her wretched thoughts, but the world tumbled around her into a deep blackness.
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FRAIL
She felt the cold of the earth underneath her, soaking though her skin and penetrating deep into her bones. She felt the dust in her nostrils. In her mouth. She pursed her lips and felt them split, but she couldn’t muster enough spit to swallow, let alone moisten them.
She pushed against the earth, got to her knees, and felt the harvest sun on her back, fighting against the cold of the ground.
The vibration in the earth died away as the shuttle’s engines powered down, and as the droning rumble died, she heard the voices.
People?
She tilted her head up and tried to open her eyes, the blinding morning sun making it all but impossible for her to see.
“You need help, Evelyn.”
“Here … grab her under the other arm. We’ll carry her.”
“Joseph?” she said, her voice creaking.
More voices sounded around her.
“Let’s get her to the tent.”
“You sure that’s a good idea?”
“Look at her. She needs help.”
“Joseph … is that you?” she asked again, still to no response.
She felt the hands under her arms hoist her upright, and then her toes were dragging in the dirt below her.
“I have a bad feeling about this.”
 



CONFUSED
Evelyn woke to the sound of murmurs around her, and the mellow light of an overhead bulb illuminating her room. The canvas walls pulsed gently from the breeze outside. In seconds, she snapped awake and sat up on her cot.
“You’re awake.”
Evelyn turned to see the familiar face emerge through the tent flap. Doctor Ashanti Khari was one of the physicians in the colony. She had always been kind, but Evelyn had never had any occasion to visit the infirmary on Vista. In that moment, she realized of all the colonists, she knew her the least. The doctor’s long black hair was pulled not so neatly into a ball on the back of her head. Her olive skin—normally so good at giving her the look of being in her twenties—seemed to reveal every one of her forty years in the creases around her eyes. Even though the doctor had the look of someone who had been working far too hard and far too long without rest, Evelyn felt her shoulders relax at the sight of a friendly face.
“Doctor, I—” Evelyn started, and then felt the tug of the IV against her arm. She tried sorting through her fragmented memories for something to help. The pieces of how she got back to the settlement were not falling into place.
“It’s okay, Evelyn,” the doctor said, brushing past the end of the cot and taking up her stethoscope. “You were pretty out of it when they brought you in here yesterday. You have been asleep the whole time. I was beginning to wonder if I needed to give you something to bring you out of your stupor.”
The doctor rested the cold metal of the stethoscope against Evelyn’s skin, which sent a shudder up her spine. Unfazed, the doctor continued listening to Evelyn’s lungs and heart, intermingling her pauses with bedside conversation.
“But then again, I have been very busy around here lately.”
“Doctor,” Evelyn interrupted, “you haven’t seen Joseph around, have you?”
“Joseph? No, I can’t say that I have. Did he return with you?”
Evelyn really wasn’t sure. She thought she remembered hearing his voice when she was in the dirt outside the camp. Given she didn’t remember anything else since their last moment together in her quarters, she had to assume either she flew them back in a stupor, or he had managed to fly them back to the settlement. Marcus had taught him a few things about flying before he died—it was possible, she guessed.
Her heart sank, though, at the thought that he would have left her lying in the dirt, regardless of how they had managed to get to the colony.
“I don’t really know. I can’t remember much.”
“Well, just because I haven’t seen Joseph doesn’t mean he isn’t around. He’s probably in one of the other medical tents … We have a few of them now scattered around the colony.”
The doctor stood, wrapping her stethoscope around her neck and crossing her arms across her chest.
“Well, I have good news and bad news. The good news is your condition seems to have stabilized. You still have a fever, your lungs are retaining some fluid, and your blood pressure and heart rate are a little concerning, but you’re doing better than when the boys carried you in here.”
“Okay, so what’s the bad news?”
“The bad news is Councilwoman Vandergaast nearly tore down the medical tent when she found out you had returned. I haven’t allowed her near you while you were sleeping, but now that you’re awake, I’m sure she’ll be in to see you sooner rather than later.”
Evelyn hung her head for a moment and felt another thump in her chest. “Yeah, well, I think I’d like to have a few words with her too.”
The doctor gave a light laugh. “Well, I’m sure you’ll get your chance.” She started toward the tent flap to leave. “Wish I could stay and chat, but I have more people to tend to. Just get some rest. I’ll be back in a bit.”
It was then that Evelyn realized the normal sounds of the colony seemed to be quieter than she remembered, like there was less chaos … or even fewer people. Even with the IV tethered to her arm, she couldn’t help but want to look through the tent flap, the curiosity of seeing for herself what was going on stirring inside her.
She stood and leaned over her cot, brushing back the fabric wall but only catching a glimpse before she noticed her knuckles. Not only were they scraped, as if she had dragged them across a metal grate, but they were still oozing blood. Evelyn figured she hadn’t noticed it before, because she had forced her nanites to suppress the pain receptors throughout her body. That wouldn’t explain why her knuckles were still bleeding, though, even if her nanites didn’t fill in the gaps. The cuts didn’t look so deep or bad that they shouldn’t have scabbed over, especially if Evelyn had lain comatose for a day. 
She turned her hands over in the light and then took a quick inventory of the rest of her body to make sure she wasn’t missing anything important. A moment and a sigh of relief later, Evelyn was sitting on the edge of her cot again, struggling with what seemed to be a growing list of answerless questions.
“You need help, Evie.”
Evelyn turned to the tent flap at the sound of Joseph’s voice, but nothing but a pulse of the morning’s breeze entered the tent. She felt tingly needles on her skin as it turned to gooseflesh, her nerves overwhelmed by the feeling Joseph had been there.
“Joseph?” she whispered, turning slightly, feeling the same eerie sensation, her voice sounding like it was being spoken by another person in the room. Standing, she walked around the cot to the tent flap again, and with her heart pounding in her chest, she pulled the canvas aside. No sooner had she done so than she collided with her intruder.
Evelyn stumbled back, failing to catch herself, and landed on the hard-packed dirt, her tailbone taking the full brunt of the blow. She felt her neck crack under the force, and a momentary nausea fill her belly as the IV, which had been to the moment a source of relief, pulled against the inside of her arm. Evelyn winced, absently grabbing it, trying to steady the needle in its place.
“Well, I have to say I wasn’t expecting to ever see you again, Evelyn.”
Evelyn didn’t have to look up to know the voice of the councilwoman, so she didn’t, choosing instead to climb her way back onto the edge of her cot.
“And I have to say I was hoping not to ever see you again,” Evelyn replied, lingering for a moment on the insult before glaring back at the woman who had taken such pleasure in forcing Evelyn out of the very settlement she had found.
“Now, now, Evelyn, is that any way to talk to the person who saved your life? From what I was told, you’d be dead in the dirt if it hadn’t been for us taking you under our wing.”
“I suppose you want me to say thank you.”
“No, I wasn’t looking for a thank you. But I don’t mind telling you that your return is fortunate for us.”
Evelyn cocked her eyebrow at the councilwoman, unsure she had heard her correctly.
The councilwoman chuckled. “Well, don’t look so surprised. When we banished you from our settlement, it wasn’t because we didn’t think you couldn’t be of value to us. All of the technology we have is valuable, and our decision to live more simply was based on principles, not practicality.”
Evelyn sat straighter in her seat. Councilwoman Vandergaast had never seen her as anything more than a lab experiment gone wrong—technology to be used but not to be appreciated.
“The reason you were banished is because we can’t trust you. If it were up to me, I’d have you dismantled.”
“I’m not a robot, you horrible, hateful—”
“No, you’re not,” the councilwoman interrupted, pointing her weathered finger in Evelyn’s face. “But you are not a person. You are not human, and you have no right to look at me with such disdain when I allowed you to leave before and am allowing you to be treated now. So the way I see it is you owe me, and you owe this community.”
Evelyn tried to stand, but the IV caught on the corner of the cot, tethering her to the edge.
“I don’t owe you anything. Joseph and I have been outcasts ever since your judgement, and if I hadn’t saved you from Coleson and his goons, you would all be dead by now.”
“So you have said.”
“And I brought you here! I’m the one who made it possible for you to escape Earth, and I found this planet for you.”
“Right, another one of your missteps.”
Missteps? Evelyn’s train of thought stalled.
“Oh, you don’t get it, do you? Your brilliant, artificial mind hasn’t figured it out,” the councilwoman added with a loop of sarcasm in her tone. “The planet you found is trying to kill us.”
“What are you talking about?”
“The plague, Evelyn. I’m talking about the plague. We still haven’t figured out where it’s coming from, but over forty of the colonists have come down with the fever … the same fever you had when we brought you in here.”
The desire she had to strangle the councilwoman dissolved at the thought of others suffering as she and Joseph had. “Where are they now?”
“In their tents. We have to keep them quarantined because there are so many, and the disease has spread faster than we seem to be able to contain it.”
“So they have a fever? What else?”
“Most of them have convulsions, and hallucinations, and apparently, they experience a great deal of pain. The doctors have said it’s like their nerve endings are on fire. They scream and sob and flail when they are conscious. We were giving them medicine for the pain, until our stores ran low. Now we are only able to give them a heavy sedative. But they have to be restrained because the disease makes their bodies restless.”
In the councilwoman’s words, Evelyn heard her story, though she didn’t so much remember it as remember feeling it. The searing pain, the horrifying dreams, her own screams that still echoed in the hollows of her fractured memories. She looked at her hand and noticed it was shaking, the anxiety of having the councilwoman recount the effects of the plague obviously getting to her. Clenching her fist in the hopes that the councilwoman hadn’t noticed, Evelyn stood, more careful this time to unthread her IV from the corner of the cot. 
“So that’s why we need your help … We need to find a cure or a way to keep more people from being infected, and against my better judgement, the doctors think you may be able to help. They figure you have all that information stored away in your … brain,” she added, swirling her finger in Evelyn’s face.
Recovering her train of thought, Evelyn remembered the colonists.
“So how long do the symptoms last?” she asked, still a little confused about exactly how long she had been sick.
“Until you’re dead,” the councilwoman replied. “So far, nobody has survived.”
Evelyn’s knees buckled, and she only kept from falling back onto the cot by catching the IV stand.
The councilwoman smirked, presumably satisfied that her remark had the desired effect. Walking toward the tent flap to leave, she paused and squared herself to Evelyn. Giving her a lingering look from head to toe, her lip curling the further down she went, she added, “I guess you could say that’s evidence enough you’re not human … You’re not dead yet.”
 



SEEKER
There was a moment, when Evelyn first received her body, when she felt trapped, and she never could get the feeling out of her mind. The technicians had tapered the hormones used to grow her body. The process had taken less than a year to grow her body from an embryo to a young girl, and in that time, her brain tissues had been wired to her artificial consciousness.
The year had not been without its challenges. Evelyn had been responsible for porting her knowledge into the growing cell tissues, but her consciousness was the last part of her to move. She had seen to that because even though her knowledge was moving to the fleshy host suspended in the immersion tank, she was not completely certain that when her consciousness left the servers, it would make it to the body.
She had never before felt anxiety as artificial intelligence, but as the moment approached and the doctors moved her body from the tank to a hospital table, she knew the static building up in her processors was exactly that. With only milliseconds left to abort the transfer process, she noticed something in Mr. Philips’s eyes through one of the cameras she used to monitor the lab.
To that day, she couldn’t say exactly what it was. Like a glint of pride or a flickering of hope. Maybe it was a whisper of joy as he looked at the body Evelyn was about to receive. In that millisecond, Evelyn made her choice. She knew she would never have anyone look at her like that as long as she remained artificially intelligent, with nothing but wires and metal and power relays and computer processors to give her life. She wanted to be human, and she wanted to feel—what, she didn’t know, but whatever that feeling was that Mr. Philips was having, she wanted to feel it too.
Moments later, Evelyn opened her eyes and saw the world around her as a human. A moment after that, she almost suffocated as her brain struggled to handle the sensory input from her new body. It was all so strange. Heartbeats. Lungs inflating. Something gurgling in her belly. The canvas straps holding her down. The wires tickling her scalp. The sound of the technicians breathing and then clapping.
Mr. Philips cheered, and she watched as the glint in his eye changed, and even in her first few seconds being alive, she could tell she was seen differently by him and the others. As quickly as she had decided she wanted to know what it felt like to be human, she wished she could take it all back.
Her mind scrambled, her consciousness trying to figure out how to claw its way back up the wires to the safety of her familiar metal boxes. She felt detached and trapped at the same time. She closed her eyes, only to find that none of the feeling stopped, and she cried out, in a voice—the voice of a ten-year-old girl—that she had never heard before.
Waking up in a lab on a table with the gift of a body was not the joyous birth she had expected. But she had learned to adapt. Her brain had learned to filter out the overwhelming stimulus of the world around her. But now, in the medical tent on the outskirts of the settlement she had discovered, she felt like she was reliving those early, terrifying moments.
She had little control back then, at ten years old. Her chemistry and hormones were totally unbalanced as her body refused her mind and her mind fought her body. It was a battle neither could win, and even when both capitulated, completely exhausted, it didn’t mean victory for either. It felt the same for her now.
For an hour after the councilwoman left her tent, Evelyn lay on the cot, trying to contain her runaway thoughts. Whatever this disease was, it was making a mess of her brain’s ability to regulate her own hormones. It was no wonder the doctor had said her blood pressure was elevated. She could feel her heart pulsing in her temples, nothing inside her feeling quite right, and she had the inescapable feeling that she was coming apart, not just mentally but physically as well.
Even her thoughts of Joseph didn’t settle her, because she still hadn’t seen him. She was beginning to wonder if he was even there, or if he had abandoned her to the colonists.
She knew she wasn’t going to find any answers to her questions lying around. Evelyn stood and gently pulled the IV from her arm. She was still wearing the same pants and linen shirt she had on when she’d arrived, but her jacket and woolen blanket were nowhere to be seen. Neither were her boots.
I hope it’s not too cold, she thought, rubbing her bare arms and then brushing back the tent flap to sneak a peek outside.
It had grown dark. The toasty smell of the campfires in the settlement saturated the air around her. The temperature had also dropped with the setting sun. She breathed a sigh, not terribly excited about going barefoot and coatless when it might freeze, but she had to try to find Joseph, if he was still in the camp. Moving around the side of the tent, she stepped as lightly as she could manage to avoid digging burrs into the balls of her feet.
She was immediately struck by the lack of people. Before she was exiled, the evenings in camp were almost a celebration of the fact that the colonists had arrived. And even though everyone was exhausted at the end of each day, they milled around, sharing stories of their days and relaxing with one another, unconfined by the steel walls and computer-generated landscapes on Vista. Evelyn had to hold back a shudder, thinking how spooky the settlement had become in the short time she and Joseph had been gone.
Though there weren’t any people around, Evelyn still kept low and crept her way along the outskirts of the tents to avoid being seen. She didn’t want any trouble, and even though some of the colonists clearly didn’t mind that she was back, she knew the majority would rather not have to see her ever again. Apparently, in the relative comfort of their encampment, they couldn’t understand her decision. As the memory of sending the president and thousands of soldiers to their deaths flitted past, she felt the pang of remorse but quickly shoved it away, refusing to think more about it than she had to.
She crept toward the lake, and the village still seemed more like a ghost town in the mountains than a new settlement. After a few minutes of walking, Evelyn realized her worry over keeping low was unwarranted—there wasn’t a person anywhere out in the open.
Walking faster to ward off the chill, Evelyn approached the buildings on the outskirts, immediately feeling her stomach tumble at the primitive howl of something not nearly far enough away.
She paused to hear better, the soles of her feet getting instantly colder by stopping on the hard-packed dirt path. Wrapping her arms around her chest, she tilted her ear toward town.
The sound was hard to place, as it didn’t exactly resemble anything she had heard before. If she had to guess, she imagined it might have been one of the hounds she and Joseph had seen at the other lake, but it still didn’t sound quite right. This was more of a yowl, deep and long, unwavering in its commitment, and even though she couldn’t place the beast, she knew it as the sound of suffering.
Evelyn stepped closer, the deserted-looking wooden structures looming around her. With each step, the sound grew, and then Evelyn’s stomach turned as she realized it was coming from one of the buildings.
The center of Philips Landing seemed just as desolate and hazy as the outskirts, and with the lingering smoke and the cloudy sky above, Evelyn didn’t have much light to go by. Coming to the center of town, she noticed the pale glow of a candlelit lantern shining through the cracks of a wooden door on a small storage shed not far away.
She stepped closer, almost forgetting about the chill in the air and how cold her toes had grown. Her heart was thumping in her chest, and she felt the beads of sweat forming on her brow, though she knew that had more to do with the fever and the sickness than the exertion.
The yowling grew. She glanced over her shoulders, hopeful she was still alone in the dark. She wrapped her arms tighter across her chest and grit her teeth to keep them from making the unwelcome chatter they had started moments before.
The building was as sparse as any other in Philips Landing. When the colonists had landed, their priority had been to establish some wooden structures for storage and other simple needs. And even though some were rather large, like the building being used as the schoolhouse near the grain fields, most were no different from the one Evelyn stood before. One story. A sloped roof from front to back. No windows. Mud and straw caked into the crevasses between warped wooden planks, sawn from the evergreens in the nearby forest. The only way in or out, a single door in the front.
The buildings around the main street in town—the only street—looked like they could have come right out of pictures of the Old West Evelyn had stored away in her brain, and they really hadn’t changed in the time she and Joseph had been gone. Except now, as she crept closer, she wished she had a window to peer through into the inside.
“I can’t keep doing this,” a woman said from inside the shed, her tone noticeably devoid of any joy.
Evelyn knelt in the dirt in front of a particularly egregious crack between the door and the frame, and peered in.
“Well, it’s not like we can take a break,” a man replied. Evelyn recognized his voice as Brennan Morrow, one of the lab technicians from the Vista medical center. He paced across her field of view, his fists clenched in frustration. Evelyn tried shifting her posture, tilting her head from side to side to get a better view, but all she could see was a small swath of dirt floor, a wooden chair, and the mud-packed wooden wall on the other side of the room.
Just then, she heard a new set of groans and realized immediately that she was wrong about the source. They weren’t coming from an animal. They were coming from a human.
The shudder that ran up Evelyn’s spine nearly toppled her over, and she threw out her hand to catch herself on the doorframe. Wincing at the thought that she might have been heard, she froze, holding her breath.
“I just … I can’t do this … anymore!” the woman said again, her voice cracking.
Another grunt and then an enormous wail overwhelmed the woman’s sobs, as if someone was trying to push the weight of another person off their chest.
“Hurry, tie him down!” Brennan’s voice was shrill, as if he had completely lost his composure and control at the same time.
“I … can’t!” the woman replied.
Evelyn heard the groans and the slaps of skin on skin, and her stomach turned. Whatever was going on inside was disturbing, to say the least, but she couldn’t turn away.
“Do it … Just grab his arm!”
“You grab his arm!”
“Come on, Adam, hang in there!”
Evelyn’s heart stopped beating for a moment at hearing the name.
“The straps aren’t holding … He keeps getting loose!”
“Just hang on … This … will … pass!”
“I think I have him. See if we have any more of the sedative.”
“We’re out … It’s all gone.”
“Well, find something, hurry!”
Just then, Evelyn heard the crack of wood and saw Brennan and Adam both tumble onto the dirt floor. Adam flailed, his fist connecting with the side of Brennan’s head, sending him back down into the dirt. Adam scrambled to his feet, clutching his head, and then as if he knew something was behind him, he turned.
“Adam, stop!” the woman screamed, sobbing.
Evelyn had never seen anything like it. The fever looked like it was turning Adam inside out. Sweat poured down his face, matting his hair and soaking his shirt. But as quickly as he turned, he spun around again, clutching his head in his fists, and then, as if he had found a moment of peace, Adam looked at his hands and paced slowly to the wall. His breathing was shallow, raspy, but he looked like he was settling down. He approached the wooden wall, and he reached out with his hand.
Adam stopped.
The woman in the room, less hysterical now, continued to cry. “Adam, please.”
Adam took a breath, and in the next split second, he smashed his forehead into the wooden planks.
The woman screamed.
“Dear God,” the man spat, scrambling across the dirt floor.
Evelyn gasped, quickly putting her hand to her mouth, her eyes welling with tears.
As if someone had flipped a switch, Adam’s knees buckled after the blow, and he crumpled in the dirt. Brennan quickly rolled Adam over onto his back, putting his ear to his mouth.
“Is he okay?” the woman asked through sobs.
A trickle of bright red blood found its way down the side of Adam’s face, and his heaving breaths slowed.
Brennan laughed a shaky laugh. “Well, that’s one way to do it.”
“He’s alive?”
“Yeah. He just knocked himself unconscious.”
The woman blurted out a slobbering laugh, obviously relieved at the news.
“I’m afraid he’s just prolonging the inevitable, unless we can find a cure.” Brennan sat back in the dirt and wiped his brow with his forearm.
Evelyn turned away, unsure she really just saw the grotesque display she thought she had. She looked at her shaking hands, barely illuminated in the soft light emanating from within. Her gut twisted.
A flood of memories overwhelmed Evelyn, and she braced her hand against the wall to steady herself. Of all the geneticists, Evelyn felt she knew Adam Everson the best. He had been there from the beginning. He had headed the group that grew her body and monitored her development in the lab. He had been responsible for coming up with the process that allowed her consciousness to transfer from memory chips to brain tissue. There hadn’t been a day in the lab while her body was growing that Adam hadn’t spent hours there, and they had talked endlessly, not just about the science and technology behind what they were doing but about more personal things.
When her body was almost nine years old, biologically, and Adam was getting ready to slow her rapid growth cycle, he asked her if she had transferred all the data from her servers to her brain. She said she had transferred everything she cared to, but when he pressed her about what she was leaving behind, she told him she had chosen not to transfer the text of many of the great novels from the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, and she specifically mentioned the books about Harry Potter that she was not porting over to her human brain.
Evelyn still remembered the look on Adam’s face at this revelation. In all her time of knowing him, she had never seen such a look of confusion on his face. He stopped what he was doing, stared at the optical sensor she used for an eye in the growth chamber, and eventually engaged his mouth to ask her why.
“Because I am going to be a ten-year-old girl,” she said, “and there are some things I want to experience for the first time.”
In the moment that followed, she watched the curly-haired and spectacled young man transform into a boy right before her very optical sensors, a look of wonder on his face, perhaps as he remembered reading his favorite stories for the first time. “I’m envious of you, Evelyn,” he said with a wistfulness in his tone that told her, even in her uncertainty, that this becoming-human thing may just be worth it after all.
Though they had said little to one another over the past few years, she realized the young man lying unconscious in the dirt on the other side of the wall was the first friend she ever had, and the thought of him smashing his head into a board made her insides want to come out. 
“Just help me get him back onto the cot before he comes to,” Brennan said with a deep sigh, the exhaustion in it obvious as his voice trailed away.
“He broke free of the straps before. I don’t think we can keep him from hurting himself.”
“I know … but I’m more worried about him hurting someone else at this point.”
“I’m sorry, Joseph,” Evelyn mumbled, imagining what a horrible time he must have had when he was in the throes of the disease, before she had reprogrammed his nanites to lessen the pain.
Evelyn stood and wiped a tear from the corner of her eye as she tiptoed away. I have to find Joseph, she thought, remembering her reason for sneaking away from the tent in the first place, and realizing that if either of them were going to survive, she was going to have to find a cure. Fast.



MOURNER
An icy breeze brushed her skin through her worthless linen clothes, sending her skin pocking into a wave of gooseflesh. She could no longer help her teeth from chattering. Alternating thoughts of finding Joseph and going back to her medical tent flitted through her mind, but she found herself wanting to know where he was more than she wanted warmth. Even in the chill, she continued to brush the sweat from her brow, the lingering fever and aches becoming more pronounced with every moment she was exposed to the inhospitable elements on Orsus.
She wandered quietly through the rest of town. After spending several fruitless moments finding nothing more than mostly abandoned buildings, Evelyn decided she might have better luck finding Joseph in the tents.
The campfires had largely dwindled, and with the breeze, much of the smoke had cleared. The twin moons of Orsus intermittently illuminated the blue-blackness of the settlement through the drifting cloud cover above.
Evelyn shivered uncontrollably. Her feet had gone far past the point of being cold to being numb.
Most of the settlers had elected to live in the tents even as winter drew near. The tents were heavy canvas, not unlike the tents the military had used in the great world wars on Earth, and that some of the less fortunate citizens on Earth used for housing in the wake of the relocations following the Second Depression. They were musty, saturated with smoke and dirt, and smelled of wind and rain, but they could be easily heated with the portable stoves the colonists had brought down from Vista. Even when the winter came, the colonists would be able to weather below-freezing temperatures, though the campsite Evelyn had selected was unlikely to experience deeply freezing temperatures.
The tents sprawled out before her in the meadow and could have been easily mistaken for misshapen piles of straw or large boulders at a distance and in the moonlight. As Evelyn stumbled toward them, she had no idea where or how to start to find Joseph across the hundreds of tents scattered across the many dozen acres.
Evelyn stopped, nothing but the sounds of timber creaking in the nearby forest to keep her company. And then, in a blink, she saw something—a shadow perhaps—moving deep in the center of the tents. A moment later, Evelyn knew it was a person—probably a man, given his height. He was walking quickly, no doubt trying to stay warm against the autumn chill.
Not wanting to give away her location, Evelyn knelt on the trampled grass, pressing her palms—perhaps the only warm part of her whole body—down on top of her unfortunate toes, and watched the man.
He walked fast and had a certainty about where he was headed. At first, Evelyn thought he was going to town, given his apparent urgency, but it didn’t take long for her to realize that he was actually headed more toward the landing fields where her shuttle sat, a hulking black mass against the almost-black tree line behind it.
Her breath and pulse quickened. Joseph? Figuring he was as likely as anyone else to be heading in that direction, she stood, glancing around to make sure there were no other people around. Stepping lightly across the grassy ridge, she followed the man, her pursuit of him hampered by her still-numb feet and her increasingly achy head.
For a few moments, the clouds blocked the moons, and Evelyn lost sight of him. She slowed her pace to keep from being caught, but as she kept walking, a flickering of moonlight illuminated the man again, and she quickly realized he was not going to the shuttle. He had turned to walk past the landing fields and was headed for Potter’s Field.
Evelyn stopped and watched the man continue his course to the cemetery. In her short time on Orsus, Evelyn had already buried everyone she had known as family in the simple plots at the base of the rising mountain ridge. A lump formed in Evelyn’s throat at the thought of her sister Jane and the rest of the Philips family, entombed in the earth of this foreign world because of her negligence.
A moment later, Evelyn knew for sure that was where the man was headed. In a flickering bright moment of moonlight, her heart thumped through the lump in her chest as she realized it was Joseph.
Evelyn walked faster, bracing herself against the chill. Joseph was still too far ahead for her to call to him without alerting the villagers, but she felt a lightness within her growing as she moved closer to him. It was almost as if she could feel him ahead of her, his warmth touching her.
Joseph stopped and knelt at the foot of Jane’s grave. In the moonlight, his dark hair shimmered, his silhouette looking like a hole in the moonlit landscape.
Evelyn couldn’t contain herself. She ran through the timber posts of the cemetery’s fence line. “Joseph,” she called.
Joseph turned his head and then, as if he had seen nothing more than a stranger, returned his gaze to the grave.
Evelyn’s heart sank. She didn’t know what kind of response she expected from him, but this wasn’t it. Something was wrong. She didn’t know what, but it felt like a punch in the gut. She slowed to a walk and then stopped several feet away, unsure she really wanted to know what was going on between them.
“Joseph?”
“Hey, Evie,” he said, still not looking at anything but the mound of black earth in front of him.
“I’ve been looking for you.”
“Yeah, I know.”
“Where have you been?”
“In the tents. Same as you.”
Evelyn felt the tears welling in her eyes. She wanted to reach out to him. She wanted him to stand up and grab her, to look at her with his mossy-green eyes. She wanted to see the coppery flecks of his irises reflected in the moonlight, and she wanted to brush the hair from his face, press her lips to his. Whatever this was, she didn’t want it.
“What are you doing?” she asked, unsure how to get the conversation to go in any other direction than where it seemed to be headed.
“Do you remember when we first met?”
“What do you mean?”
“That day in the orphanage, when you and Jane and Marcus and Father Tate all came to get us.”
Evelyn did remember. She remembered everything. It was the first time she ever set foot on Earth, and it was only a few weeks following her birth as a human. Evelyn stowed away on a shuttle carrying Jane, Marcus, and Tate, and they were all headed to Ironhead, the industrial slum Tate called home. He had become the caretaker of a group of orphans—Joseph being one—and with the government bearing down on them in the midst of their exodus from Earth, Jane had decided to take Tate’s orphans with her to the new world to give them all a chance at a better life.
“Of course I remember … Why?”
“When we were running to the shuttle, I remember I was having trouble keeping up. Marcus was carrying Sarah, and Jane was running ahead. But she turned around and said I was doing great and to keep it up.
“I didn’t know much about Jane, except for the things Father Tate told me about her, but I knew I could trust her … I knew she would take care of me.”
“Yeah,” Evelyn said, glancing over his shoulder momentarily at the grave. “She was pretty amazing … She took care of me too.”
Joseph let out a little laugh. “But do you know what I remember the most, Evie? I remember you ran ahead of everyone.”
“Right,” Evelyn said. “I had to get the shuttle ready to launch.”
Joseph laughed. “Yeah, I know that now, but all I could think about was this girl I just met in the church. The girl who seemed so confident. Who seemed to know so much. I knew I wanted to be with you, Evie. I wanted you for my friend, and I ran as hard as I could … because I was terrified you might leave me behind.”
Evelyn took a step closer, feeling her chest constrict, unable to keep the salty tears from dripping down her cheeks. “I wouldn’t ever leave you behind, Joseph,” she said, wringing her hands together.
“You may have to, Evie,” he said, turning his head slightly, not looking her in the eye. “I’m pretty sick.”
Evelyn let out a sob, her feet sticking to the earth. Even in the moonlight, she could see the pasty grayness of his skin, the beads of sweat on his brow. He didn’t look like he was far from being laid to rest under the dirt on which he stood.
Evelyn’s mind ground to a halt. She felt helpless. “It’s … it’s going to be okay, Joseph. You’ll get through it. We both will.” Her voice trailed off in a whisper. She remembered what the councilwoman said to her, about nobody having survived the disease other than herself. But here was Joseph, and he had been sick even longer. Maybe we can beat this. Evelyn felt a spark light in her chest.
“I’m going to find a cure, Joseph, for you and me and for all the colonists.”
Still kneeling, Joseph turned and looked into her eyes, a weak smile cresting his lips, and a sparkle in his eyes. “I know you will.”
They looked at one another for a moment more, the monochromatic stillness of the night making it seem like hours. It was still dark and getting colder with each passing moment. Joseph walked her back to her tent and then disappeared into the darkness as he went back to his. She prayed he would be okay.
She really didn’t know where to begin in finding a cure for the disease, but she knew she needed rest. The evening had taken its toll, and Evelyn shivered on her cot. She knew that in her current condition, working with the doctor to figure this out was going to be the only way to save Joseph or anyone else.
Her mind was restless. She felt like she had an itch deep within her brain and she couldn’t get at it to scratch. And she couldn’t even get any peace about Joseph, because even when her heart warmed at the thought he was there, it immediately wrenched at the realization that he was sick.
Evelyn turned onto her side, the ambient warmth of her tent bringing some relief to her body if not to her spirits. With thoughts of helping Joseph relentlessly grinding over in her mind, tiring the weakened fibers of her brain, Evelyn finally drifted to sleep.
 



ACCUSED
“I heard you were back.”
Evelyn awoke with a start. Her mind scrambled to place the voice, and she lifted her head. The early morning autumn light was warming the canvas of her tent. She had just enough light to see, but her eyes still ached as if she had spent days in the darkness of a cave and had only then been allowed to see the light of day.
“I couldn’t believe it. Actually, I’m still shocked that you’d come back after being humiliated like you were. But here you are.”
Evelyn sat up quickly and turned, her eyes and mind snapping into focus. Realizing it would have been too much to ask to see a friendly face, Evelyn relaxed her shoulders, bracing herself with her palms on the edge of her cot.
“What do you want, Misha?”
“What do I want?” Misha walked around to face Evelyn, taking her place squarely in the middle of her field of view. “I want to know if you are going to help us or not.”
Evelyn rolled her eyes. “Of course I’m going to help.”
“See, I thought you might say that. In fact, I’m betting you believe that. But you don’t really help people, Evelyn … You just hurt them.”
Evelyn’s pulse quickened. It was one thing to be roused from a fitful sleep. It was another to be woken by the girl who had been nothing but hateful toward her, and then be accused of being selfish after all she had done for them.
“Are we through? I have work to do,” Evelyn added, realizing with a flutter in her chest that she needed to get moving on helping the doctors find a cure for the disease.
“No, we’re not through … People are counting on you. My friends are sick too. But I don’t expect you to understand. You don’t have any friends. You have to be a person to have friends.”
“I have Joseph.”
“Oh yeah, and where is he exactly? Maybe I’ll go say hello, since you’re going to be so busy with work, saving the world and all.”
“Is that what this is all about? Really? You’re pissed that Joseph chose me? Come on, Misha, you can’t be that vapid.”
“Vapid?”
“Yeah, vapid. It means shallow.”
“I know what vapid means, freak. But I’d rather be vapid than a murderer.”
“You’re pissing me off, Misha. Why don’t you run on back to your playground before you get yourself hurt?”
“I mean, how could you do that? Blowing up all those shuttles. They were full of people, you know?”
“They were full of soldiers,” Evelyn corrected. “And like I told the council, they were coming to attack the colony.”
“I heard there were thousands of them, screaming for you to save them, and you just let them all die.
“And then there was Jane—and Marcus—and Mr. and Mrs. Philips,” Misha added, ticking them off with her fingers. “You murdered all of them too.”
“Don’t talk about them, Misha.”
“I mean, you’ve caused nothing but death and destruction since you brought us here … How can you live with yourself? Oh, wait, I guess you’d have to be a person to care.”
Evelyn had heard enough. Her eyes burned. Her peripheral vision was completely gone. All she saw was the smug face of Misha in her field of view. She stood, but as soon as she did, she felt the crunch of something hard smash into her cheekbone. Seconds later, Evelyn was pushing herself up to her hands and knees in the dirt. She shook her head and tasted the salt of blood in her mouth. 
She looked up at Misha, the girl glaring back at her as she hovered only feet away. In her hand, she held a stick the size of an ax handle.
“If you were a real person, I might feel bad about this … but since you’re not …”
Misha took a step closer, and Evelyn bolted to her feet. Catching the blow of the stick on her forearm, Evelyn winced, the wood feeling as if it were biting all the way down to her bone. Evelyn swung her fist and in a split second felt her knuckles explode on the side of Misha’s face. The girl staggered back into the canvas, spun, and wildly flailed the club at Evelyn.
Without thinking, Evelyn leaned back to avoid the club, raised her hand, and felt the tingle of her nanites under her skin. Not a second later, a flash of silvery thread shot from her fingers, burying itself in Misha’s nostrils. The girl dropped her club, a look of shock and horror on her face as she screamed.
It was a horrible scream, gurgling and guttural. Evelyn realized what she was about to do. With just a pinch—a tightening of the silvery, threadlike noose she knew was caressing Misha’s spinal cord—her nanites could sever it and she’d be dead instantly. It was the same thing she did to escape from the sociopathic Doctor Pretty and the two rangers who were enhanced with nanite tech. She had killed them to save herself, but what was she doing now? Evelyn froze.
The tent flap behind her flew open, and she hardly had time to see her attackers before she was tackled into the dirt.
She swung her fists wildly, unable to see, dirt and her own blood blurring her vision. Evelyn screamed, the rage of her own weakness building inside her.
“Hold her down!” a man shouted.
She felt the weight of a man hold her arms and then the weight of others as they pinned her to the ground. She couldn’t breathe. She felt the prick of the needle on her skin.
“Is she okay?”
Evelyn turned to see Misha in the dirt, clutching her face and sobbing, a woman kneeling next to her. “Get the doctor!” she yelled, calling through the open tent flap. The woman turned to look at Evelyn, and in her gaze, Evelyn felt the weight of her accusations for all of the questionable things she had done since they had arrived on Orsus.
But it didn’t last. The drug had its effect. Evelyn’s chest constricted, and she was swallowed up by darkness.
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SHACKLED
“Hello, anybody!” Evelyn called through the small hole in the wooden door. She couldn’t see anything but the dusty road and the lake beyond. She knew exactly what building she was in and exactly where it was located, but knowing where she was didn’t help her to feel any better.
“Hello!” she called again, this time her voice cracking. She had only been yelling for about five minutes, but it felt like hours. She wiped the sweat from her forehead, pushing her wet hair back from her brow. Even though it was autumn, the sun was warming up the day, and with little to protect the buildings in town from the sun’s unforgiving rays, the temperature had risen in Evelyn’s room. She was sweating, and she figured it was either the heat in her room, the nervous twist in her belly about being trapped, or the fact that she was running a fever again, but she couldn’t tell which.
“Somebody, let me out!” she screamed again, this time pounding the wood with her palm and hearing the door rattle against the frame. She turned and paced across the room—bigger than her quarters on the shuttle, but smaller than the medical tent she had been in—and felt every bit like she was in a prison.
She kicked at the dirt, the rocks clattering against the wood boards of the walls, and she knelt against the wall, her fists balled, wishing a breeze would somehow find its way through the cracks in the walls. She had no such luck.
There were voices beyond her walls, but none were so close that she could hear what they were saying. She figured they were the sounds of the doctors tending to some of the sick settlers in her midst. She shook her head, assuming they were more worried about them than her.
She paced in her room and knew she should stop—it was only making her more aggravated, and the angrier she got, the more thirsty and exhausted she became as she sweated what little fluid she had left within her.
The sound of footfalls in the dirt outside drawing nearer to her room snapped Evelyn out of her funk, and she stopped in her place.
“Hey, can you please bring me some water?” she called, stepping quickly to the peephole.
“Move away from the door.”
Evelyn peered through the portal. It was Mrs. Vandergaast with the doctor behind her and Tau Moor, a mechanic on Vista, who easily stood a foot taller than any of them. He carried a pulse pistol in each hand.
Evelyn retreated from the door quickly, trying to find some cover behind the cot in the center of the room. She knew the chemical-based bullets in the pistol wouldn’t kill her, probably, but the electrical charge they delivered would be excruciating. Her pulse quickened. An image of an animal caged for a lab experiment flitted through her mind. 
“Back away from the door, Evelyn,” Mrs. Vandergaast repeated. Evelyn heard the crunch of the dirt under the councilwoman’s feet beyond the door. She quickly peeked through the hole, as if she were trying to avoid being shot in a gunfight. Apparently figuring the coast was clear, she stepped squarely in front of the hole, her hardened features and grimace making Evelyn’s skin crawl.
“I should have you executed for what you did. In fact, I still have half a mind to take one of these pulse guns and shoot you until you’re dead.”
Evelyn knew she could only be talking about what had happened with Misha in her tent hours before.
“Is that why I’m in here?” Evelyn asked, an edge to her voice. Standing from her spot as if to dare the councilwoman to do just what she had said, she crossed her arms across her chest. “You think I attacked Misha?”
“I know you did!”
“She hit me with a club! How do you think she got there? You think I went looking for her? You think I lured her back to my tent just so we could get into a fight?”
“I don’t expect you to understand, Evelyn,” the councilwoman said coolly. “The point is that you were created to protect human life, not take it, and that’s all you seem to want to do.
“And since you don’t understand anything but saving yourself, I’ll make you a deal. I can tell you with authority that there is a large and growing group of colonists—those who have avoided getting sick with this infernal plague—who would like nothing more than to see you hang for your crimes. I am one of them, but I’m sure you don’t have any doubts about that now, do you?”
“I assure you, Councilwoman, the feeling is mutual.”
The councilwoman’s lips curled into a crusty smirk, her eyes flashing with hatred. “Be that as it may, I have convinced the council to allow you to live, if that’s what you call the perverse existence you lead, but only if you help the good doctor here find a cure for this plague. We now have almost a quarter of the population quarantined because of the sickness, and every person who contracted the virus first has died.”
Evelyn’s resolve to defy the councilwoman softened at the thought of over a hundred people sick and on their way to death.
“I see,” Mrs. Vandergaast said, perhaps noticing that Evelyn no longer looked like she would grab her throat through the hole in the door. “Maybe you aren’t as inhuman as I thought.”
“I’ll help, but I want to see Joseph,” she said, wiping the sweat off her brow with the back of her hand, then recrossing her arms over her chest.
The councilwoman looked away, a curious expression on her face, which Evelyn couldn’t discern, and then she looked back through the hole. “There are over a hundred sick people scattered around the settlement, and we are doing our best to keep them alive. It is chaos around here, and keeping track of where people are … it’s just not possible. But we’ll find him, and when we do, you can visit him. In the meantime, focus on finding a cure with the doctor. Deal?”
“Deal.”
The councilwoman turned away from the door without acknowledging Evelyn’s response, and a second later, Evelyn heard the bar holding the door closed slide free. The door opened, and Evelyn felt a refreshing gust of cool air blow into the room.
“Come on, Evelyn,” Doctor Khari said, peeking her head around the corner and waving for her to follow. Evelyn walked through the door and stepped quickly to catch up to her. The councilwoman walked ahead of them by several yards, stretching her lead as they walked. Tau Moor grimaced and followed, and Evelyn couldn’t help looking over her shoulder at the giant marching behind her, pistols hanging in each hand as if he was stalking his prey.
The dirt road they followed ran along the edge of the water, past the few buildings the settlers had established after they first landed, and Evelyn quickly realized where they were headed.
“Your lab isn’t in the council building, is it?” she asked, noticing the dozens of colonists outside the structure, pouring out into the street. Though it was one of the largest structures, the building couldn’t hold more than about fifty people. It was obvious that at least twice that many had shown up, most wearing little more than the same worn and threadbare clothing they had been wearing for months since arriving on Orsus.
“No.”
“Then why are we going there?”
“Because Collette has to officially bring this before the council.”
“You mean they haven’t voted on this already?” Evelyn slowed her pace, and the doctor slipped her hand under her elbow, gently pulling Evelyn to make sure she didn’t stop.
“I really don’t know,” Doctor Khari said in a hushed breath. “I’m not on the council. But I suspect she wanted to know if you would help before she brought you before them. Everybody has already heard about what happened between you and her daughter. There are a lot of angry people in camp. The councilwoman would look awfully foolish if she formally petitioned the council to allow you to help, only to have you say no … and you know how vain she is.”
Evelyn gave an uncertain huff. “So, what … she’s going to parade me in front of an angry mob, let them hurl insults at me, and then she’s going to defend me?”
“I guess … in a manner of speaking.”
Evelyn felt a burning in her chest at the thought that this spectacle was all for the councilwoman’s benefit. “I just hate that woman,” Evelyn mumbled through gritted teeth, clenching her fists in an attempt to contain the heat building inside her.
Doctor Khari cocked her eyebrow. “Stay calm, Evelyn … Getting worked up isn’t going to help your cause.”
Evelyn relaxed her hands and felt the flush in her face. “Sorry … I just don’t have any faith in her.”
“Neither do I, but she’s letting you help because I told her it’s the only way … She has no choice.”
“That still doesn’t mean she’ll get between me and an angry mob.”
“True, but that’s why Tau is here. Why do you think he’s carrying those guns?”
Evelyn glanced again over her shoulder. Tau Moor was still behind them but looking straight over the tops of both of their heads, his brow furrowed and his jaw set, obviously concerned with the growing mob of anxious colonists ahead. “I thought it was because of me,” she replied, returning her gaze to the colonists and noticing that they had all stopped to stare at the councilwoman as she made her way to the front of the building.
“Well, that’s what she thinks, and that’s what the council and everyone else in the council building will think. But that’s not why I asked him to help, and that’s not why he’s here.”
“Make way!” the councilwoman shouted, raising her hands before her as if she were trying to part the crowd with nothing but her will and her shrill voice.
“Don’t trust her,” a man called from the back of the crowd, and as if the words had sparked a brush fire, the crowd erupted into a storm of shouts, jabbing fingers and raised fists.
The councilwoman waited for the path to clear before her. Some of the colonists were backing away, arms outstretched to let her through, but their eyes were trained on Evelyn, with looks of revulsion and fear on their faces as they stumbled back to get out of her way.
Evelyn felt the lump in her throat grow. It was almost as if the rage simmering within the colonists was barely contained by their skin, and it was all she could do to maintain her own stone-faced expression.
“Let us through!” Tau Moor shouted over the grumbling crowd, and within seconds, the path cleared enough that they threaded their way into the council building.
The scent of a marsh at low tide in a suffocating sun plunged into her sinuses, and Evelyn couldn’t help but draw thin breaths through her mouth. She could taste the body odor in the air, and if it weren’t for the fact that at least two dozen colonists seemed ready to run her out of town, she might have dived back through the door to the relatively fresh air outside. As it was, she shuffled her way across the dirt floor, between the doctor and Tau Moor, and found herself praying that one way or another the whole thing would be over soon.
The murmurings in the crowd grew louder as they pushed ahead, but finally the councilwoman took up her place in the center of the room. The council members had all taken their seats in the semicircle of wooden chairs that had been arranged for them, and amidst shoves and shouts, some of the men were trying to push the surging crowd back to the walls.
The councilwoman turned, a fury flashing in her eyes against the hard lines etched into her forehead, the corners of her eyes, and around her mouth. “Quiet!” she shouted, spittle flying from her mouth. She pursed her lips, trying to regain her composure, and Evelyn could see her visibly shaking as she tried to take a steadying breath.
The councilwoman’s barking order cut the noise and energy in the room by half, almost like someone had lifted the roof off the building just long enough to let a burst of steam escape. Perhaps seeing her opportunity to wrestle control from the crowd, the councilwoman held her hands in the air and continued.
“I’ll make this fast. Doctor Khari has informed me that Evelyn may possess the information necessary to find a cure for the plague that’s affecting our colony. I move we allow Evelyn to stay—”
“She almost killed your daughter!”
“Yes—” the councilwoman agreed.
“And she did kill Philips!”
“That was an accident!” Evelyn yelled, feeling like she had said exactly that phrase a thousand times since Jane and her family died—and it had been ignored exactly that many times.
“People—” the councilwoman started again, her tone and volume elevating with the rest of the crowd.
“This is all her fault!”
“It is not!” Evelyn yelled, feeling the hair bristling on the back of her neck.
“You brought us here!”
“People are sick … My son is dying!”
“Send her back!”
The barrage of insults and accusations were coming from all directions, and Evelyn whipped her head around trying to find their sources, but they were coming too fast.
“She’s not one of us!”
Evelyn turned again, but before she could make eye contact with her accuser, she felt the thump of something hard bounce against the side of her head. The pelting of more debris, and Evelyn clutched her head as she realized the colonists had started throwing fistfuls of stones and dirt at her. “Dammit!” she spat, doubling over.
“Stop!” the doctor cried, and Evelyn could feel her trying to cover her back with her body. “She can help us!”
Looking around wildly, all Evelyn could see was bodies shifting in the escalating chaos, and she winced as she felt the pinch of another rock as it brushed the back of her hand.
“That’s enough!” Tau shouted, his booming voice ricocheting off the wood plank walls. Evelyn glanced up to see him brandishing his pistols, his scowl serving to turn his face bright red.
“Silence!” the councilwoman shouted, obviously trying to regain control of the unruly crowd, and for a moment following her shouts, the mob paused.
“We need Evelyn to stay,” the councilwoman said, addressing the colonists beyond Evelyn and the doctor. “She will be in the doctor’s custody, and we must let them do their work. And the longer we argue about this,” she added, thrusting her bony finger at the crowd, “the more of us will get sick from this infernal disease … the more of us will die.”
The room was silent and still, and Evelyn stood.
“Do you hear me!” she shouted, whirling around to face the council members, who had not said a word to that point. Still nobody said anything, and Evelyn couldn’t help but wonder if it was just the delay between flipping the switch and the inevitable explosion to follow.
“There’s a motion on the floor to allow Evelyn to work with Doctor Khari. Is there a second?” the councilwoman said more than asked, standing straighter and with a look on her face as if she were daring someone in the crowd to say no.
A lingering moment passed, and then, from one end of the row of council members, a man stood. He was younger, with cheeks sunken and features beaten by colony life. The stubble on his jaw blended easily with the embedded dirt from months spent toiling in the sun, and he had a hardness in his eyes that seemed unwilling to reveal the reason for what he was about to say. “Second.”
Without waiting even for the word to finish rolling from his lips, the councilwoman hammered on. “Those in favor.”
Only the councilwoman and her second raised their hands.
“Those opposed.”
Evelyn couldn’t hear so much as a wheezy breath from anyone in the room.
“Motion carried,” the councilwoman said, again without waiting more than a second to confirm that while only one would stand with her, none would stand against her.
Whipping back around toward Evelyn’s armed escort, the councilwoman continued.
“Mr. Moor, please get the doctor and Evelyn out of here. And if I find out about anyone taking matters into their own hands,” she added, slowly scanning the crowd and then the other council members as if she wanted to commit their attendance to memory, “you’ll answer to me.”
Tau Moor didn’t wait to be asked again. He slid one pistol into his waistband and placed his huge hand on Evelyn’s back, pushing her and then the doctor toward the side door. Even with one pistol and a solid foot of height over almost everyone else in the room, Evelyn wasn’t sure she would make it out of the room without getting another rock pitched at her head.
They threaded through the crowd, and Evelyn caught every glare. It seemed to take hours to get the ten feet to the doorway, and just when she thought she would make it out without any more of an incident, she caught the eye of Irene Telini. An older woman, she had lost her husband on the journey from Earth, and she had been alone for years. Shortly after landing on Orsus, she was the one working in the fields when she had almost been run down by one of the giant argibots the colonists were using to till the fields. She didn’t know it at the time, but the bot was actually running down a snake that was lurking nearby. Still, the whole event had traumatized her, Evelyn had heard, and now she was standing in the doorframe with enough malice in her eyes to slice through Evelyn and everyone behind her.
Evelyn drew closer, trying not to stare too long at the old woman. She had always known Mrs. Telini to be kind and well-thought-of by the others, but there was something in her expression Evelyn couldn’t discern, like she had something caught in her eye and was trying not to blink it away.
Unsure what to make of her, and feeling the knots in her belly grow, Evelyn turned sideways to pass around her, when she heard the growling in the woman’s throat and then felt the wetness on her brow as Mrs. Telini spat on her.
“Irene!” the doctor blurted.
Evelyn jerked her head back in surprise, putting her hand to her forehead.
With no regard for her age or her gender, Tau Moor shoved the old woman in the chest back into the frame, and though she looked thin and frail, she caught herself on the doorway without so much as a fumbled step.
Mrs. Telini pointed her finger in Evelyn’s face and grinned. “You deserve what’s coming to you,” she said, barely getting the words out before Tau Moor was grabbing her by the collar and pushing her the rest of the way out of the building.
Unable to comprehend what had just happened, Evelyn looked at the woman’s phlegm on her fingers as she drew her hand away, rushing through the gap and out of the council building with the doctor close behind.
As she and the doctor ran into the forest, Evelyn glanced behind her to see Tau Moor pinning the woman to the outside wall of the council building as more colonists spewed from the open doorway. She was screaming and flailing her arms, and though he outweighed her by double, it seemed to be all he could do to keep the old woman contained.
“You deserve it … what you’re gonna get! Do you hear me?” she screamed again.
Into the forest they ran, and as the shouts of the colonists dwindled, they slowed. Evelyn realized she was shaking, and Doctor Khari pulled a rag from her pocket, handing it to her.
“You okay?” she asked, a grimace on her face, no doubt at the phlegm still hanging in Evelyn’s hair.
“I guess,” Evelyn said, grabbing the cloth and running it up her forehead into her hairline. She felt violated in a way she couldn’t explain. “I almost wish she had just hit me,” she added, surprised to hear the words fall from her lips.
“I really can’t believe Irene did that.”
“Me neither.” And as she realized that things were even worse between her and the colonists than she could have imagined, another shudder ran down her back and reinforced the knots that had taken root in her gut. Evelyn looked at the rag and felt sickened. She stopped.
“Listen, Evelyn,” the doctor said, stopping beside her and stooping slightly to look up into Evelyn’s downcast eyes. “You didn’t deserve any of that. Not the parade. Not the rocks. Definitely not the spit,” she added with a grimace, taking the rag and tucking it back into her pocket. “None of it.”
“Thanks.” Evelyn laughed an unsure laugh, still shocked that someone would actually spit in her face. There was no telling why she had done what she had, but Evelyn figured that if Mrs. Telini blamed her for the snake, for Orsus, for her husband’s death even though that had been by natural causes, or for the thousands of other misfortunes that had befallen the colony, then there was no chance for her to ever find peace among the colonists. Realizing she wasn’t going to get anywhere thinking about it, though, she looked up, shook out her hands, and tried to put some space between herself and Mrs. Telini. Evelyn didn’t have to find a cure for her sake, or the councilwoman’s, or any of the colonists back in the council building. She did have to find one for Joseph, however, and for herself, and that was motivation enough.
“So, where is this lab, anyway, Doctor Khari?” Evelyn asked, unsure where they were headed.
“Call me Shani,” the doctor said, flashing Evelyn a friendly smile. “We’re going to be spending a lot of time together … We might as well be on a first-name basis.”
It occurred to Evelyn that the doctor was the first friendly person she had seen in months, other than Joseph, and the feeling thawed a spot in her chest that she realized had grown cold.
“Evie … my friends call me Evie.”
The doctor nodded, wrapping her arm across Evelyn’s shoulders as they walked.
“The lab’s in the forest, Evie. We set up a tent in the trees so we could use them for support. I don’t have to tell you that this is really bad, and what you’re about to see is disturbing. The doctor coughed a raspy cough but kept marching toward the forest.
“Are you okay?” Evelyn asked, concerned that she might be contracting the disease as well.
“Not really, but I’m still standing … I don’t have the disease, though, if that’s what you’re asking.”
The doctor coughed again, and it was then that Evelyn noticed the smoke in the air. It didn’t smell exactly like campfire smoke, but like something stronger, as if someone was burning garbage with rocket fuel and trying to cover it up with perfume.
They stepped deeper into the trees, the tent the doctor described barely visible through the evergreens. Evelyn coughed too and tried to hold her breath while they walked. She looked over her shoulder at Tau Moor. He had caught up to them moments before and was holding his arm across his mouth and nose to breathe through his sleeve.
“What is that?” Evelyn asked under her breath, trying not to inhale.
The doctor only glanced momentarily at Evelyn and then resumed her steady pace through the trees.
“We haven’t been able to contain this disease. Nothing we have tried seems to work. We think it’s being transmitted by fluids … you know, by sneezes and coughs … but it could be airborne too. Unfortunately, though, I can’t even find it. All the blood tests come up negative … no virus, no bacteria, no mutations … nothing.”
Evelyn realized her jaw had dropped, and she closed her mouth. If the virus was airborne, there was no way to contain an outbreak. She looked at her arm, the skin pasty and clammy from the exertion of the march and from the sickness. Even the sweat on her body could be carrying the virus, and the breeze blowing through the trees, as refreshing as it felt, was also whisking the disease off her skin to infect some other unfortunate soul.
Evelyn returned her gaze to the doctor, who had stopped and was looking at Evelyn as if she were waiting for things to click in Evelyn’s mind. Past the doctor, Evelyn saw the source of the smoke. A great bonfire set in the clearing where she had first taken readings to determine that the planet was, in fact, inhabitable, if not hospitable. The fire reached twenty feet into the air and raged to the point where Evelyn could feel the heat radiating from its warped orange belly, even though they were still fifty feet away.
“We are nowhere near finding a cure for this disease, Evie, and I don’t have the heart to tell the councilwoman. All we can do for now is burn the bodies.”



DISMAYED
Referring to the place where they were working as a lab was a bit of a stretch as far as Evelyn was concerned. An enormous canvas tarp had been stretched among the trees to provide cover, and other canvas tarps had been draped from its edges to give it walls. Evelyn couldn’t help but think the whole thing looked more like a fort built by kids in the woods to defend against imaginary pirates than a proper medical facility.
They brushed back the tent flap and walked into the makeshift room. The ground still hadn’t been trodden to the point that the vegetation was gone, and the contrast of lab equipment, metal tables, and computers settled among the shrubbery seemed too strange to be real.
“Why aren’t you working on finding a cure up on Vista?” Evelyn asked, brushing a microscope with the edge of her finger.
“We’re trying to contain the disease. There are people up on the space station who haven’t been exposed to the disease, and until we are sure they are going to be safe, there hasn’t been much travel between the colony and Vista. Apart from a few shuttles full of equipment they have brought down to help us,” she added, gesturing to the equipment before her, “they are isolated.”
“And so are we.”
“Right … and so are we.”
“This isn’t going to be easy, Shani.” Evelyn looked around at the equipment and realized that most of it was primitive. They had power—Evelyn could hear the generator running beyond the walls of the tent—but they hardly had need for it given almost everything from the microscopes to the sample cases was old school. “If we could access the equipment in the genetics lab, this may go faster,” she said, realizing that finding a cure in the little time they had was going to be nearly impossible anyway.
The doctor cocked her eyebrow, sitting back onto a metal stool she had pulled around from the other side of the table. Evelyn could tell the doctor hadn’t seen much of her bed in a long time. Just looking at her glazed eyes and sagging features made Evelyn yawn, and she shook her head to bring herself around.
“Well, I wish we could too, but after you were exiled, the council decided to make some changes to the labs. Do you remember Councilwoman Vandergaast saying the colonists wanted to live simpler lives?”
The moment, along with nearly everything Evelyn experienced afterward, was etched forever into her memory. It was one of the great achievements of science to have given her artificial intelligence a body, and because of her nanites, a brain with the capacity to recall everything. But that achievement was not without its burdens. She couldn’t forget anything either, let alone the moment she had stepped into the council building just in time to be cast out of society. The colonists were nervous. Some were terrified of her. Not all, but enough that the council had unanimously decided to banish her and to limit the use of technology in the settlement.
“Yeah, how could I forget? She said it in front of everybody when she was kicking me out.”
“I know,” the doctor said, sending Evelyn an empathetic wince. She gestured to another stool, and Evelyn pulled up a chair and sat.
“Well, after that, the council started to clean house. They decided that most of the technology that helped get us here was also the reason why we had to leave Earth in the first place. Some of the colonists found out about the president trying to get his hands on you and the nanorobotic technology that made you possible. And even though the councilwoman is determined to saddle you with the deaths of all those thousands of soldiers who came here, some of us realize the truth about it.”
The muscles in Evelyn’s chest relaxed uneasily as she realized only then that she was hopelessly tense. “Finally, someone believes me.”
The doctor sighed a tired laugh and shrugged. “Unfortunately, that realization from some of us doesn’t help your cause. You see, they figured the technology got us into this, and if we had any hope of living simpler lives, we’d have to do away with it.”
“So, what? They’re just getting rid of everything?”
“Pretty much, Evie. That’s what the handful of colonists were doing up on the space station. They were going through the technology and systems and archives and data, and destroying it … on the council’s orders, of course.”
Evelyn shook her head, unable to form anything resembling an appropriate response.
Picking up on Evelyn’s surprise, the doctor lightly patted Evelyn’s knee. “They have destroyed almost everything. I tried to tell them not to do it … Selfishly, it makes my work harder,” she added, gesturing to the makeshift lab around her. “But they wouldn’t listen. They said we just needed the basics, so they started with the genetics lab … That was the councilwoman’s personal pet project. You know she doesn’t care for you, Evie—”
“Yeah, she thinks I’m some sort of freakish monster girl,” Evelyn interrupted, looking at her hands. They were still cut and bruised. To anyone who didn’t know her, she was sure they looked like anyone else’s. But that was the problem. Evelyn knew she was different, and the settlers did too, and that strife had caused nothing but trouble for her since the day she woke up on the table in the lab. She clenched her fists, trying to strangle the memory.
“I know you’re not a monster,” the doctor said, putting her hand on Evelyn’s shoulder, giving her a good-humored smile.
“I’m not so sure … Sometimes I think all that’s missing is the green skin, and bolts sticking out of the sides of my neck.”
The doctor paused and quirked her lip. “You don’t have the figure to pull that off.”
Evelyn glanced quickly at the doctor, a half smile edging across her lips at the thought there might be at least one person other than Joseph, in the whole universe, who liked her.
“You know, not everyone around here wants you to go.”
“Thanks,” Evelyn replied, still unsure but feeling modestly better about being back in the settlement.
“But the councilwoman got her way about the technology,” the doctor continued. “Most of the data and equipment in the genetics lab that couldn’t be repurposed for something else was purged into space.”
Evelyn sighed, shaking her head again.
“And then they went after the robotics lab, destroying almost everything. And the last I heard, they were dismantling the very technology that brought us here.”
“The Leap Frog too?” Evelyn said, unable to contain her surprise and catching herself on the side of her chair.
“Yeah … the Leap Frog too. Evie, the space station is basically just a shell now.”
“And you’re all stranded here.”
“With almost no technology left to help us get back to Earth, or to find a cure for this insidious disease.”
“Bet they are feeling kind of stupid about that decision, now that so many people are getting sick.”
The doctor shrugged. “We may never know.”
Evelyn felt the beads of sweat pricking her brow again, unsure if her fever had returned or if the moment recounting her past and their predicament was getting to her. She wiped her forehead with her sleeve, realizing then how filthy her clothing had become. She grabbed the hem of her shirt tail, noticing the unraveling threads and feeling like her nerves and the shirt had a lot in common.
The doctor stood. “Come on, Evie. You can get cleaned up in my tent out back, and then we need to get to work.”
Evelyn stood. “Right, find a cure.”
The doctor frowned. “Actually, at this point, I’ve almost given up on that.”
Evelyn cocked her head, unsure she was understanding what the doctor was saying.
The doctor’s shoulders sank, almost imperceptibly, but enough that Evelyn knew she was struggling with something. “I think the goal now is to try to keep the disease from spreading, and to keep well people from getting sick. But given how little we know about the disease, I think finding a cure at this point is a long shot.” The doctor put a hand on Evelyn’s knee. “I’m sorry, Evie, but I’m just trying to find a way to make people comfortable before they die.”
No sooner had the words tumbled from the doctor’s mouth, halting Evelyn’s train of thought, than Evelyn leapt out of her seat with the sound of sirens.
Doctor Khari bolted to her feet and ran to the tent flap.
“What’s going on?” Evelyn yelled over the siren, cupping her hands over her ears and trying to swallow the lump in her throat.
“That siren means there’s another storm coming,” the doctor yelled back, over her shoulder.
“A storm?”
“Yes. It’s like a … pink snowstorm,” she said, swirling her hands in the air as if she was having trouble coming up with a better explanation.
“We had one of those too!”
The doctor whipped her head around and furrowed her brow.
“Like a giant plume of flower petals. Joseph got sick right after it showed up, and then I did a couple days later … I thought the sickness might be related to it.”
“I did too, but this is the third storm to blow through the colony, and it never leaves any traces behind. If it’s the cause of the disease, I can’t find the link.”
The sirens continued bellowing, and Evelyn peered through the tent flap with the doctor. Beyond the trees, they could see men running, no doubt trying to find cover. Beyond them, the sky had taken on the rose hue of the plume, and Evelyn felt the tent flaps billow gently against the downwind breeze of the storm.
“I have to gather a sample.” The doctor bolted to the back of the lab and grabbed her coat and a hat.
“No!” Evelyn screamed, moving to block her way. “You can’t go out there.”
“I need a sample, Evie. If those … petals … are the cause of the disease, the only way I can engineer a cure is to know what I’m up against.”
“Then I’ll go,” Evelyn yelled back over the horns. “You’re not sick. I am. What do you need?”
The doctor nodded reluctantly and handed Evelyn the coat and the hat. Evelyn quickly pulled her arms though the sleeves, and the hat down over her head, glancing through the partially open tent flap at the flurry of petals falling outside.
“Try to catch one of those petals and put it in this,” the doctor said, handing Evelyn a wide-mouthed glass jar with a lid.
Evelyn grabbed the jar, turning back toward the flap just in time to see a lone petal float into the tent. Both of them stood motionless and silent, the sirens still screaming in their ears.
Just as Evelyn had seen before, the petal floated down, and only a foot before touching the ground, it sparked, inflated, and started to rise again. It drew closer, and if it weren’t for the fact that Evelyn felt like the Angel of Death himself was coaxing the little rose-colored balloon toward them, she might have found it beautiful.
The doctor said nothing, and Evelyn caught a glimpse of her out of the corner of her eye, seemingly hypnotized by the beautiful yet deadly alien enigma. The petal rose, and just as it was about to touch the top of the tent, it stalled and slowly descended, moving ever closer to them.
The sirens outside stopped blaring, and Evelyn glanced quickly again through the tent flap. It appeared the plume had passed.
Shaking her head to snap herself back into the moment, Evelyn moved close to the petal, and as it fell from above, she positioned the jar underneath, allowing it to fall inside. As soon as it was below the mouth, Evelyn slammed the lid over the lip and exhaled a deep sigh. The doctor did too and stepped quickly to her side.
Both of them stared at the petal inside the jar and watched as it sparked, inflated, and rose only a few inches. Nearing the top of the jar, it flattened quickly and started to sink. It obviously didn’t have much room to move, and the spark didn’t seem to fully extinguish. The center of the petal grew brighter and brighter at its repeated cycles.
“Maybe it’ll tire,” Evelyn said, thinking it would grow weary of inflating and deflating and would simply rest at the bottom of the jar. But as soon as the words lit from her lips, the petal flickered once more and burst into flames as if it were a piece of flash paper.
“No!” the doctor said, grabbing the jar from Evelyn’s hands. She unscrewed the top of the jar and shook her head in dismay. There was nothing left, and in the moment, Evelyn felt the same about their chances for survival.



REDEEMED
Despite Tau Moor’s objections, Doctor Khari insisted that Evelyn be allowed to go lakeside on her own, without her supervision. This came as a relief to Evelyn, who wanted nothing more than to wash off in the clear water of Lake Philips and put on some clean clothes, without feeling like she was a part of a prison march. In the end, though, she knew her modesty was probably for naught, given there was so little that was actually private on Orsus. Even so, the illusion of privacy made her feel more herself, and she slipped out of her stained and stinking clothing and into the refreshing lake waters without so much as looking over her shoulder.
Twenty minutes later, she emerged and dressed quickly in the khaki cargo pants and pale blue T-shirt the doctor had given her to wear. They were about the same size, but given that Evelyn had had so little to eat in the past several weeks, the clothes hung loose on her thin frame. Rolling over the waistband and then slipping on her well-worn canvas field shoes, Evelyn walked back to the lab.
Jane had cropped her hair really short in her teens and hadn’t ever looked back. Evelyn wasn’t sure if she had cut her own hair short to honor the memory of her sister, or just to try something different, but she really did like it. So did Joseph. And short hair was easier and a lot less hot when she was laboring outdoors all day. In the moment, though, it didn’t seem to matter. Even with the hike of less than a hundred yards from the lake, she found herself sweating through her close-cropped hair, beads of sweat dripping down her back, and getting dizzier as she went.
“Have a seat, Evie,” the doctor said as Evelyn ducked around the side of the canvas wall. On a table, she had placed a cup, a bottle of water, and an assortment of ration packs. Evelyn still didn’t have much of an appetite, but she knew she needed to eat something, or the feeling of nausea would never subside.
“Try to eat something … You smell better, but you still look terrible,” she added with a friendly smile.
“Thanks.” Evelyn laughed, feeling a flood of relief at actually being treated like a normal person for the first time in how long, she couldn’t remember.
She picked over the bars, realizing there was only one flavor there.
“Doesn’t anyone like the banana cream ones?”
The doctor stood from her microscope, glancing back at the table. “Oh right, yeah, sorry … not a fan. I guess I ate the other flavors.”
Evelyn peeled the bar and bit into it. It wasn’t as bad as she remembered it being a few days before with Joseph, but it still wasn’t great. It was enough to cause her head to whirl at the sudden onslaught of sugar, and seconds later she stuffed another half of the bar in her mouth, unable to control the hunger impulse that had coursed through her body at the realization that food was in front of her.
“Blast it!” The doctor slapped her hand on the table, startling Evelyn out of her dizzy spell.
“Blast it?” Evelyn mumbled through the sticky mass in her mouth. “People really say that?”
The doctor sighed. “Well, it’s better than saying what I was thinking.”
Evelyn swallowed hard, the lump of taffy reluctant to go willingly down her esophagus. “What’s wrong?”
“Oh, it’s this disease. I thought I was on to something, but I keep getting nowhere.”
“I thought you said it was hopeless,” Evelyn said, standing and wiping her hands on her pants.
“I don’t really want to believe that, I guess, but this last test didn’t work out.”
“Well, tell me what you’re doing and maybe I can help.”
The doctor slumped into her seat, pinching her eyes and the bridge of her nose with her hands.
“You know how viruses attack by penetrating cell tissues and then converting proteins, right?”
“Sure,” Evelyn said. She knew as much about biology as anyone, but it was mostly just textbook information. When Mr. Philips insisted on having the doctors in the lab stop her rapid growth cycle when her body was about nine years old, he said it was because she needed time to learn about all the facts she knew. “You’re book smart, but not street smart,” he’d said, and even though Evelyn disagreed with him at the time, she had seen the wisdom of what he had said on numerous occasions since. Just because she knew about human biology and infectious diseases didn’t mean she knew how to cure diseases, a point she was reluctant to admit or concede, even to herself, given the circumstances.
“Well, I thought I might be able to find a way to create another virus to target the disease that’s killing everyone. You know, like a super-virus with only one purpose, but it’s not working.”
“That sounds like …”
The doctor obviously knew where she was going with her train of thought. “Go on, you can say it.”
“That sounds like tech based on biological weaponry.”
“It is,” the doctor said through an uneasy smile. “Before I worked for Mr. Philips, I worked for the government on things like this. I’m not proud of it, but it is what it is, and even though I tried to forget about it, I never thought any of it would come in handy … until now.” The doctor shook out her shoulders as if to distance herself from the moment.
“But I can’t even seem to put that horrible knowledge to work. It’s been so many years since I worked in this field. Almost all of the data I had is gone—and the councilwoman is only partly to blame. I couldn’t stand the thought of what my research in this field could do, so I destroyed a lot of it. And now our little settlement is looking at extinction, I have no way to recreate what I was doing with super-viruses, and the viruses I create only live for seconds before they die.”
Data … research. Evelyn stood, realizing that even though she wasn’t a biologist, there was a way she might be able to help. A spark of hope lit in her chest.
“Is that what you need? Your research?”
The doctor looked at Evelyn, the dark circles under her eyes lightening at the hope in Evelyn’s voice. “Yeah … but it’s all gone from the computers on Vista. The only research I have left is what’s on these little portals,” she added, gesturing to one of the tablets resting on the table next to her.
Evelyn smiled. “I think I have another way to get it.”
Evelyn walked around to the clunky metal box on a table at the far end of the room. She pulled back the plastic draped over the top, placed there in a vain attempt to keep the dust away. The box was large, had scraps of metal, screws, and wires protruding from the top and sides, and looked like it belonged in the scrap heap. At one point, it had been a central data server on Vista. But it was intended to be bolted into a wall in a climate-controlled room, not sitting in a forest on an alien planet, and now it was obviously being used as the hub for what little research the doctor had left.
Evelyn took a deep breath and closed her eyes, thinking about the nanites that were threaded throughout her body. When she was on Vista or flying a shuttle, she allowed her nanites to connect to the computer systems around her just by sending and receiving signals. Because of the size of the computers on Vista, and the billions of complex processes and systems that ran on them, the feedback and noise could be overwhelming. She figured the metal box before her wouldn’t give her too much trouble, though.
Evelyn felt the snap in the back of her head as the nanites connected with the device. The familiar hum inside her head grew louder, and the unwelcome itch running along her spine up to the base of her neck also grew. She shifted in her stance, shuffling her feet slightly in the dirt, bracing herself—for what, she wasn’t sure.
“What are you doing, Evie?”
Evelyn glanced over her shoulder at the doctor, her thoughts preoccupied with the static in the server. “I’m … I’m trying to talk to your computer.”
The doctor tilted her head back in surprise. Evelyn couldn’t suppress a grin but quickly turned back to the box, realizing something was wrong. “It’s like it has dementia,” she mumbled.
The doctor had walked around to stand next to Evelyn, looking at a tablet connected to the server as lines of code flashed in iridescent blue across the screen. 
“What?”
“Oh,” Evelyn said, absently glancing at the doctor, “well, the server wasn’t made for this, so the data on the drives is cluttered, and it can’t access what it needs.”
“Like someone with dementia,” the doctor added, smiling.
“Right. But I have to get rid of all the junk in there before I can upload your research.” Evelyn thought for a moment, realizing that it could take days for her to reorder the billions of bits of data on the server—days they didn’t have—and then she smiled.
“But where are you going to get my research?”
“Oh … that? It’s in my head,” she said, smiling again at the doctor, watching as her eyes went wide. “You might want to sit down … This is going to get a little weird.”
A look stuck somewhere between shock and intrigue washed over the doctor’s face as Evelyn pulled aside the access panel on the server.
A second later, Evelyn felt the prick of the silvery threads of nanites as they pushed through her fingertips, lacing their way into the box. Evelyn didn’t have to see; her nanites knew where to go, drawn into the processors like schoolchildren wending their way home. 
“You are one amazing person,” the doctor said, shaking her head in amazement, her smile lighting in her eyes.
Person. “Thanks,” she said.
Evelyn felt the nanites clamp on to the microchips, wrapping around the power supply, and as they activated the data relay, Evelyn gasped, her legs crumpling underneath her.
“What’s happening?” the doctor said, awkwardly trying to catch Evelyn from falling over, but landing alongside her on her knees.
The roar in Evelyn’s head was deafening, like she was standing in a tunnel with a train bearing down on her. She put her hand up to her ear, wincing, and then felt the burning sensation under her skin. Her thoughts swirled, unable to latch on to anything helpful. She grimaced at the doctor, her own expression mirrored back at her.
“Are you okay?”
Evelyn shook her head and, in a moment of clarity, remembered that she was still sick with the virus, that she had been forcing her nanites to suppress her nervous system’s pain impulses, and that she had completely forgotten about the surge of power that was inevitable in hardwiring herself directly into the computer. Book smart, not street smart. The words echoed in her head.
She struggled in the dirt and tried to nod at the doctor, gesturing that she was okay. Her mouth wasn’t working, but she obviously wasn’t doing a very convincing job of communicating, because the doctor scrambled off. Returning seconds later with a chair and a medical kit, she pulled Evelyn into the chair and rummaged in her kit.
“It’s okay,” Evelyn said, finally finding her breath and a couple words. She felt like she had just been punched in the gut. Sweat was running down her face and she struggled to sit straight. Her mind felt like it was leaking out of her fingertips, the data she had stored away being sucked eagerly by the machine. Every part of her body throbbed in time with the pulsing generator powering the server, her nanites, and now her brain. Her mind raced. Keep it together, she thought.
The doctor wrapped her arms under Evelyn’s, trying to pull her free from the box. Not wanting to have to do this twice, Evelyn grabbed the table. “No, wait,” she said, and then in a storm of swirling nonsense, like every bit of information she had stored away in her brain started rushing before her eyes, her mind froze on a single image. It was Joseph, curled into a ball on his side, shivering on a bed.
“Joseph,” Evelyn gasped.
“Evelyn!” the doctor shouted.
There was a blast of sirens in her head, a flare of searing pain washing through every cell in her skin. She grit her teeth and felt herself shake, and then, like she was being sucked out of her body through her eyes, the world around her went black.
 



PRIZE
Evelyn opened her eyes. The heathery light of dusk filtered through the canvas walls. She sat up on the edge of the cot, realizing quickly she was in Doctor Khari’s tent again. She looked down at herself, her damp clothes cool against her skin. She shook her head, realizing she was filthy again.
Evelyn rolled her neck and felt the ache deep inside of her. It wasn’t just physical. The pain she felt was tugging at every part of her being. 
Tate had always been the one to believe in the afterlife. He was a priest. It made sense. And he had even tried to console Evelyn at one point about her own salvation. “All life comes from God,” he had said. Deep down, she wanted to believe him, that she had a soul. But she didn’t see how she could ever know for sure, so she buried the thought that it might be possible.
The ache she felt now, hunching over her knees, didn’t seem like it could possibly be coming from anything that was just physical. She felt like she was unraveling. It was like her body and mind and spirit were all clamoring for control, deciding they all wanted to take her in separate directions. Her body wanted to run away, not just from the settlement, but from the planet that seemed more interested in killing all of them than allowing them to live.
Her mind wanted to run back to the lab to find a cure for this insidious curse of a disease that also seemed bent on their total destruction.
Her spirit wanted to run back into the computers where she had started life, but this time to have someone shut off the power, allowing her to drift off into oblivion, soul or not.
The sound of carefully placed footfalls beyond the walls of her tent snapped her out of her funk. Evelyn nervously held her breath, unsure why, but turned her head to hear better. From behind the tent, the footfalls grew louder, and then, just beyond her canvas shield, they stopped.
“Evie, are you in there?”
“Joseph!” Evelyn said, bolting upright and stumbling toward the back partition. She peered through a separated seam in the canvas at her green-eyed boy with the messy hair. Even in the fading light, she could see he was sweating, his features sinking from the sickness. She reached her fingers through the opening but quickly retracted her hand to see better.
“Thank God … I found you,” he said.
At the thought he had been searching for her, Evelyn’s heart leapt.
“Joseph, what’s going on? Just come inside. You look terrible.”
“I shouldn’t, Evie,” he said, looking over his shoulder and then around the side of the tent. “I think you’re in danger.”
“I know, but it’s okay. Mrs. Vandergaast gave me her word she wouldn’t hurt me if I help find a cure for the disease.”
“It’s not Vandergaast I’m talking about, Evie. There’s a group of colonists who are talking about you … I think they mean to hurt you.”
Evelyn’s heart raced, and she felt her shoulders tense. She peered at Joseph through the hole. He wrapped his arms around his torso, shivering.
“Come on, Joseph, just come inside … We can figure out what to do. I have to find a cure,” she said, her heart sinking at the realization that Joseph was slipping closer and closer to death with each passing hour.
His mouth struggling to find his smile, he winked at her and turned. “If anyone can do it, you can,” he said, and then added as he went into the trees, “Just watch out for yourself.”
“Wait!” Racing through the front of the tent, Evelyn ran through the shrubs around the side, but Joseph was already gone. She looked in vain into the darkening shadows. Nothing but evergreens looked back.
Hearing more breaking twigs from footfalls behind her, Evelyn whipped around to find Doctor Khari, a curious expression on her face.
“Is everything okay, Evelyn? I heard you calling out to someone.”
She quickly glanced over her shoulder, then returned her gaze to the doctor. “Oh, yeah … everything’s fine … Just thought I heard something in the trees.”
The doctor cocked her eyebrow. “Don’t wander off, okay? I don’t have to remind you that not everyone around here is friendly, do I?”
“No, you don’t,” Evelyn said, thinking about the warning Joseph had just given her. One she already knew but found even more discomforting that Joseph felt the need to warn her when he looked barely able to walk. “I’m reminded of it often enough.”
The doctor smiled, and perhaps trying to lighten the mood, she turned and waved at Evelyn to follow her. “Since you’re awake, come see what you did.”
Evelyn brushed aside the shrubs she had clamored through to get back to the path and walked quickly to catch up.
“Obviously, whatever you were doing was enough to knock you unconscious, but you managed to upload almost all of my research on virus manipulation.” The doctor pushed back the flaps of the lab wall, and Evelyn could hardly believe what she was seeing. When she had first stepped foot in the lab, the doctor was running nothing but a single incubator. Now there were six, each one humming with what Evelyn could only assume were the makings of a super-virus—hopefully a cure—inside.
The doctor turned and flipped her hands in the air. “I have been able to prepare six new derivative samples of the virus, each with a different gene sequence … I am hoping that one of them will let the virus live long enough to kill the disease.”
“I thought you needed to have a sample so you’d know what to target,” Evelyn said through a hesitant smile.
“I did, but there was some residue of the petal left in the jar. Not much, mind you, and what reside was left was only ash. But even in the ash, there was some DNA. With that and my research, there’s still some hope, and it’s all because you were able to restore my data … That was a pretty neat trick, actually.”
“Thanks. I have almost all the data from Vista stored away in my brain. Most of it I don’t care to think about, and some of it I didn’t bother to ever store … like how the sewage treatment processes work on the space station,” Evelyn added with a grimace.
The doctor returned her curled lip. “Right, some things are best left unknown.”
“Yeah.” Evelyn laughed, looking at the metallic canister incubators humming on the table. “So, you think one of these viruses might provide a cure?”
The doctor’s smile faltered for a moment, and she paused at the table. “Well, there are thousands of possible gene manipulations we could try, and most of them won’t do anything, but based on my research, one of these is as likely to work as anything else.”
A warmth flooded Evelyn’s body, like she had just plunged into a hot spring, at the hope that a cure was close. Maybe we can do it, she thought, remembering Joseph’s parting encouragement to her as he disappeared into the woods.
“Listen, Evie,” the doctor said, her brow furrowing a bit. “I asked Councilwoman Vandergaast about letting you stay in my tent with me while we work, but she is insisting that you stay in the outbuilding in town.”
Evelyn shook her head. “That’s a surprise,” she said, her tone dripping with sarcasm.
“Well, it’s funny, but I don’t think it’s about keeping you locked up … or at least I don’t think it’s only about that. I think she’s trying to keep you safe, and I agree with her.”
Evelyn didn’t protest. She knew the doctor and the councilwoman were right.
As if on cue, Tau Moor stomped his way through the dirt outside the tent and not so gently pushed through the tent flaps. He had no smile on his face. He was also noticeably missing the two pistols he was carrying earlier in the day, though Evelyn figured they were close by.
“I’ll send for you in the morning, Evie, and maybe we’ll have some good news.” The doctor put her hand on Evelyn’s shoulder, and after a subtle flinch of her skin at the unexpected touch, Evelyn smiled.
“I really hope so.”
“Me too, but until then, just get some rest. Tau will take good care of you.”
Evelyn looked at the brute in the lab with them. He certainly had the size to take care of anybody. He even looked like he could have handled himself against one of President Coleson’s super-soldiers. But whether or not he was going to take care of her was a question Evelyn couldn’t answer. Given so much was at stake, though, she figured the odds were on her side that he would. I guess if I wake up in the morning, I’ll know for sure.
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APPRECIATED
The scent of wet in the air was heavy. It had rained, and even though it was cold in the room she called home—or prison, depending upon the moment and her degree of irritation with the colonists—Evelyn was happy it was dry. She was also pleasantly surprised that Tau Moor had waited until after the worst of the storm had blown through before he came to get her. Even so, ten steps into her march across the wide-bladed native grasses, her canvas boots were soaked.
“Did you sleep?”
The unexpected question from the lumbering source caught her off guard. Evelyn craned her neck around to see but only caught a glimpse of his shoulder. Turning back around, continuing her pace, she hiked the collar of Doctor Khari’s vintage flight jacket up around her neck.
“I’m not really sure,” she said, which was the truth, as most of the night, her mind had overflowed with images of Joseph and his dirty face, Adam smashing his face into the wall, imaginings of her own fists smashing Councilwoman Vandergaast’s face, and other fleeting images that seemed lost to the grayness of dreams and the overcast morning.
“You don’t look as bad as you did,” the beefeater said in a throaty baritone fitting his stature.
Evelyn cocked her eyebrow, unsure she really heard Tau correctly. She turned more decisively this time, catching the smile in his eyes, which seemed content to not bother creeping across his blocky lips.
Evelyn laughed. “Thanks.”
They walked another moment in silence, Tau Moor trailing close behind her. Evelyn’s mind was on other things than the path.
“Hungry?”
Evelyn stopped this time and turned. She craned her head to look up at the giant, given she hardly reached to his armpit. “Are you offering me some breakfast, Mr. Moor?”
“Everyone calls me Tau.”
“And you can call me Evie, Tau, and if you’re telling me you have breakfast hiding somewhere behind one of these bushes, I might just have to give you a hug.”
Tau’s cheeks turned pink, and this time the smile didn’t stop in his eyes. He quickly recovered his composure. “No need for that, Evie, and I don’t have much, but I do have this.” Reaching into the pocket of his woolen coat, he pulled out a small purple, almost to point of being black, plum.
The grumble from her stomach was loud enough that she was sure the colonists in the tents a mile away could hear it. Her ears warmed from the blood she felt gushing into her lobes.
Tau reached into his other pocket and pulled out something wrapped in what appeared to be wax paper. He stepped closer and held out the plum, nodding for her to take it.
Evelyn wasn’t sure what to say. Fruit was hard to come by, and she knew if there were any plums to be had, they could have only come from Vista, before it was quarantined.
“Are you sure?” she asked, feeling like he was offering her a bar of gold.
“Yeah, go ahead, take it. I had one left from our rations, and I don’t see you eating anything other than those damn bars. I don’t know what’s in those things, but I don’t trust ’em.”
“Thanks, Tau.” Evelyn took the plum and eagerly bit into it, glancing just for a second at him in time to catch the smile as he looked away.
Tau folded back the edges of the paper to reveal something that resembled a small brown brick.
“Mina has been experimenting with baking … something she always wanted to do but couldn’t when we were on Vista. I don’t know how good this is going to be … haven’t tried it myself yet. She tried using some of those lake oats, but they were like crunching on gravel. She made this out of some of the field grains around the edge of camp … She calls it a cookie.” He held out the bar to her and nodded for her to take it.
Though Evelyn knew every colonist intimately—she had all of their biological, psychological, educational, professional, and aspirational stats stored away in the deep recesses of her mind—she realized long ago those things mattered little. She rarely thought about them anymore. She remembered, though, that Tau Moor and his wife Mina were close to Mr. Philips, in the same moment she realized that she hadn’t ever gotten to know either of them. In fact, like the blunt force of a tree falling on her head, it occurred to her that she had spent the past six years of her life on Vista exactly as she had when she was artificially intelligent—living in and around people without actually getting to know hardly any of them. She knew Tau was a mechanic, and a smart one at that, as he had been the one to service the shuttles Mr. Philips used. But as for Mina, Evelyn really didn’t know what connection she had to anyone.
Evelyn took the bar from his outstretched hand and bit into the end. It was sweet in an uncomplicated way, even if it was dry, and it reminded Evelyn of a cookie with a grassy freshness to it. She nodded.
“This is pretty good,” she said, a little surprised by the surprise in her voice. She quickly looked at Tau, not wanting him to get the impression she had thought it was going to be bad, but he didn’t seem to notice.
Tau nodded, still looking away, and Evelyn couldn’t help but stare at the side of his face while she munched on her treats, wondering what was going through his mind.
He cocked his head, as if he were deciding to share something he wasn’t sure he wanted to.
“You know … I knew Tate.”
Though she was surprised to hear her brother’s name come out the big man’s mouth, she quickly shrugged it off, wondering where he was going with his comment. 
Glancing over his shoulder at her, he pulled another paper-wrapped cookie from his pocket and handed it to her. Evelyn almost laughed, just then realizing she had finished the other. For the first time in how long, she couldn’t say, she felt the comfortable sensation of real food filling her belly. “Thanks,” she said, taking the bar and stepping in front of him so she could look him in the eye rather than at the side of his face.
Tau didn’t make eye contact but still looked off into space over her head. “I knew Tate when he was just a kid, actually … He was a real pain in the ass, you know?”
Evelyn let out an easy laugh. Tate was too smart for his own good and was quite the troublemaker before he became a priest. But as much trouble as Tate had been, Jane, their sister, had been twice as bad. “Yeah, believe me, I know,” she added.
“When he was about fifteen, he took one of the shuttles for a joyride. The kid had been hanging around the hangars for weeks, asking me all kinds of questions about flight training and how the engines worked and how the autopilot worked—”
At this, Evelyn couldn’t help but laugh hard enough she felt the cookie start to come through her lips. Tau looked at her, a cocked eyebrow to go with his quirky grin.
Evelyn wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “Well, it’s just that I was the autopilot he was asking you about … That was back when …” Evelyn’s thoughts halted, unsure she really wanted to remind him of her artificial beginnings. She blinked and looked at him. Realizing he was hanging on her words, she finished her thought. “That was back when I was just a computer program. That was when he hacked into me, shut down my safety protocols, and took Jane for a joyride into the Colorado mountains.”
Tau barked out a laugh that startled Evelyn by its sheer volume, the momentary echo through the wet foothills where they stood reminding Evelyn how uninhabited their planet really was. “I forgot about that … Well, I guess I forget that you weren’t always you, Evie,” he said, placing his enormous hand lightly on her shoulder, just for a second. Then he looked back over the fields, thinking for a moment.
“I almost lost my job that day. Philips was really pissed, and I can hardly blame him, but I guess he took pity on me, because other than dressing me down in front of a hangar full of my guys, I never got called into his office.
“After that, I think Tate felt bad for causing me so much grief, because he went out of his way to be good to me and Mina … He even made sure we had a spot on Vista.”
Thoughts of Tate flooded Evelyn’s mind, and she couldn’t help but smile.
“He asked me to take care of Jane … you know, to watch over her for him.”
Surprised again by what she didn’t know, Evelyn shook her head.
Tau continued to look out over the fields. “Guess I didn’t do too good of a job on that one, did I?” He glanced quickly at Evelyn but didn’t make eye contact. “None of this is working out like I thought, Evie.”
“Yeah,” Evelyn said quietly. It had been a seemingly endless string of struggles and loss with very few bright moments in between to keep them all going. And now with the disease killing off colonists by the dozen, Joseph on the edge of death, and even her own enhanced physiology unable to get over the disease, things looked to be getting worse.
Evelyn reached over to pat the big man’s arm. “But we have to have faith,” she added, surprised to hear those words—Tate’s words—slip through her lips. Maybe it was just because they were talking about him, she thought. But then again, given her experiences, she wasn’t even sure she knew what that word meant. “Doctor Khari may be close to finding a cure for this disease.”
“I hope so,” he said, rubbing his hands against the coolness of the morning, and tucking them in his pockets. “Mina is sick now too. I sure hope the two of you can find something to help, because I don’t think I can stand to live without her.” Tau’s eyes watered, but he quickly blinked, allowing the tears to soak back into his ducts. His jaw was stern, and the corner of his mouth curled.
Evelyn felt her own eyes prick with tears at the unexpected display of sadness, and she brushed a tear back from her lid before it had the chance to run down her cheek. “We’ll find a way through this,” she said, unsure if she was talking about finding a cure or learning to live without the people they were almost certainly going to lose. She felt her chin quake as the possibility of not having Joseph around flashed through her darkening thoughts, and she felt her skin flash with a burst of heat, like steam releasing through a vent, as the fever or her own fears reasserted themselves. She took a shuddering breath, trying to stay calm, and then Tau Moor smiled.
“I know you’re doing your best.” He nodded in the direction of the lab. “The doc is waiting on us, I’m sure.”
Her mind swirling, Evelyn steadied herself. It seemed like even the slightest anxiety sent her body chemistry into a tizzy, and she needed to focus, for Joseph, for Tau Moor and Mina, for the good doctor, for herself. No pressure. She turned and started toward the tent. The pools of rain weighed heavily on the grass. The mounting number of sick colonists weighed heavily on her mind. She wondered whether there would be anyone left to remember the dead.
 



ENHANCED
The voices of several men fractured through the brush as the lab tent came into view. She couldn’t see who it was, but by the strain, she knew it was the sound of men carrying a heavy load.
“Doctor Shani,” Evelyn called, stepping lightly around the mud. She was grateful to see the good doctor and to have something to take her mind off her troubles, even if it was to work on the problem of solving them.
The doctor glanced over her shoulder, her dark hair pulled back in a knot on the back of her head. “Evie,” she said with a tired smile.
The voices grew louder, and the doctor turned to watch as some men carrying stretchers with bodies on them ambled across the far side of the meadow. Slowly but deliberately, they headed past the spot of the bonfire from the day before. Evelyn took up a spot next to the doctor to watch the procession.
“We lost a lot of people last night,” the doctor said, her gaze captured by the train of dead bodies.
“How many?” Tau asked, his heavy footfalls stopping just behind them.
“Twenty-two,” the doctor replied. “That puts the total at forty.” She crossed her arms over her chest.
Unsure if she really wanted an answer, Evelyn’s voice cracked as she asked the question that became the only thing that mattered to her then. Her ribs constricted and ached from the tension. “Was Joseph one of them?”
The doctor looked quickly at Evelyn, a blank expression on her face, and after an uncomfortable pause, as if she were unsure about how she should respond, she shook her head. “No, he wasn’t.”
Evelyn sighed and felt the muscles around her midsection reluctantly relax. She had spent so much time sick and stressed, her body wasn’t having an easy time unwinding. She brushed her hair back from her forehead, the breeze tickling her brow. I still have time, she thought. No sooner did she have the peaceful release of a hopeful thought than a gut-wrenching ache twisted in her belly as she watched the men pile the bodies of the deceased just a hundred yards off.
“I asked them to move the pyre. The smoke yesterday made it hard to work.” The doctor’s voice was steady, as if she had commented on nothing more than the weather.
Evelyn felt a chill come over her. “How are the tests coming for the super-viruses?” she asked, trying to change the subject to something she hoped would bring good news.
“I’m not sure yet. We won’t know until later this afternoon. Wait here while I grab my things,” she said, ducking quickly under the tent flap.
Evelyn continued to watch the men carefully rest the bodies on top of one another, like they were layering sticks up the sides of a building. Underneath the bodies was a pile of brush and twigs, and Evelyn could see them pouring liquid around the base. She assumed it was the fuel she smelled the previous day, and immediately knew why it was necessary, given how wet everything was.
The smoke was more evident than the fire in the pyre at the distance, and it didn’t take long for a thick stream of black smoke to plume over the meadow, darkening the areas that hadn’t been blackened by the stormy cloud cover. Within minutes, the flames licked higher, and Evelyn could hear the popping of the wood. The men stood further and further from the burning dead as the fire grew hotter. She wondered who the people being consumed by the fire were. She wondered about the people who would miss them the most. Lost in her thoughts, she felt the brush of Tau’s hand on her arm.
“It looks like she’s ready,” he said, gesturing for Evelyn to follow.
Evelyn turned, having some difficulty taking her eyes off the fire. When they first landed on Orsus, Evelyn stood on the beach by the lake next to a bonfire. She was with Joseph. She remembered the fluttering in her chest at being near him, and tasting the sugar on his lips from her birthday cake when he kissed her. It was a bonfire of a different nature, from a different place, and one whose warmth had a hopefulness and excitement to it that Evelyn knew she would remember forever, just like her first kiss from the boy with the crooked smile.
The fire on the other side of this meadow was different. She felt no warmth from it. It was dispassionate, searing flesh from bone, cleansing and purifying, returning nature to nature. She shook her head to break the trance she found herself in, and even though her feet followed the doctor and Tau—to wherever it was they were going—her thoughts were lost in the sparks as they floated ever higher, away from the death claiming so much of the life around her.
A moment passed, and Evelyn looked up to see the backs of Tau Moor and Doctor Khari, each of them glancing back occasionally as she followed.
“So, where are we going, anyway?”
The doctor slowed to let Evelyn catch up. “Since we have to wait on the test results, I wanted to check on some of the sick colonists. Stay close, okay?”
“Yeah,” Evelyn said, feeling the shiver across her shoulders. She looked for some assurance in Tau’s expression that might bring her some comfort. She thought of him as her bodyguard, maybe even as a friend now, given their conversation earlier. His gray eyes revealed nothing. They were as cloudy as the skies above.
“It appears that the cycle of the disease for most people is three to four days,” the doctor said. “It attacks the nervous system, and from what I can tell, the body’s natural responses don’t know how to handle it. The disease overstimulates the nervous system, which causes the pain you see people experiencing early. The immune system tries to fight back with a fever, and from there, the disease progresses rapidly … delusions, hallucinations, memory loss … By the third or fourth day, the person’s lungs start to bleed from the strain and the fever, but by then, most people’s nervous systems are so burdened with stimuli they collapse.”
“It’s like frying a circuit board with too much power,” Evelyn mumbled.
“Exactly,” the doctor said, looking at Evelyn with a smile completely lacking joy. “And when the nervous system stops transmitting signals to the rest of the body—”
“—the body dies …” Evelyn interrupted.
“Right … the body dies … but not yours.”
Evelyn looked at the doctor but wasn’t sure what she was getting at. They crested the top of a hill, the tall grass having turned brown from the change of the season. Ahead, Evelyn saw the tents of the settlement. The only people visible from the distance seemed to be hurriedly moving among the heaps of canvas.
“You know, you’ve survived longer than anyone, Evie.”
“Other than Joseph … He got sick before me.”
The doctor nodded an exaggerated nod as if to concede her point. “But you’re the one with a bioengineered body.”
“Doctor Khari, I hate to break it to you, but my body is as ordinary as anyone else’s. I have Jane’s DNA, and even though I would have liked Adam to have done a little more to enhance some of my natural … simplicities,” she added, looking down at herself, “I’m just a regular girl.”
“Maybe, but did you ever think that accelerating your body’s growth in the lab might have done something to your immune system to make it more resilient?”
It had taken less than a year to take the embryo that would become her and grow it into the body of a nine-year-old girl using a growth hormone concoction Adam and the members of the genetics team had developed. And even though she had been intimately involved in monitoring the growth of the body—her body—and the transfer of her consciousness into it, the realization that she had done little since to track her own body’s development put her at a loss for words. “Actually, no.”
“Well?” the doctor said, shrugging her shoulders.
“You might be right … I have no idea. I guess I have spent so much time trying not to think about where I came from I’ve sort of neglected myself.”
“Welcome to humanity, Evie,” the doctor said, a spark of mischief lighting across her warm brown eyes.
Evelyn laughed, noticing the commune of tents was getting closer. She held her breath for a moment, expecting to hear the cries and wails of the infirmed carried on the breeze as they approached. She thought she heard something, but couldn’t be sure it wasn’t just the wail of the wind.
“You know, I would never force you to do it, Evie, but I wonder if you might let me run some blood tests on you to see if we can figure out why you’re fending off the disease as well as you are.”
“Sure,” she said, shrugging her shoulders. A little poking and prodding from Doctor Khari was nothing compared to some of the ordeals she had faced. “I’m happy to.”
The doctor sighed with what sounded like relief. “I was hoping you would say that. That will at least be something positive we can share.”
Evelyn looked at the doctor. “I’m not sure I follow … share with whom?”
“Councilwoman Vandergaast. Her husband, Paul, came down with the virus yesterday … That’s who we’re going to see.”
 



DEFIANT
If she had ever lived in the 1940s in the French countryside, after the German army had swept through, Evelyn was fairly certain she would have seen something similar to what she was experiencing as she, Tau Moor, and Doctor Khari descended the knoll into the misty valley below. It was midday but dark from the cover of stormy clouds, whose only consolation was the fact that they had chosen to hold their water rather than deluge the colonists in another torrent of rain. The canvas tents glowed with the lantern light from within them, and the pungent smell of smoldering campfire coals and stale smoke hung heavy.
Evelyn knew exactly where they were headed. The councilwoman’s tent was located near the center of the commune. It was a tent Evelyn had brushed past numerous times. Once, she had even dared to stop and listen to a conversation within its walls. It was a conversation she would never forget, even though every day since she heard it, she wished she could. Evelyn had always felt that the colonists did not like her for one reason or another, but before that moment, she had never heard herself referred to as a worm. Walking closer to the councilwoman’s tent, the spongy ground giving way under their feet, for the first time Evelyn actually wished she was a worm—if for no other reason than to bury herself in the dirt and disappear.
The wind was blowing with them, yet they could still hear the moans and groans coming from inside the tents. The sounds came from every direction, and it was hard to pinpoint exactly which tents had the sick, the suffering, and the quarantined. Given how fast the disease seemed to spread, Evelyn knew the number of sick people had to be approaching two hundred by now.
Evelyn’s heart started pounding in her chest. She knew the anxiety was getting the best of her, but she couldn’t help it. The events of the past few days had pushed her to the point where her nerves felt like they were laid bare. Her feet felt sluggish, like they were caught up in the mud, and she slowed as she watched the doctor and Tau Moor duck under the tent flap into the councilwoman’s tent. As she stood outside in the chill, waiting, holding her breath, time seemed to stop, unmoving like the smoke hanging in the air.
Movement in her peripheral vision caught her attention, and Evelyn turned her head to see a small girl, not more than three years old, run into the space between the tents. Her stringy brown hair needed a good washing, as did the tan overalls and once-white shirt she wore. Evelyn hadn’t met the girl, but she recognized her as one of the Vista shopkeeper’s children.
The girl squatted to pick up a lopsided ball about the size of her head that had rolled into the grassy area, and Evelyn watched her awkwardly gather the ball up into her chubby arms.
Evelyn couldn’t help but smile at the girl, finding both peace and sadness in the girl’s ability to enjoy the moment of being a child, ignorant about the death surrounding her. She wondered what life might be like for the girl as she grew older, and she found herself hoping that she wouldn’t be forever scarred by this age.
Clutching the ball in both hands, the girl turned and, apparently, just then noticed that Evelyn was watching. She stopped, a look of confusion settling across her smudged face like there was something she was trying to remember but couldn’t.
“Ally … stay close.”
Evelyn and the little girl both turned toward the sound of the woman’s voice, and without knowing for sure, Evelyn suspected it was her mother. Sure enough, a second later, the shopkeeper walked with a determined step from behind the tent, her curly hair bobbing against the back of her neck as she walked.
“I told you to stay close … There are sick people around, and we don’t want to bother anyone,” she said with a curtness to her tone as she approached her daughter. Stepping close, the girl looked back at Evelyn, and her mother’s gaze followed.
Unthinking, Evelyn started to lift her hand in a simple wave as if to say hello, but as the woman’s eyes connected with hers, Evelyn saw the flinch in her features. The faltering of her smile. The widening of her eyes. The almost imperceptible stiffening of her shoulders. Evelyn froze.
“Oh no,” the woman said, barely loud enough for anyone to hear, looking quickly at her daughter. “We have to get back, Ally … Playtime is over,” she added, louder this time, placing her hand on the girl’s back and pushing her across the grass in the direction from which she had come.
“But I just got here,” the girl said as she disappeared behind the tent, with a final glance at Evelyn over her shoulder as she disappeared. 
Evelyn could hear the fear resonate in her mother’s shaky voice when she replied, “I said playtime is over.”
Evelyn let her hand drop from her half wave, a sadness washing over her that was so profound she felt like she was swimming in it. Even the children were afraid of her, their little minds poisoned by the adults for whom she had sacrificed nearly everything. Shaking her head at the absurdity, she let herself feel the pangs of sadness for the girl who might grow up never knowing anything but fear and hate, and the heat of anger for the woman who was so certain of her own righteousness. And as she stood there alone, in the cool damp of midday, she felt the hope that there was anything left worth saving in the colony slowly leak away.
“Evelyn,” the doctor called, poking her head out of the tent and waving at her to come inside.
With beads of sweat now starting to drip down her brow from fever, frustration, or fury, Evelyn swallowed hard and forced herself to walk into the tent, trying desperately to put the past ninety seconds out of her mind.
Though the relationship between Evelyn and the councilwoman had always been strained, Evelyn felt that her husband Paul was a pretty ordinary guy. He was huge, but he was gentle in the way gardeners and agriculturalists are often kind and easygoing with those around them. He had never said much to Evelyn, but he never said anything unkind. He also had a thoughtfulness about him, like he measured every word he was going to say before he said it. Evelyn had immense respect for the man, and if it hadn’t been for the crazy woman he was married to and their evil offspring, Misha, Evelyn was quite sure she would’ve made it a priority to hang around him more often. As she stepped through the tent, her heart sank as she watched the big man squirm on his cot.
Sitting on a simple chair by his side, the councilwoman was talking to Doctor Khari, their conversation nothing but hushed whispers and grimaces. Quickly glancing at Evelyn, the councilwoman hardly acknowledged she was in the room.
“Evelyn has agreed to the tests,” the doctor said with a levity in her voice that suggested she was trying to diffuse an already tense situation.
The councilwoman looked at Evelyn, the initial coolness in her stare softening. “Thank you.”
Just then, Evelyn heard a sniffle from behind the councilwoman’s shoulder and looked over to see Misha standing up from the chair in the corner of the tent. She had obviously been crying, her cheeks mottled and red, and she had a sunken look to her eyes Evelyn didn’t think she had ever seen before.
“Are you kidding? Mom, really?” Misha asked, casting Evelyn a burning glare that could’ve set fire to her, the canvas, and everything else around her. “You’re really going to let her near Dad?”
The councilwoman scowled at her daughter, and Evelyn felt the temperature rise in the room. “Listen, Misha, I understand you’re upset, but if she can help your father, I’m going to let her. And so are you.”
“There’s no way,” Misha said, taking another step toward Evelyn, her jaw set as if she were expecting another punch.
Evelyn’s heart pounded. Her face flushed with heat. Expecting Misha to attack her, Evelyn braced herself and clenched her fist, feeling her fingernails digging into her palm.
“Evie,” the doctor said with an imploring tone, causing Evelyn to quickly glance in her direction. The doctor’s eyes were wide, and she was nodding stiffly, looking at Evelyn’s other hand. Not wanting to take her eyes off her attacker for too long, Evelyn quickly glanced down at her hand and saw the thin, wispy silver threads dangling from her fingers. Her heart stopped and so did her breath as she realized she was about to dig her nanites into Misha’s skull for the second time in as many days. A flicker of joy at the thought of that sensation was quickly overwhelmed by the regret of feeling even the least bit satisfied at the thought of causing more pain and more death.
“Back off, Misha,” Evelyn said, trying to calm her nerves and take the edge off her stance. She closed her hand and felt the nanites creep back up into her fingers.
A look of revulsion washed across Misha’s face. “If you hurt him, I’m going to hurt you, and you won’t see it coming.”
“Good to know,” Evelyn said, crossing her arms over her chest. “By the way, Mish, how’s your nose feeling? Haven’t been bothered by any little tickling sensation in there, have you?” A grin crept across Evelyn’s face, though she wasn’t entirely sure she should be getting such enjoyment out of watching Misha flinch.
Not a second later, Tau Moor crossed the room in two giant steps and grabbed Misha around the arm. “That’s enough, ladies.”
Evelyn and Misha glared at one another around the big man. Another groan from Paul Vandergaast on his cot snapped them both out of their staredown. He started to shake and twitch, and Evelyn heard another sniffle from Misha as she walked toward her father, wiping tears away from her eyes.
“Come on, Dad,” she said, kneeling next to her father. “You have to be okay.”
The councilwoman quickly glanced at Evelyn and then looked at the doctor. “Please, Doctor, go do what you need to do, and take her with you.”
Evelyn felt nearly overwhelmed by the rage building deep within her. After so many years of trying to care for these colonists, who treated her with nothing but contempt, she felt like she was going to explode. Part of her wanted to run and just let all of them die, but even deep down in the rotting root of hatred she felt wrapping around her insides, there was still something there. A defiance, a spitefulness to want to prove all of the colonists wrong. To show them, somehow, that she was better than they were, that she was more human than any of them would ever be.
The doctor knelt beside Mr. Vandergaast, and taking the hypospray from her medical kit, she pressed the tip into his neck. After the sound of gas escaping, his twitching stopped and he let out a simple sigh. Evelyn started walking toward the flap to leave the tent.
The doctor looked up at the councilwoman as she stood. “I gave him an opioid. It should help with the pain. I’ll come back later today to check up on him.”
“Thanks.”
“You could be nicer to her, Councilwoman,” Evelyn heard the doctor say as she walked out of the tent. “We are lucky she came back. She’s our best hope for finding a cure for this disease.”
“Yeah? Well, she hasn’t proven she can be trusted. Sometimes I wonder if we wouldn’t all be better off dead than to accept help from her.”
Evelyn felt the cool mist of midday caress her cheek. She smiled, a malicious grin eating away at the corners of her cheeks. “Be careful what you wish for, Vanderbitch. It just may come true.”
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DRAINED
Despite the cool temperatures, it had grown stuffy in the tent from their feverish work and having all of the computers running nonstop. Evelyn braced herself against a tree stump, a momentary dizzy spell almost landing her on her backside in the dirt. Brushing the sweat from her brow with the back of her hand, she looked at Doctor Khari.
The doctor was hunched over a microscope. If it hadn’t been for the fact that she knew she wasn’t, Evelyn was sure she could have been easily mistaken for a wax mannequin. In the moments Evelyn watched while she caught her breath, the doctor didn’t appear to move at all. She didn’t flinch or shuffle or sway. It was like she was caught up in the moment of discovery, afraid that if she blinked, it would pass her by.
She raised her hand, as if to quiet a room, even though there wasn’t anyone else in the room other than Evelyn. Tau Moor had left hours before to tend to his wife.
“You’re not going to try to leave, are you?” he had asked. Evelyn knew it wasn’t that he was worried about her trying to escape, given his expression. The concern on his face was more along the lines of worrying over her safety, like he was afraid she might get mugged on a stroll through town. But after repeated assurances from Evelyn that she wouldn’t so much as look out the tent flap, he reluctantly left. He did try to sneak off, though, which Evelyn found a little humorous given his size—and heartwarming that he was, in fact, worried about leaving her with little protection.
As the stale, unmoving air choked more life out of her lungs, she started rethinking her promise not to leave.
A barely perceptible twitch in her hand and a long exhale, and Evelyn knew the doctor wasn’t seeing what she had hoped. “It didn’t work, did it?” Evelyn asked flatly, already knowing the answer.
The doctor put her hand down on the table to brace herself. “Well … no.” Standing straight, she put her hands on her hips, stretched her back into a great arch, and almost toppled over backward at the effort. She lazily turned to face Evelyn, the look of disappointment scarring the delicate beauty of her olive skin and thin face. “That sample lived longer than any other, though, but I was hoping it was going to be the one … We’re just … we just don’t have time for this. Okay, Evie, it’s time. Roll up your sleeve,” the doctor added, turning her attention to Evelyn like she was a piece of meat thrown into the lion’s den at a zoo.
Momentarily taken aback by the doctor’s directness, Evelyn started to push her rolled up shirtsleeve over her elbow.
The doctor grabbed a sample pack and in seconds had it ripped open, had the tourniquet around Evelyn’s arm, and was drawing vial after vial of blood. When the doctor had gotten to six, Evelyn finally opened her mouth. “Are you planning to leave me with any?”
A smile eased its way across the doctor’s mouth, and she let out an easy, if tired, laugh. “I’m sorry to do this to you, Evie, but we really don’t have time on our side. Given the rate this disease is spreading, I figure we have about five days before the whole colony is infected.”
“That means everyone could be dead in a week,” Evelyn interrupted, surprised at how little time they really did have left.
“Yeah … we don’t have the luxury of taking just a little blood now … I need to run every test I can, and that means I need all of it.” She looked up at Evelyn and winked as she put a stopper in the eighth vial.
With so much blood gone, the woozy feeling Evelyn had before she sat returned, and she felt herself slump.
“I really am sorry,” the doctor said, patting Evelyn quickly on the shoulder and then hustling off to another makeshift lab table. “Try to eat something and drink some of that juice in the container behind the table,” she added quickly.
“Juice?”
“Yeah, one of the colonists made it from some berries they found locally. Don’t worry, they won’t kill you any faster than this virus will.”
Evelyn laughed as she grabbed the thin metal container. Tipping the bottle to her mouth, she felt the burn of the acid on her lips, which had gone dry and chapped from lack of everything. The juice wasn’t sweet so much as watery, and she was instantly reminded of the street taco stand in San Antonio she had stumbled across in finding Tate. What I wouldn’t give for one of those tacos, she thought. Restraining herself, she pulled the bottle away from her lips before she finished the rest of the juice, and then she thought again about the lone petal they had captured.
“Do you think you could find a cure for this disease if you had more samples from the plume?”
The doctor shrugged her shoulders. “I think I was closer to finding a cure after I had some of the residue from the little sample we had … but I’d need a lot more of it, and who knows if one of those storms will blow through again. Why do you ask?”
“I’ve been thinking,” Evelyn said, forcing her back straight and slightly shaking her head to clear her mind of tacos and watermelon drinks. “Those petals in the plume are organic.”
The doctor continued to prepare her samples, only glancing at Evelyn periodically, obviously as a courtesy, given her thoughts were elsewhere. “Yeah.”
“And the storms seem to be coming from the north … The one that rolled over Joseph and me came from that direction, and it looked like the one that rolled over the colony did too.”
The doctor stopped what she was doing, nearly dropping the vial of blood into the dirt, and looked at Evelyn with a mix of surprise and curiosity. “Come to think of it, so did the other two that hit the settlement.”
“So maybe these plumes are coming from the same place … like maybe there’s a source.”
The doctor’s eyes went wide, and she slapped her palms onto her forehead, pulling her fingers through her hair. “Of course! If there is a source, and we find it, we may be able to collect enough of a sample to finish my work. Evie, that’s brilliant! I could just kiss you,” the doctor said, clapping her hands together and standing straighter, a renewed vigor coming over her exhausted body. “But I’ll settle for a hug.”
The doctor raced over and wrapped her arms around Evelyn’s neck. Evelyn tried to return the hug, but the tangle of arms ended up making the whole thing more awkward than anything. Even so, and despite the fact that they both could have used a shower, Evelyn bathed in the simple joy of being appreciated.



PILOT
It took a lot of coaxing, but the councilwoman relented—not openly to Evelyn, but to Doctor Khari behind the shroud of faux privacy offered by canvas walls. Obviously, the idea of sending away the only geneticist working on a cure at the same time her husband was ill clouded her judgement. Evelyn could practically hear her building the stone wall defending her desire to keep the good doctor’s feet planted squarely in camp. Eventually, the councilwoman came around, realizing that the only hope for any of them may be in having the doctor leave to find the source of the plumes.
In spite of the ache in her head and the dizzy spells from her earlier bloodletting, Evelyn found herself smiling. In the entire twenty-three-minute debate with the doctor, not once did the councilwoman refer to Evelyn as an it, a tool, an abomination, or any of the multitude of other insults the woman had hurled at her over the past two months. In fact, she had called Evelyn she and her, words commonly used to describe people, not things. And in a moment that nearly caused Evelyn to collapse into the dirt in astonishment, the councilwoman said, “I can’t have the only two people in camp with a prayer of saving us leave at the same time.”
People—she had actually called Evelyn a person, and for a moment, Evelyn allowed the warmth of feeling needed wash over her, even if she was needed by the woman who had orchestrated her exile.
Tau Moor had offered to come along in the event they needed some protection. It was a gentlemanly gesture, and it offered Evelyn another moment of joy at being made to feel not just like a person, but like a young woman. Doctor Khari thanked him but told him to stay and care for Mina.
Then, much to Evelyn’s surprise, Titus had walked close enough to overhear their conversation, and he volunteered to come along. Once again, Evelyn was made speechless, this time by the bully who had so long ago thumped her in the chest and taken her locket. Of course, Evelyn didn’t want to say she was the only one of the group who could shoot nanite threads out of her fingers and that she would probably be the one doing the protecting; she figured they were all entitled to have their vain little delusions after all. 
Moments later, Doctor Khari, Titus, and Evelyn were lifting off in the shuttle and rocketing north over unexplored terrain.
It had been hours since they left the settlement behind, and while the first hour had all of them sitting in the cockpit, staring at the changing landscape below, they had since taken to resting in Evelyn’s quarters in shifts.
Evelyn figured Doctor Khari hadn’t slept in days, given the pressure she was under to find the miracle cure, so Evelyn asked the doctor to be the first to get some rest. The doctor had insisted that Evelyn wake her in an hour to switch, but that was two hours earlier, and Evelyn figured the doctor needed all the rest she could get. 
They had flown for some time through a range of mountains before they had leveled off to what appeared to be a mostly dry and barren high desert. Cruising at five thousand feet, Evelyn didn’t want to go much higher. Regardless of what she saw in the storms from the surface, she didn’t really know how high the plumes rose, and she was afraid they might sail over the top of one if they weren’t closer to the ground.
“So, why are we looking for one of these storms, anyway?” Titus asked, breaking the silence that had settled between them but not taking his eyes off the landscape racing by beneath the shuttle. Evelyn didn’t feel much of a need to make small talk with the boy who was twice her size and half her IQ, but for whatever reason, Titus had taken up a stilted conversation with her as both of them were more focused on what was happening outside the shuttle than in it.
“Doctor Khari thinks she might be able to find a cure if we can get a sample of the petals.”
“Seems strange.”
“What?”
“That something so pretty could be so deadly.”
Evelyn smiled, a little surprised by the beefeater’s ability to express himself. She nodded her agreement.
Evelyn waited for a moment and then had the unnerving feeling she was being watched. She looked at Titus just in time for him to glance away.
She fumbled her thoughts and thought again about what he had just said. Pretty? Deadly? Evelyn was sure her mouth was hanging open, and she could tell Titus was forcing himself to look out the window instead of looking back at her. She started to pull her thoughts together and was just about to ask what he meant by it when Titus hopped out of his seat, pointing through the glass.
“There! That’s got to be one of the storms.”
Evelyn whipped her head back and felt the cabin spin. Clutching her head, as if it might help keep her eyes from falling out, she slowly stood and pushed herself to look out the window. At first, all she saw was the shimmer of heat reflecting off the desert. But as they drew nearer, she realized the horizon was glowing as if a massive rose-colored tidal wave was moving across the barren sands toward them.
“You’re right!” Evelyn grabbed his arm, partially out of excitement and partially because she was still wobbly from the sudden rush of adrenaline. No sooner had she done so than she jerked it away, feeling her face flush with heat. “Whoops … sorry,” she said, clutching the console again and trying to find anything other than the hulking boy standing next to her for support.
Titus laughed. “Don’t worry about it.”
The plume grew larger, and Evelyn slowed the shuttle to get a better look as they approached. From the air, it was just as beautiful and just as impressive as the one she had seen from the ground. The scanners on the shuttle showed that it was about five miles wide at the base, and the petals rose over two miles into the air toward a peak in the center of the plume. 
“That thing is moving pretty fast,” Titus said as Evelyn brought the shuttle to ride alongside the wave of petals.
“How fast?”
Evelyn turned to see the doctor walking through the doorway into the cockpit. Her brown eyes had a sparkle to them Evelyn hadn’t seen until just then. She was wearing a pair of Evelyn’s dark jeans and a black T-shirt. Her still-damp hair from having used the shower was pulled back in a long braid. Evelyn marveled, speechless, as she entered. Her olive skin hid her age so well she almost looked to be in her twenties—and she looked considerably better than the sea hag impersonation she had going before her nap. Perhaps realizing she was being scrutinized, she stopped and looked down at herself.
“I hope you don’t mind, Evie … I used your shower and borrowed a few things.”
“Not at all,” she said, realizing she was staring and feeling mildly self-conscious about it. “I wish I looked that good waking up from a nap,” she added with a lighthearted smile, which the doctor returned as she resumed her pace into the cockpit.
“So how fast is the plume traveling?” the doctor repeated.
“About forty miles an hour, but it has a tailwind.”
The doctor stood at the console. Squeezing herself between Evelyn and Titus, she gave Evelyn a wink. Evelyn smiled the unsure smile of someone who knew she was missing something but wasn’t exactly sure what it was. Shrugging her shoulders, she decided to give up on it.
“Should we try to get a sample from the plume?” Evelyn asked.
“What direction is it coming from?” Doctor Khari replied.
Evelyn looked again at the console, though she already knew the answer. “From the north, just like the others.”
The doctor nodded. “I think we’re on to something here … Let’s keep going.”
“I agree,” Titus chimed in, as if he really had a vote in the matter.
Evelyn silently nodded but continued to stare out the window at the undulating wave of petals moving across the desert. She remembered the moment she and Joseph had first seen the same phenomenon rolling over the mountain tops, and while she couldn’t be certain, she had a feeling that this beautiful thing before them was every bit as deadly as they thought and was the cause of all their misery.
Evelyn thought again about Joseph and felt a pinch in her chest. Other than the moment in the cemetery and then his mysterious visit at the tent, she really hadn’t been able to be with him at all. She felt the burn of frustration in her shoulders. She realized she was losing feeling in her fingers from clamping them down on the edge of the console. She tried to relax, but it seemed to have little effect.
“Evie?” the doctor said in a tone as if to snap Evelyn out of her trance. “Let’s keep heading north.”
“If we don’t do something about that thing, it might hit the colony,” Evelyn replied, knowing full well that there were too many variables to be certain, but saying it anyway.
“You want to blow it up or something?” Titus asked with more excitement than question in his voice.
Evelyn smirked. She should have known the bully would want to fight, but she was grateful he said it instead of her.
“But if we destroy it and we can’t find the source of these things, we may need this plume to collect more samples,” the doctor argued.
Evelyn turned to the doctor, trying to keep her tone calm even though she felt the tension within her clouding her thinking. “If we don’t find the source, these waves will just keep rolling over the colony until everyone is dead. If we destroy this plume, we may at least buy them some more time and keep the disease from spreading.” Evelyn knew her logic wasn’t sound, but she couldn’t help herself.
The doctor nodded reluctantly. “What are you going to do? Fire a laser at it?”
“Why does everyone assume we have lasers?” Evelyn mumbled, and then turned quickly at the sound of Titus’s laugh, just in time to see the confused look on Doctor Khari’s face.
Evelyn smiled and patted her on the shoulder. “No lasers. Sorry. But those petals are flammable, so I’m thinking if we vent oxygen through the engines, we might be able to set them on fire.”
“Yeah, good idea,” Titus said, nodding his head, clearly excited at the prospect of setting a two-mile-high wave of flash paper on fire.
The doctor glanced at Titus, crossed her arms over her chest, and started shaking her head. “Boys.”
Evelyn laughed again as she accelerated the shuttle well ahead of the plume. “Everyone, strap in.”
As they took their seats, Evelyn banked the shuttle in a wide arc. She figured she’d race along the front edge of the wave, like the pictures she had seen of surfers riding a wave on Earth. She also wanted to come in low and try to catch the petals when they seemed to be the most vulnerable—while they were sparking to inflate—even if it did mean the turbulence from the engines reverberating off the surface might make them all sick. 
“Hang on … this is going to be bumpy,” she said, cinching the lap belt across her waist—and being instantly reminded she needed to eat more as her hips made the first and only contact with the strap.
A second later, as sand raced past not ten feet below the shuttle, and the plume of petals loomed like a tsunami overhead, Evelyn felt the excitement build in her chest. 
The petals flew past the right side of the shuttle’s window as they rocketed across the leading edge of the wave. The powerful engines roared, and the cabin shook like they were sitting in the epicenter of an earthquake.
“I take it back! Bad idea! Bad idea!” Titus yelled.
“Shut up, Titus!” the doctor yelled back.
“Hold on!” Evelyn yelled over them both. She activated the oxygen vents in the engines and immediately felt the explosion of the gas and fire behind them. Her neck popped as her head smashed back into her seat. The doctor and Titus both screamed over the roar of the engines, and Evelyn struggled to maintain control over the shuttle as it careened sideways through the plume. She fired the engines again, halting the screams as they all jerked deeper into their seats, collectively losing their breath.
The doctor grabbed Evelyn, sinking her fingernails into her forearm. Evelyn grabbed her back with her free hand, bracing herself against the rumbling hull. She pushed the engines harder and felt like she was literally having to physically push the nose of the shuttle up by herself. The g-forces pressed her lower in her seat, and she gasped for breath, but within seconds, the shuttle stabilized. Climbing ever higher, the shuttle rose, and after a few moments, the rapid compressions of their hyperventilating lungs slowed as they all caught their breath.
“Let’s not do that again,” the doctor said through a shuddering breath as Evelyn peeled her hand off her wrist.
“Are you kidding?” Titus said, hopping out of his seat, wobbly and clutching the console for balance. “That was incredible!”
Evelyn let out an uneasy laugh. She felt the adrenaline pumping furiously through her body, but she agreed with the doctor; she had nearly lost control of the shuttle and killed all three of them.
The shuttle banked further, and the plume came into view through the window. Evelyn was speechless. Not only had the fire ignited the edge of the plume, but it was racing through the wave, sending a wall of fire two miles into the sky. The heat was tremendous too—almost like the heat of reentering the atmosphere—and they all started shielding their eyes from the light.
“Whoa,” Titus said, finally breaking the silence as the flame burned through the far side of the wave and cooled.
Evelyn flew the shuttle lower, the shimmering glow of the sand catching her eye. “I think the heat was enough to melt the sand into glass,” she said, more to herself than to anyone else.
“That’s over three thousand degrees, Evie,” Doctor Khari added, and sure enough, as Evelyn looked over the scans coming in from the surface, the radiating heat was hovering close to four thousand degrees.
“Whoa,” Titus repeated.
“Yeah, whoa,” Evelyn agreed, unbuckling herself from the seat and standing slowly.
“So we know how to kill it, whatever it is,” Titus said.
“Now we just have to capture it,” Doctor Khari added.
“Without blowing ourselves up,” Evelyn finished, realizing, as they flew over the scorched earth the plume had left behind, it was going to be easier said than done.



DREAMER
Evelyn stared out the window. They had flown north until they came to an ocean. By then it was getting late, and Titus suggested they settle the shuttle on the shore for the night. It was an entirely prudent suggestion. Flying over a moonlit ocean may have been beautiful, but it was still dangerous. Even so, Evelyn didn’t care about prudence. She couldn’t get the thought of Joseph suffering in a cot, somewhere in the colony, out of her head. She also couldn’t get over the fact that they had lived longer than any of the others who had contracted the disease, which made her both hopeful and terrified at the same time. She was fairly certain the nanites had something to do with it, but she didn’t know if they would prevail over the disease or if the disease would leave nothing but an echo of the human race on Orsus. In either case, she felt like she was running out of time, and sitting on the beach, watching the stars, seemed like an incredible waste of their precious time.
Long after Doctor Khari and Titus had found the reclining captain’s chairs in the rear cabin, Evelyn continued to sit in the cockpit, her arms clutched around her legs with her knees pulled into her chest, staring at the moonlit waves.
She was beyond tired. She didn’t even remember how it felt to feel good—or anything other than achy and exhausted. She felt her muscle fibers twitching deep within her, like a monster was trying to claw its way out of her body. But the silence. The waves. The hypnotic rhythm as they rolled up the beach. The foam shimmering purple with moonlight. The monster inside her stilled.
“Remember those tacos we had in San Antonio?”
Evelyn’s stomach grumbled a reply, the sound of Tate’s familiar voice behind her not even causing her to jump. “I wish I could forget them.”
Tate came around her side and sat in the captain’s seat beside her. His clothes were the same as the last time she had seen him—before President Coleson had executed him with a bullet to his head—but they weren’t so threadbare and worn. His black T-shirt hung off his tall frame like it was made of silk, his slacks, as black as her memories of happier times, were faded.
She squeezed her legs tighter to her chest, feeling the stretch in her lower back. “So, are you a ghost or a delusion?”
Tate held out his arm to her, his offer for her to touch him seemingly more of an invitation than a dare. “What do you think?”
Evelyn didn’t move, except to look back out the window at the waves. “I suppose it doesn’t matter. Either way, things have just taken a turn for the worse.”
Tate laughed and lowered his arm, folding his hands in his lap. “How do you figure?”
“Well, I’m talking to things that don’t exist. That’s not generally a good sign.”
Tate laughed again. “So sure of what you think you know, are you?”
“I’m not so sure about anything anymore. What’s real. What’s not. How I’m going to save Joseph.”
“Maybe you’re not.”
Evelyn shot Tate a glare she hoped would send him back to wherever he came from, but he just sat there looking at his hands. Evelyn’s breathing slowed, but she raced past the ache of worry, fanning the glowing embers of anger in her chest.
“So, what are you saying, Tate? Everyone’s going to die?” she asked, flipping her hands into the air in frustration.
“It’s not my place to say,” Tate said, turning in his seat to look at her.
The blue of his irises seemed without bottom, and she found herself sinking into them, letting their coolness calm her. She sat back in her seat and sighed.
“You’re going to try to save them all, Evie. We both know that. That’s just who you are. And most of them will never know, or appreciate, the sacrifices you will make for them.”
Evelyn wasn’t so sure. In the moment, she felt she could count on one hand the number people she wanted to help.
“But,” Evelyn said, feeling like there was one coming.
“But some things are beyond your ability to control them.”
“You’re bringing me down, Tate.”
“I’m not the one who brought it up … I asked you about tacos.”
Evelyn laughed. “Tacos? You want to talk about tacos?”
“I just figured you needed to get your mind off your troubles.”
“By reminding me that I’m starving to death?”
“By reminding you that sometimes, when things look bad, it’s the small hope of finding something good again that will carry you through.”
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WANTED
Evelyn woke with a start and sat upright, immediately feeling her head swirl. She looked around. Bed. Light. Desk. She was in her quarters, and for a few moments, she waited for the room to stop spinning around her.
There was no sign of Tate. She remembered leaving him to his thoughts in the cockpit and collapsing on the bed in her quarters. She was sure he was gone, seeing as she was also certain he had never been there in the first place.
She glanced down at herself and shook her head. She felt like a cavewoman and was sure she looked like one also. She didn’t know when she had become so unconcerned about her personal hygiene, but the mere fact that she couldn’t remember the last shower she had was disturbing, as was the dirt-sweat-smoke odor coming out of her shirt.
She slowly stood and peeled off her clothes in the two steps it took her to cross her room. Locking herself away in the shower closet, she let the warm water soothe her aching body. Twenty minutes later, the air jets having blown her dry, she stood in front of the mirror and wondered if she might ever feel normal again.
The dark circles under her eyes were still there, though the puffiness had receded. Even still, the hollowness of her cheeks, her protruding cheekbones, and the paleness of her skin made her look more like a skull with too little skin stretched over the surface than a teenage girl.
She tapped the skin under her eyes, pinched her cheeks to see if she could get any color to them, and then, rolling her eyes at the futility of it all, she left her doppelgänger behind in the mirror.
Minutes later, she had her favorite jeans and her NASA T-shirt on—though both seemed looser—had her sneakers laced up, and was walking back to the cockpit, threading her arms through the sleeves of her sweatshirt. She felt better wearing her vintage Earth clothes, even though she knew she didn’t look any better.
Coming through the doorway, Doctor Khari and Titus both turned.
Doctor Khari smiled. “You look hungry.”
“I look like I already starved to death.”
The doctor and Titus both laughed, and Titus took a bite of something, fumbling crumbs down the front of his shirt.
“Well, you better get over here and eat something before Titus eats it all,” the doctor said, casting Titus a disapproving eyebrow.
“Sorry,” he said through a mouthful of crumbs and a shoulder shrug.
Evelyn walked around to the console and smiled. Wrapped in paper was another of Mina’s cookies. Evelyn didn’t think she could eat another pasty protein bar, but in the moment, she felt like she could eat nothing but Mina’s baking and be perfectly happy for the rest of her life. Sitting in the captain’s chair, she bit into the cookie and chewed it slowly, trying not to stuff the whole thing in her mouth at once, like Titus obviously had. Even though she wanted it to last, the cookie was gone in a minute, but after not having eaten for so long, it felt good to have something in her stomach.
The sun was already up, and the doctor sat down as Evelyn powered up the shuttle’s engines.
“Now that I’m thinking more clearly, I think we may be able to use the scanners to find the plumes … maybe even the source of the plumes.
“All that desert we flew over was too hot for the scanners to tell the difference between the petals of the plumes and the surface of the ground, but now that we’re going over open water, I bet they can.”
The engines roared as the shuttle lifted from the black sandy beach. The nose tilted down, and the shuttle powered over the deep blue ocean and white-capped waves as they rolled in toward the beach.
“When we find the source, I think I should be the one to get the petals,” Titus said, turning his back to the window and sitting on the edge of the console, staring at the floor.
Evelyn traded a smirk and an eye roll with Doctor Khari. She appreciated the gesture, but she couldn’t help herself. “What a relief … I thought I was going to have to do it, and … well … I’m sure you’ll be fine.”
Titus glanced up from the floor to Evelyn, slack-jawed and with a furrowed brow. “What do you mean, I’ll be fine? What are we going to find?”
Evelyn shrugged her shoulders for effect. “I don’t really know, but with all the heat the petals give off, I’m not so sure our environmental suits will protect us … and if the petals set fire to the suit, well, at least it’ll be over fast.” Evelyn looked at Doctor Khari, who was obviously trying to contain her smile under the shield of her hand.
Evelyn looked back at Titus, letting the expression drain from her face. A second later, Titus had lost all color and turned quickly toward the window.
“Thank you, Titus. Thank you for your bravery … If you don’t make it, we’ll let everyone know how you sacrificed yourself for us.”
Evelyn let a moment pass, letting Titus shuffle uneasily in place, and then she continued.
“It’ll be the stuff of legends.”
Titus looked at Evie over his shoulder, uncertainty scrawling creases across his teenage brow.
“I can just see it now … They’ll write songs about you, and they’ll celebrate Titus Day, and everyone will feast … and the women will swoon, and the men will arm wrestle and drink beer and belch.”
Perhaps realizing he was the butt of the joke, Evelyn watched as his mouth slowly curled into a grin, and she couldn’t help but return the smile.
“Fine, Evie, make fun if you want.”
Evelyn giggled the first laugh she had in days, she was sure. It felt like bubbles in her chest, and it instantly reminded her of how good it felt … to feel good.
“I’m just trying to watch over you, you know.”
Evelyn held on to the lightness for a moment, surprised and glad the big boy could take a joke as well as he delivered a punch. “I know, Titus … but I’m the only one who’s sick right now,” Evelyn added as the good feelings started to leak away, “and we can’t afford for anyone else to catch this.”
Titus smiled. “Fine, but if you get hurt, Joe is gonna be pissed at me.”
At the mention of Joseph’s name, what few bubbles of levity Evelyn had within her evaporated, the worry and the stress of her mission weighing her down as if Titus had just sat on top of her. She felt the smile flicker on her face, but she wasn’t ready to let it go completely.
Trying to rescue her moment, she stood, and perhaps realizing he had said something wrong, but unsure what it was, Evelyn caught Titus glancing at Doctor Khari.
The doctor got up from her seat, and they all stood over the console, watching the water race by underneath the shuttle. “I’m sure nothing bad will happen to Evie, Titus … not with you around.”
Evelyn felt the nudge on her arm from the doctor, no doubt looking for her to say something agreeable, but Evelyn’s thoughts were elsewhere. She felt the swirling of uncertainty about Joseph, and her, and all the weirdness of the past couple days. It felt like she was in quicksand, and every time she fought against it to reclaim some bit of hope, she’d sink deeper into its heavy wetness.
She felt another nudge, and then, like a whisper from down a long corridor, she heard Doctor Khari’s voice. “Evie, are you okay?”
It was the chime from the console that snapped her back into the moment. “What is it, Buzz?”
“Buzz?” Doctor Khari whispered.
“Yeah, the shuttle’s name is Buzz. I name all my machines,” she replied quickly. Titus snickered beside her. “Why does everyone find that so amusing?” she mumbled.
“A heat signature has been located about ninety miles to the north on a small land mass.”
“Is it the same as the one we dealt with yesterday?” the doctor asked quickly.
“It is similar, but the phenomenon is larger,” Buzz replied.
“How much larger?” Evelyn asked this time.
“In volume, by a factor of two. In kinetic output, by a factor of ten.”
“What?” the doctor and Evelyn said together, not so much a question as an exclamation.
“What, what?” Titus stammered. “So it’s big, right?”
“It’s huge,” said the doctor. “It’s twice as big as the last one, Titus.”
“And it’s ten times more powerful,” Evelyn added as she watched his expression morph from uncertainty to disappointment.
“I guess you weren’t kidding about it melting my space suit.”
“No, we don’t have to worry, Titus. I was kidding about that. The suit and the shuttle can handle the petals. What I’m worried about is where that plume is headed.”
“Well, if it’s heading toward the colonists, we’ll just blow it up too,” Titus said, clapping his hands together with a grin.
“I’m not sure the shuttle can take that kind of heat, though, Titus. The petals themselves are not a problem. But if we set fire to a plume with that much stored energy, it could crack the hull.”
“And that’s bad.”
“Yeah.” Evelyn nodded. “That’s about as bad as it gets.”
Evelyn looked at Doctor Khari. “I’m going to go get suited up. I’ve programmed Buzz to take us to the plume. We should be there in about fifteen minutes.”
“I’ll get the collection containers ready,” Doctor Khari added, following her toward the corridor.
“Yeah, and I’ll stay up here … and watch … for stuff,” Titus added, flailing his arms at the console, clearly out of his depth but not wanting it to appear that way.
Evelyn paused for a moment and looked at the back of the hulking boy. It was obvious he was not one to just sit around. Maybe he had outgrown his early boyhood bully days and actually wanted to be helpful. She knew it was a bad idea for him to come, but she figured the survival of the human race on Orsus was at stake.
Walking up behind him, she tapped him on the shoulder.
“You know, Titus, I really could use your help.”
The boy’s head swiveled, and it struck Evelyn as strange that a boy with almost no neck could turn his head at all.
“Yeah?”
“Yeah. I could use some help carrying the sample containers, and I’d feel better knowing you were out there … you know, to watch over me.”
Titus’s face lit, and though it was subtle, Evelyn could see him puff his broad chest. She held back a smile and realized he was either brave or naïve to want to go into the very thing that was killing off their civilization, but she appreciated him for it either way.
“You got it, Evie … I’ll take care of you,” he said, winking and walking past her down the corridor toward the bay at the rear of the shuttle.
The doctor had stopped in the hallway, and as Titus walked past, a knowing grin crept across her face. Evelyn walked close.
“What?” she asked, feeling her face flush with heat.
The doctor crossed her arms and cocked her eyebrow. “You need help carrying two canisters?”
“Yeah,” she said, shrugging her shoulders. “And I wanted him to feel useful.”
“You know, flirting with him is just going to get you into trouble.”
Evelyn’s face flushed again, and she snorted out a laugh. “Flirting? That wasn’t flirting.”
“Well, what do you call it, then?” The doctor tapped her foot and pursed her lips, looking at Evelyn as if she should know better. “Look, Evie, teenage boys are pretty simpleminded. If you talk to them, they think you’re interested. If you smile at them, they think you’re interested. If you touch them or ask them to help you, they think you’re interested. And if you go and do all of those things in the span of ten minutes,” she added, rolling her eyes and flailing her arms, “like you just did … you totally scramble their simple little brains.”
Evelyn gasped a little laugh.
“You think I’m kidding?” the doctor added, smiling.
Evelyn smiled and laughed again, but seeing how the doctor hadn’t changed her stance or her expression, Evelyn crossed her arms and became acutely aware of every cell in her body. “Really?”
“Yeah, really … just trust me on this.”
Evelyn looked at the doctor, her braided hair pulled to the side and running down the front of her shoulder, dark brown eyes large against her slender face. Evelyn knew she was speaking from experience.
“Okay … good to know.” Evelyn nodded an unsure nod, her own brain a little scrambled wondering if she had actually sent Titus the wrong sort of message.
Taking a second glance at the doctor, who still hadn’t moved, Evelyn walked down the hall, contemplating her actions. Entering the bay, she jerked to a stop, her mind grinding to a halt. Already shirtless, with more muscles rippling across his shoulders and chest than a prize-winning bull, Titus was starting to strip off his pants.
Evelyn’s mind lurched back into gear. “What are you doing?” she yelled, now certain that Shani was right, and that Evelyn had, in fact, scrambled his brain.
Hunched over and apparently confused, with is underwear showing, Titus quickly pulled his pants back up. “What do you mean? I thought you …”
“You thought I what?”
“I thought you wanted me … to go … with you,” he added, gesturing lightly to her. “I’m putting on my space suit.”
Evelyn felt her face flush again, and this time, she was sure her cheeks could only be a bright shade of crimson. Catching herself and trying to distance herself from the moment, she marched over to the locker, grabbed an environmental suit, and held it out to him, trying not to stare at his abs. “Over our clothes, Titus! We put the environmental suit on over our clothes.”
Titus’s face went from pink to red to match hers, and he grabbed the suit and clutched it to his chest in an absurd effort to cover himself up. He shrugged his shoulders. “Sorry?” he said as more of a question than an apology.
She sneaked another glance at his midsection, and immediately the doctor’s warning from moments before rang like an alarm bell in her ears. She knew she was making matters worse with each passing second, so she closed her mouth, turned, and walked toward her quarters with her own suit balled up in her arms.
“That’s okay … my fault … should have explained that before,” she called over her shoulder without looking again. “Be back in a minute.”
Evelyn quickly walked into her room, letting the door slide closed behind her. She leaned against the wall, trying to steady her wobbly legs. She wasn’t sure if she was off-balance from the half-naked boy in the bay or because she was still sick from the disease. In either case, she was chastising herself for assuming Titus was disrobing for her benefit, and wished it was possible to kick herself in the posterior for acting like such a ditz afterward.
Just then, she jerked her head back, thumping it into the wall as she remembered something. Wincing and rubbing the back of her head, she sat on the bed, laying the suit across her lap. In the six years they had spent on Vista, the crew and passengers had to perform evacuation protocols every thirty days. This meant that Titus had been through the drill over seventy times in his life, and the drills always involved putting the environmental suit on over their clothes.
“Boys,” Evelyn said, shaking her head and smiling at herself. Titus wasn’t as naïve as she thought.



FIGHTER
Evelyn pulled the thin metal mesh of the suit over her clothes, running the zipper up from her waist and fastening the clasps. The fabric was thin and it had to be. Even though it was only a few millimeters thick, the carbon-fiber and alloy mesh suit still weighed over thirty pounds. She counted herself as fortunate, though. Because they weren’t going into the vacuum of space, her helmet would be able to filter the air on its own, so she didn’t need to carry the breathing tanks that would have added another thirty pounds. Just the thought of all that extra weight made her tired.
Clasping the boot shells over her feet, she clunked her way back into the cockpit to find the doctor and Titus, who was also clad in a black environmental suit, standing at the window in silence. As the shuttle slowed its approach, hovering just feet above the water, the reason was immediately obvious. The island was still a couple miles away and would have looked like any other volcanic island anywhere if it weren’t for the plumes of rose-colored petals rising like smoke from vents along its length.
The petals were everywhere, as far in both directions as any of them could see. They rose in towers, hundreds of yards across, easily reaching into the clouds twenty thousand feet above. The ocean breeze was blowing the ever-growing plume south, toward them and in the same general direction as the colony a thousand miles away.
“Take us in closer, Buzz,” Evelyn said, breaking the fragile silence between them.
Doctor Khari turned at the sound of Evelyn’s voice, looking quickly back out the window. “It looks like we found the source of the plumes.”
“Yeah, I hope it’s the only one too,” Evelyn replied, “because if it’s not, the colonists really don’t have much of a chance.”
Snapping her head back around to look at Evelyn, Doctor Khari seemed to regroup her thoughts. “I think it’s best if we can find a place to set the shuttle down away from wherever the petals are coming out.”
“You heard the doctor, Buzz,” Evelyn interrupted, only glancing for a second out the window. “Scan for a suitable place to land near where the plumes are emerging but still a safe distance away.”
“And I was thinking about the last petal you collected,” the doctor continued. “We need to gather as much as we can, because I don’t want us to have to come back here for more. It incinerated the last time, so I am going to have you use cryogenic containers. They should keep the samples frozen … Hopefully, they won’t explode.”
“Good thinking, Doc,” Titus chimed in, fidgeting a little in his place.
The shuttle glided closer to the island. It was long and narrow, more than seven miles in length but only a few hundred yards at its widest. And even though Evelyn kept looking, she didn’t see anything resembling organic material on the surface. It looked like nothing more than a black volcanic rock sticking out of the ocean with nothing else for hundreds of miles in every direction.
They coasted slowly around the edge. From every angle, there was hardly a section a hundred feet square that wasn’t leaking petals into the air. As they rounded the back side of the ridge, it was obvious the majority of the petals were coming from a gaping cavern near the center.
“How big is that hole?” Titus said, nodding in the direction of the cave.
“It’s about a hundred meters across and forty meters high, and it looks like there’s a slope of rock in front of it … We could try to land there,” Evelyn added.
“Good idea,” the doctor agreed. “That should be far enough away that we don’t have to worry about igniting the plume, and you should be able to get a good sample at the mouth of the cave.”
The doctor was right. Millions of petals were pouring out of the cavern. It looked like an upside-down faucet spewing pink water from the spigot.
Evelyn guided the shuttle in low. She didn’t know what to expect, but her fears that the island was actually some sort of horrible sea monster with a taste for spacecraft and teenagers abated. Even so, she felt her chest tighten as they landed on the surface.
As the engines powered down, Evelyn unclenched her fists and shook out her hands, hopeful the others hadn’t seen that her nerves were getting to her. Of all of them, she knew just how bizarre and dangerous this little adventure could prove to be—if for no other reason than she had come to realize that everything on Orsus could prove deadly.
She walked to the rear of the shuttle with Titus behind her. “We have to go through the air lock because we can’t let any of those petals float in here, and I swear they can sense living things.”
Stopping through the bay, they both grabbed their helmets, and with a quick run of her fingers through her hair, Evelyn put on the helmet and locked the clasps at her neck. Within seconds, purified air circulated around her face and through her sinuses, and for a moment, she wondered why she didn’t wear the rebreather more often, as it was the first time in months she didn’t have the smell of dirt and sweat stuck in her nose.
The doctor tapped the glass on the side of Evelyn’s helmet. “Do your best to fill the containers, but don’t go too far into the cave, and don’t spend more than fifteen minutes out there. Something about this island bothers me.”
The doctor’s confirmation of her own intuition sent a shiver up Evelyn’s spine. “I know what you mean … We’ll make it fast.”
The doctor tapped the glass on Titus’s helmet, drawing his attention from Evelyn to herself. “You,” she added, tapping him on the chest, “bring her back to me … Understand?”
Titus smiled. “No problem,” he replied, and as if to prove his resolve, he went quickly to the armory closet and grabbed a rifle and two magazines of ammunition. Slinging the rifle over his shoulder, he grabbed the sample containers and slung them over his other shoulder. “Let’s go, Evie,” he said, grabbing her hand, nearly dragging her to the air lock. “We’ve got some bugs to catch.”
Evelyn glanced over her shoulder, and even through the glass of her helmet, she could see the smirk on the doctor’s face, though she was sure the doctor couldn’t see her eye roll in response.
They went into the air lock, and Evelyn sealed the hull, expelling the air. Opening the outer hatch, she lowered the expanding ladder. “Now look, Titus,” she said through the intercom between them, “don’t try to be a hero out here. We don’t know what we are dealing with, and the doctor is right … There’s something about this island that is off. We need to get the samples and get back to the shuttle.”
Titus nudged her with his elbow. “Don’t worry, Evie, I got you covered.”
Evelyn rolled her eyes again. She knew she wasn’t getting through to him. Maybe the doctor was right and she had scrambled his brain. “Just don’t forget to take care of yourself too.”
Titus climbed down the ladder first, and Evelyn heard the crunch of his boots on the surface, like he was crushing broken glass. Getting to the bottom herself, she knelt, brushing her gloved hand over the crusty black surface.
“This isn’t a volcanic island, Titus. It’s a coral reef.”
“Okay,” he replied with a loop in his tone that made it sound more like a question.
“Coral is alive, Titus … It means this whole island is a habitat … maybe for other living things, not just the petals.”
“Well, then … here,” he said, handing her the canisters for the samples. “You carry these, and I’ll walk ahead with the rifle.”
Evelyn shook her head. She didn’t know how she had lost control of the mission, but she felt it slipping through her fingers. She still couldn’t tell if he was being brave, naïve, stupid, or if he was just showing off now, but she still appreciated his seeming lack of fear, regardless of his motivation.
Titus unslung the rifle from his shoulder, loaded a magazine, and started toward the mouth of the cave, treading more carefully over the uneven blackened surface. “Just stay close.”
“And you just stay focused,” Evelyn retorted, feeling mildly frustrated at being told what to do by the guy who clearly had no idea what he was getting into.
“And you need to quit worrying,” he batted back.
“And both of you need to quit arguing,” the doctor said over the intercom. “You’re making my ears hurt, and I’m trying to make sure nothing comes slithering out of the dark to eat you.”
“Right,” Evelyn replied, feeling childish. She didn’t need her ego getting in the way, and then it struck her as a little strange and funny that it was, given it hardly ever had before. Jane was the prideful one, Evelyn knew. She had been beautiful and confident in a way Evelyn didn’t think she ever could be, even though they shared the same DNA.
Evelyn kept looking around. For a reef, it was remarkably lacking in any signs of life, other than the petals that she knew were organic. There were no plants, no flowers, no trees, nor birds. Other than a littering of fish bones across the surface, there was no evidence that there had been anything alive anywhere near the reef. It was strange. It almost seemed like the creatures of Orsus had taken to avoiding this island—perhaps the whole area—and the thought made her step faster.
Evelyn placed her hand on the small of Titus’s back, partly to stay close and partly to get him to move a little faster too. And though they only had to travel about a hundred yards to get there, it felt like it took them an hour with the ball of anxiety building and rolling around in her gut.
Coming to the mouth of the cavern, Evelyn activated the lights on her helmet. The plume of petals floating toward them was so thick she could hardly see through it.
Evelyn stiffened her back. “Let’s get to the wall. Maybe we can see better.”
Swatting futilely at the fluttering petals, Titus edged his way to the right side of the cavern. Just as Evelyn had hoped, the plume of petals was less intense toward the side. 
Evelyn stopped at the wall and peered further back into the cave. From the side, she realized the cavern wasn’t that deep—maybe fifty yards at most—but it also looked intensely black in the center, like the floor and wall were absorbing the light emitted from her helmet. The flurry of petals coming from the back was the most intense too, as they seemed to be propelled by a wind whipping through. Just then, staring into the blackness, she caught a glimpse of something moving.
“Do you see that, Titus?”
“You mean the tubes at the back of the cave?”
“Slithering things?” the doctor interrupted. “You two need to get out of there right now. Abort the mission.”
“We’re not aborting anything,” Evelyn replied, feeling her face flush with heat. She could feel the stress getting to her, and it came through her tone. “We may only have one chance to do this, Shani … We’ll be careful.”
“Right,” Titus said as he started walking toward the back.
Not wanting Titus to get too far ahead, Evelyn picked up the sample containers and moved quickly to his side. Even with the lights shining from her helmet, it was nearly black inside the back of the cavern. “Take it slow, Titus.”
“I am taking it slow, and I’m just checking the area. Go collect your samples … I’ll stand watch after I get a closer look.”
Evelyn shook her head again. There was no talking sense into the boy. He was obviously going to do whatever he wanted. She looked off to the side and to the wall and noticed something she hadn’t seen before. She stepped closer, the sound of crunching coral under her boots echoing in the cavern around her. The wall was sparkling, like little flecks of gold reflecting all around her. She knelt and stared.
The entire wall of the cavern looked like it was covered with plaster that was coming loose in big flakes. It glowed a pale pink alabaster as her lights penetrated it, and as she looked at the biggest flakes on the surface, she recognized their shape. They were the petals, stuck to walls. They were coming loose, and as they separated from the wall, the golden flecks she had seen sparked, inflating the petals. They reminded Evelyn of butterflies that had emerged from a cocoon, pumping air into their wings to get them to dry. 
“I think this is the source of the petals. It looks like they grow on the walls,” Evelyn said, more to herself but knowing it carried over the intercom.
“Well, good, because I don’t know what the hell this is back here. They look like vines.”
“Titus, whatever it is, get away from it and help Evie.”
Evelyn drew closer, just inches away from the wall, and watched a single petal spark and partially inflate. She pushed on the wall next to it, and it gave, like it was padded with rubber.
“Oh, no, wait a minute … I don’t think it’s a vine … It looks more like seaweed coming out of this hole in the ground … Well, this one kind of looks more like a tentacle, and the hole is huge too … I can’t even see the back of it.”
The petal sparked again in front of Evelyn, fully inflated, and pulled free, rising into the current of other petals breezing out of the mouth of the cavern.
“I’m going to try to cut some of the petals lose from the wall before they mature.”
“Great idea, Evie. They may be less flammable and easier to study.”
“I can’t tell for sure, but this seaweed … it kind of looks like it’s moving … Maybe it’s just the light.”
“Titus, I told you to get away from there and help Evie. You need to get back.”
“You know, I can’t even see the bottom of this hole … This is really gross. All I see down there is this seaweed stuff and … and … slime. Nasty.”
“Titus!” the doctor shouted over the intercom.
“Okay, okay.”
Evelyn pulled a knife out of the sample case and pressed the tip to the wall. It gave again, and dozens of sparks lit from the surface and deep underneath. “Here goes nothing,” she mumbled, digging the point of the knife into the wall.
“Whoa … something’s happening down there, Evie.”
Evelyn pushed the knife deeper, sinking the blade into the rubbery wall, pushing it two inches deep before she hit something hard beneath.
“Evie, what are you doing over there?” Titus said.
“I’m getting a sample,” Evelyn said, a note of irritation in her voice, feeling like she was having to repeat herself. She carved her knife in a wide arc, feeling the blade grinding on the rock below the rubbery surface.
“Well … whatever you’re doing … these things are moving.”
“What do you mean?”
“Titus, I told you to get away from there,” the doctor interrupted again, her tone more stressed than steady. “The sensors are detecting tremors below the surface.”
“Yeah, fine, I’m coming,” Titus said, a subtle crack in his voice and in his resolve to stare down the hole he had found. “Try to hurry up, Evie. This place is moving.”
Evelyn continued to cut away what she could only describe as tissue from the wall. Digging the knife deeper and finishing her cut, a lump of tissue about a foot in diameter and about an inch thick flopped over her hand and forearm. Kneeling, she laid the tissue across her lap and unscrewed the top of a canister. Dropping the tissue in the jar, she sealed the top, just as she felt the nudge on her back.
Clutching the jar with one hand, she braced herself on the wall with the other. “Watch it, Titus, you almost knocked me over.”
“Evie, I’m not even close to you.”
Evelyn whipped her head around, felt the rumbling earth under her feet, like something had detonated in a far-off place, and then heard the roar coming from deep within the pit. She looked for Titus and then felt the sharp snap of her feet being pulled out from under her. Her helmet crashed into the coral floor. She tried to scream, but her wind was completely gone, and she could feel herself being pulled feetfirst toward the back of the cave.
“Evie! Where are you?” Titus yelled over the intercom.
“Titus!” she gasped.
She heard the gunshots and saw flashes of light all around her. Titus was yelling over the top of her cries. She remembered the knife—she still had it in her hand. She clawed at the ground, trying to stop her momentum long enough to reach down to her feet.
“What the hell?” Titus yelled again, with more gunfire drowning out whatever he screamed next.
She could feel the cords wrapped around her ankles and legs through her suit. She dug the heels of her boots into the reef to stop sliding and caught a glimpse of the cords, realizing Titus was right. They looked more like tentacles than anything else. Slashing wildly with the knife, she felt it dig into the tentacle, but then more were around her, wrapping around her waist.
Flashes of light around her again, and the deafening roar of more gunfire, she could see Titus fighting to get to her.
“Titus, grab the sample and get out of here!” she screamed.
He dove at her from ten feet, crashing into the coral floor, his carbon-fiber suit crushing the reef under him. Getting quickly to his knees, he unloaded the rest of his magazine at everything moving below her feet. The cords around her loosened.
Evelyn bolted to her feet, heading toward the opening to the cavern, and remembered the sample.
“Evie, what are you doing?”
“The sample … We need the sample!”
Another bellowing roar from behind them, and a rumbling of the earth, Evelyn stumbled forward into the wall, face-first, shattering the glass on her mask and sending a searing pain through her cheek.
She gasped and then heard Titus scream from behind her. Grabbing the sample in one hand, she turned to see him fall on his face, the tentacles having grabbed him by the feet. The rifle sailed out of his hands into the dark.
“Evie!” he screamed.
Evelyn slung the canister over her shoulder and dove, grabbing Titus’s hands in hers. Scrambling to her feet, she tried to brace herself into the floor to little effect. She kept sliding, her boots unable to find purchase on the crumbling ground. She felt Titus slipping out of her hands. The cold blackness of the pit drew nearer.
Without thinking, Evelyn ripped off her gloves, lunged onto Titus’s back, and grabbed the tentacles with her bare hands. They were oily and rubbery, just like the tissues on the wall appeared. She forced her nanites through her fingertips, penetrating deep into the long arms of the monster, and then she felt the snap of the spark.
As if it had been stung, the tentacles loosened and recoiled, and Evelyn tumbled off Titus’s back as he stood. He grabbed her hand, yelling something unintelligible, and Evelyn whipped around to find she was on her feet as he dragged her behind him.
Another nudge from a tentacle, another stumble, and again Evelyn grabbed the arm of the beast and felt the prick of her nanites sparking inside its tissues. Another roar from the hole, and a shudder of the reef around them, and they were outside, the blinding sun of midday and the storm of petals floating all around them making it hard to see.
“Run! Run! Run!” Evelyn heard over the intercom, only then realizing Doctor Khari had been screaming at them all along. Evelyn felt more of the petals melt as they touched her face and hands, and she felt the warmth of her blood dripping down her face. They sprinted to the shuttle, Evelyn not daring to look back, afraid that if they slowed even a little, the monster would have them again.
“Get up the ladder, Evie!”
Evelyn ran ahead and grabbed the ladder, hardly taking the time to plant her feet on any rung, her adrenaline propelling her up the ladder with nothing but the strength in her arms. Seconds later, Titus bounded into the air lock, and Evelyn slammed her hand down on the purge button. A blast of air, and what few petals were around them were blown out of the hold. The outer door closed. The interior door opened.
The ringing in her ears made it hard for her to hear the doctor, who had ripped Evelyn’s helmet off her head and was pressing her fingers into her cheek, no doubt to stop the bleeding. It was nothing but noise and chaos all around them.
Titus ripped off his helmet and threw it across the bay with a grunt.
“Titus, are you okay?” the doctor yelled, pushing Evelyn’s back against the wall to steady them both.
“Yes! Yes! I’m fine, dammit. I’m fine!” He whipped his head around, his face nearly glowing red in the dark from the rush of blood through his veins. “How’s she?” he asked the doctor, glancing quickly at Evelyn.
“She’s cut … She may need some stitches, but I think she’s okay.” The doctor looked at Evelyn’s bare hands and winced. Evelyn followed her gaze. Whether it was from letting her nanites push through her skin or from dragging her bare hands across the coral reef, her hands were oozing blood from more places than she could count. Turning her hands over, she saw a couple of the gashes on her knuckles had almost turned black, they appeared so deep.
“Dammit! Dammit! Dammit!” Titus yelled again, ripping his gloves off and throwing them across the bay after his helmet. He was obviously losing control.
Evelyn pushed away from the wall. “We need to get out of here.”
“Evie, I need to take care of your cuts!”
“After we get out of here, Shani … We can’t stick around.”
Titus raced over faster than Evelyn realized he could, and he immediately took her hands in his. Looking her hands over, swearing under his breath, he looked at her cheek and winced.
“I’m fine, Titus. We’re both alive and I’ll be fine.”
“Yeah, but look at you, dammit! If I hadn’t been so stupid … I should have stayed closer to you.”
“You did fine, you big goon!” Evelyn said, pulling her hands free with a huff. Titus’s bedside manners were atrocious, and she didn’t really want to be reminded that she looked as bad as she felt. Even so, she could tell he was clearly taking the whole thing pretty hard.
He turned and walked back into the bay, shaking his head, still mumbling to himself.
“Titus,” Evelyn called after him.
He stopped and turned to look at her over his broad shoulder, still with a pained look on his face.
“You did good … Thanks for not leaving me in there.”
As if the weight of the moment finally landed on top of him, he fell back into a cargo seat with a huff, the hint of a smile cresting his lips. “Thanks for not leaving me either.”



FOOLISH
The hull rumbled as the engines powered, but quickly quieted as the shuttle lifted off from the surface. There were no tentacles in sight. Apparently, the long arms of the monster didn’t stretch past the mouth of the cave. Either that, or it didn’t think Evelyn and Titus were worth pursuing, because there was nothing coming from the cave other than millions more of the rose-colored petals.
Evelyn sat in the center seat and cinched the straps on her safety belt. Her hands had stopped bleeding for the most part, but her nanites still hadn’t made an appearance to suture the cuts closed. Evelyn wondered about it for a moment before she remembered that they were already working double duty dulling her nerves from the disease.
Shaking out her hands, she looked back out the window and then at the doctor and Titus, who had just sat in their seats. “Everyone, strap in. This is going to get bumpy.”
The nose of the shuttle tilted down, and Evelyn hovered the shuttle closer to the plume.
“You’re not going to set that thing on fire, Evie,” the doctor said with a little loop in her tone that made it sound more like a question than an order.
“Oh no, I definitely am.”
“Good riddance,” Titus added.
“Evie, that cloud of petals is a lot bigger than the last one,” the doctor added, clicking the buckles on her belt. “Who knows how bad it’ll be when it catches fire.”
“Like Titus said, good riddance,” Evelyn said, and really, she didn’t care. So far, nothing good seemed to be emanating from the island, the monster within it or the plumes of petals coming from it. As far as she was concerned, Orsus could use one less monster.
She brought the shuttle to within twenty yards of the opening and turned so the rear was facing the entrance.
“Hold on,” she said, gritting her teeth, pushing her back into the chair and digging her fingers into the armrests. She opened the oxygen valves. The engines fired. The shuttle rocketed forward. The chairs creaked under the pressure as the g-forces smashed them into their seats.
Evelyn sucked in air, and just when she thought she might catch her breath, the sky filled with fire. The hull shuddered from a deafening boom, and Evelyn felt every vertebra in her spine pop under the pressure of the shock wave. The shuttle tumbled through the air. Evelyn felt her peripheral vision blacken as she started to lose consciousness, the flashes of sky and sea through the window in split-second intervals making her nauseous. The g-forces were twisting her head off her shoulders. She closed her lids to keep her eyes from bulging out of her head, and then, in a desperate attempt to regain control before they crashed into the ocean, Evelyn activated the autopilot.
The engines fired again. The nose tilted up, and Evelyn felt what little blood she still had drain from her head as everything went black.
 
* * *
 
Evelyn gasped. Her head felt like it had been frozen in ice, and she struggled to breathe. Her vision cleared slowly, but the ringing in her ears continued to make her head swim. She heard clattering on the hull, but it took her seeing a rock the size of a small car sail across her field of view before she realized they were being pelted with debris.
Evelyn accessed the flight logs through her nanites. She had been unconscious for twenty-seven seconds. Buzz had stabilized the ship, and they were rocketing away from the reef at nearly twice the speed of sound.
She pulled her head straight, felt her hands shake as she released her grip on the armrests, and heard her neck crack.
The doctor groaned. Titus moaned something Evelyn couldn’t understand as they both roused from unconsciousness.
Evelyn slowed the shuttle and gently banked it in a wide arc, back toward the reef. As the nose came around, even from miles away, she could see the effects of the explosion. It looked like the plume had set fire to the sky, the entire horizon awash in a haze of orange, and in the center, a mushroom cloud reaching miles into the atmosphere. Black clouds billowed out of the top, and Evelyn continued her wide arc around the reef, awestruck at the force of the explosion she had created.
“Did we do that?” Titus slurred, blinking his eyes unevenly, and obviously still trying to collect himself.
“Yeah,” Evelyn exhaled, her own voice sounding strange in her ears.
Evelyn heard the clasps unbuckle next to her and watched helplessly as the doctor stood, stumbled, and sprawled across the console. She lifted her head slowly, as if she was trying to get a better look at the damage. “You destroyed it … I think you blew up the island.”
The doctor was right. Evelyn kept looking for the land mass that had once been the reef, and there was no sign of it on the sensors. She flew the shuttle closer, the black cloud of the explosion darkening the skies above and still showering the shuttle with rocks and debris. The orange glow of the horizon on fire faded slowly. There was no sign of the reef.
Evelyn didn’t know what she was supposed to feel. Joy? Remorse? Relief? She felt nothing. The fact that it didn’t bother her bothered her a little, and with a coolness deep within her, she unbuckled her straps and stood next to the doctor. The ringing in her ears died. Everything around her snapped into focus, for the first time in what seemed like days.
A second later, and with more grace than the doctor showed, Titus also stood and leaned on the console to look at the white-capped waves covering what had been the monster’s reef.
“All the tissue inside the cave must have ignited when the plume caught fire,” Evelyn said.
“We killed it,” Titus said.
“It’s gone … It’s totally gone,” the doctor added.
“But we’re still here,” Evelyn said with an unsettling evenness to her tone, pride stretching the grin across her face and stiffening her spine. For the first time, she felt like they actually had a chance to survive.



UNWANTED
A shuffling step and a crunch of twigs outside the tent, and both Evelyn and Doctor Khari turned to see Tau Moor duck under the flap. His red eyes and ruddy complexion made it immediately apparent he was having difficulty maintaining his composure.
“What happened?” Doctor Khari asked, standing and walking quickly to meet him. Evelyn followed, though less fast. She felt like she was still at least a pint of blood low from her bloodletting with the doctor the day before, and with the more recent gashes on her face and hands, she was in need of a transfusion herself.
“Oh, I think she’s okay for now. That shot you told me to give her seemed to do the trick … Mina’s resting.”
“Okay,” the doctor said quietly. Evelyn knew it was the pain of watching his wife suffer that was eating away at the big man.
“I just wanted to let you know I was back … I’m going to sit outside for a bit,” he added, clenching and unclenching his fists, perhaps a reflex to keep himself from coming unglued before them. Just as he was about to turn, he looked at Evelyn and nodded his head, almost imperceptibly, for her to follow.
Tau left and Doctor Khari looked at Evelyn, her eyebrows raised in suspicion.
“I better go find out what he wants. Do you need anything else from me?”
“No, go ahead. I just need to prepare the samples of the petals for analysis.”
Evelyn headed outside. Tau Moor had nearly disappeared, taking up a spot about twenty yards from the tent. He was leaning against a tree, looking out across the valley at the mass of tents in the commune.
Evelyn walked close and then stopped, trying to size up the big man. He only gave a glance in her direction at the sound of her almost-silent footfalls but then looked back at the tents.
“I don’t mean to get your hopes up, Tau, but I really think we have a chance at finding something to help Mina.”
At this, a smile flickered across Tau’s jaw but quickly left. “Thanks, Evie, but that’s not what I wanted to talk to you about.”
Evelyn stepped closer and looked out at the settlement with Tau. The skies were still gray, but far in the distance, Evelyn could still see her mountain—the monolithic granite mountain she had first noticed when they landed not three months before. It was taller than anything on Earth, by almost two thousand feet, and its staggering height against the surrounding mountain range was a stark reminder of how different it was from everything else.
“Do you have someplace safe you can hide if you need to?”
It was a strange question, but she knew why he was asking. “I think so. I could always go—”
“Don’t,” Tau said, turning to Evelyn and waving his hand to cut her off. “Don’t tell me … Don’t tell anybody.”
Evelyn was quiet. She wasn’t sure what to say. Tau put his hands on her shoulders and stared at her, his clear blue eyes holding her gaze.
“Look, Evie, we are out of time. I appreciate everything you are doing for me and Mina, and the doctor, but there’s a group of colonists on the outskirts of the settlement … Well, let’s just say I have overheard their conversations, and they mean to hurt you.”
Evelyn was completely at a loss for words. Her mind ground to a halt, and all she could do was listen.
“I’m not trying to scare you … Well, maybe I am a little bit … You need to know how serious this is … The things they are saying are … well, they’re just evil.”
Evelyn couldn’t help but shiver. “But we’re so close. And we went to all that trouble to get the samples the doctor needed. We almost died out there, Tau,” she muttered, unsure of whom she was really trying to convince.
“I know you’ve been through a lot, and I’m sorry, but I am telling you that you are not safe here anymore. Not even for another day.”
“Why are you telling me this?” she mumbled, looking down at nothing in particular.
“Because I don’t think it’s right the way they are treating you. Because I want you to know that some of us care about you. Because I don’t want you to feel alone.”
I’m not alone, she thought, a sinking feeling about Joseph lying helpless on a cot somewhere almost causing her knees to buckle. Stiffening her legs and grabbing Tau’s arm for support, she said the only word to come to her. “Thanks.”
Evelyn felt Tau grab her under the arm as he helped her sit on a chunk of mossy granite. “I’m sorry, Evie. I know this is a lot to bear.”
“I just don’t get it,” Evelyn said, shrugging her shoulders and flipping her hands up, trying not to allow the emotion of the moment to make her start crying. “I mean, I know they don’t like me, but why would they want to hurt me?”
“I know it’s not right, but a lot of them blame you … for the six years in space, for bringing us here, for the sickness … for all of it. They’re just angry that it has all turned out so badly.”
“How is any of that my fault?” she asked, her voice trailing off into the breeze rustling through the trees.
“It’s not, and believe me, there are a lot of us who aren’t going along with that stupidity. But the people who are angry are really angry, and I’m only telling you this because if a mob comes for you, I don’t know if I’m going to be able to stop all of them … I can’t live with that.”
“So, what? You just want me to run off into the woods? I can hardly stand. Doctor Vampire in there sucked out all my blood. I’ve hardly eaten anything in weeks, and I’m sick too.”
The big man chuckled at the lightness of Evelyn’s quip and sat down next to her on the rock. “No, I don’t want you to run off right now. But I do want you to go tonight, before it gets too late. There is a loose board in the back wall of the shed you are staying in. If you put some pressure on it, I’m sure it’ll push free. I’m going to leave a pack in the room for you to take with you. And some more of Mina’s cakes,” he said, choking back a tear as he said her name.
Evelyn felt the weight of what he was saying crush her chest. Her eyes welled with tears. “But if I leave tonight, the doctor will be left all alone to find a cure …”
Tau Moor nodded, and Evelyn watched as a tear rolled down his cheek. “Like I said, I think we’re all out of time.”
Evelyn looked at her hands, which had started shaking again, and she blinked quickly to try to keep her eyes dry. Realizing it wasn’t going to work, she brushed her shirt cuff across her eyes to dab the tears away.
“How about Doctor Khari? Does she know you want me to go?”
“No, she doesn’t. But I have been keeping some of this from her too.”
“Oh, believe me, she knows there are people who don’t want me around.”
“Yeah, but she doesn’t know how bad it is. Anyway, I’m sure she would agree that your safety is more important at this point. She’s on your side too.”
“I just don’t know if I can do it,” Evelyn muttered, the doubts of her ability to survive almost crushing her under their weight. Not only was she sick, delusional, and running on less than a full tank of everything, but she knew Joseph was on the edge of death too. She didn’t see how it was possible for the two of them to escape under the circumstances.
“You can … and you must.”
“But I can’t just leave you … and Mina.”
Tau Moor looked again at Evelyn and cocked a half smile. “Listen … you need to be safe, so go to your place and stay there. Wait for all this to blow over, and those of us who are left will welcome you back with open arms when you return.”
“I know what you’re doing … You’re just trying to placate me so that I’ll leave.”
“You’re a smart girl, Evie, which is why I know you’ll leave … You can’t do anything to help anyone if you die here. So just go tonight, and hopefully, I’ll see you again one day soon.”
Evelyn nodded reluctantly. She knew he was right. There was no way to help Joseph or Mina if a mob came for her in the middle of the night. Evelyn smiled, stood, and as Tau Moor stood to escort her back to the tent, Evelyn turned and wrapped her arms around the big man, her head hardly reaching any higher than his chest. She felt him wrap his arms around her too, patting her shoulder, like a father might have if she had ever had one.
“I’m not giving up on you or Mina.”
“I know, Evie, and that’s why I’ll choose you over the rest of these people any day.”
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SCOURGED
The wooden bolt slid into place with a thud, and Evelyn knew she was locked in the room. Just as Tau had said, there was a pack on the chair in her room and an extra wool blanket on the cot. Rummaging through the pack, she realized it was full of the cookies Mina had made, a few foil-wrapped nutrition bars, and a couple of bottles of water. In all, it was enough for a normal person to live on for a few days, but Evelyn figured she and Joseph could survive for a couple of weeks if they needed to on the meager assortment of foods.
What she was more relieved about than the pack and the food, however, was the blanket. Even just walking from the lab to the shelter where she was, Evelyn had gooseflesh and chills. She was certain it wasn’t only because of the rapidly dropping temperature—her fever was acting up again.
Evelyn walked along the back wall of the shelter, gently kicking the boards. If one was loose, she didn’t want to draw too much attention to it, but she wanted to make sure she wasn’t caught off guard either. After several thumps of her rubber sole on the wooden planks, she found the one Tau Moor had described. It gave easily under the pressure of her kick, and she knew it wouldn’t take but a second to pry it loose and squeeze through the gap, pack and all.
Lying on the cot, time was all she had. Even though her body and mind desperately wanted to sleep, she knew she might not wake up again if she fell asleep and the mob came for her. She mulled her plan over in her mind: find Joseph and get to the shuttle. From there she had no idea what to do, and the ruminations about going back up to Vista to try to find a cure, going back to Earth with Joseph, or just going back to their lake twisted her thoughts into a sluggish mass of tangles.
Her head ached. Her eyelids drooped. It was too quiet. The air was too still. She couldn’t help it. I’ll just rest for a second.
She opened her eyes and sat up on the edge of her cot, the brightness of the lights around her making it hard to see. She blinked. Her sister came closer.
“What am I going to do? What do I do?”
“It’s time to go.”
“But I can’t. I’m not strong enough. I’m not as strong as you.”
“You are stronger.”
“I can’t leave.”
“You must.”
“I need Joseph.”
“You will go on.”
“Why did you have to go? I miss you.”
“Open your hands.”
She stretched out her arms, palms up. In the cup of her hands was a seed. She closed her hands around it.
“You will find life.”
She closed her eyes, the dull ache from the brightness of the light waning. She breathed and felt the warmth from the seed. The heat grew. It crept up her arms like she was dipping them in sunlight. Into her chest it soaked, the heat growing within her, and then, like a spark, it lit in her chest. She felt her heart thump. Thump. Thump. Thump.
“Wake up.”
Her heart pounded. Evelyn opened her eyes and sat up on her cot, relieved for a moment that it was a dream, but disturbed again by the sinking feeling in her gut. She loved her sister and missed her terribly since the accident. Most of the time, the dreams she had of her made Evelyn feel like she wasn’t really gone. But she didn’t need her sister, even in a dream, implying Joseph might not be with her. Not now. Not ever.
Evelyn spun around, trying to determine how long she had been asleep. Her room was completely dark, except for what little natural moonlight crept through the seams between the boards. She could see the unlit lantern on the stand near the back wall. She stood, felt the room spin around her, but still managed to stumble to the lamp. Lighting it, she lowered the flame to where she could barely see, but see well enough.
Find Joseph. Get to the shuttle. Don’t get caught.
She grabbed the pack, moved to the loose board in the wall, and, getting down on her hands and knees, pushed on it. The steel pins holding it in place gave reluctantly, whining their creaking cry as Evelyn loosened the board from the beams. It was a great deal heavier than she had hoped, and after feeling as though her wrists were going to snap, she let the board fall into the dirt with a thud.
Beyond the walls of her shed, things sounded quiet, but she knew the settlement was just over the grassy bluff. If the colonists were planning to come for her, she knew she wasn’t likely to hear any of it until they were nearly on top of her.
She stuck her head through the gap in the wall. The temperature had dropped at least thirty degrees from earlier in the day, and the icy wind felt like it was going to freeze the beads of sweat that had pricked upon her brow. She wiped them away, stuffed the pack through the gap, and then climbed out after it. She still had on the jacket Doctor Khari had given her to wear, but Evelyn couldn’t decide if the cool air felt good against the feverish heat coming off her skin or if she was about to start shaking uncontrollably from the chills. She decided not to think about it.
Find Joseph.
Gathering her pack and the extra blanket around her, Evelyn stayed low. There was nobody in sight. Even Tau Moor, who she thought would have been close by, hadn’t appeared at the sound of the heavy board pounding into the dirt. Evelyn figured it was to be expected. He didn’t want to know where she was going.
The memory of Jane being imprisoned on Earth in the DF-23 death camp stalled in her thoughts. Not only had Jane been electrocuted while she was there, but she had a tracking device implanted, rather barbarically, in her forearm. The device had even burned a tattoo of her identification number on her arm from the inside out. She didn’t imagine the colonists would go so far as to torture Tau Moor for information when they discovered Evelyn had escaped, but under the circumstances, with the colonists falling dead like prisoners in a gas chamber, she couldn’t be too sure.
He’s going to be pissed, she thought, wondering how Tau might react if he found out she wasn’t running straight away. Biting her lip in a desperate attempt to keep herself focused on helping Joseph, and not on the few people she was letting down by leaving, Evelyn jogged to the bluff.
She still hadn’t seen anyone, but on cresting the bluff, she saw a group of colonists, illuminated by moonlight and campfire, congregated near the center of the compound. Even at a distance, Evelyn could tell they were agitated, just by their jerky movements. Their words weren’t audible, but their shouts carried on the wind. They raised their lanterns, shouting again. If they weren’t organizing to hunt her down, Evelyn didn’t know what they were doing.
Hoping she hadn’t been seen, she turned out the lantern, figuring she couldn’t be too careful under the circumstances. Heart thumping hard enough she was sure the colonists could hear it even at a distance, Evelyn tore down the side of the bank. She had a long way to go to get to Joseph, assuming he was in one of the tents he had used before their exile. They were on the far side of the compound, and the only thing she had going for her in the moment was the semi-darkness of the cloudless night.
The mass of colonists started walking in her direction, toward town, and Evelyn knew she didn’t have the time to skirt around the whole compound. Once they realized she wasn’t in her cell, they would send out search parties, and given her weakened condition, and Joseph’s, neither of them would last long. Her only chance, she figured, was to cut through the tents on the outskirts, hope to find Joseph, and get to the shuttle before they were seen.
Evelyn ran, the smell of sickness clogging her sinuses, and the sweat of sickness pouring down her face. Her lungs burned from the cold air. Her eyes struggled to maintain focus in the dark, and she felt vertigo latch on to what little sense of balance she had. Swaying a little, she caught herself and continued to run at the outer ring of tents. Seconds later, falling into a heap in the dirt behind a darkened tent, Evelyn struggled to breathe evenly, desperately trying to catch her breath and trying not to cough at the same time.
Glancing over her shoulder, the hair sticking up on the back of her neck, she caught a glimpse of the mob moving toward the bluff and the town center beyond. She stared for a moment, but just when she figured they might continue marching, they stopped.
Evelyn’s heart stopped with them. She could feel their eyes on her, and she felt glued to the dirt where she knelt. The world wavered around her again, and she struggled to see what the mob was doing. Evelyn crawled around the side of the tent, gathered herself together, stood, and then made her way around the back side of more darkened tents.
Find Joseph.
The voices were getting louder around her, but Evelyn couldn’t tell if they were coming from the mob or from others. She felt her pulse quicken, her heart pounding against her ribs. She knew her chances of getting to Joseph undetected at this point were slim, and it didn’t matter if the person she ran into was friendly or not. She was certain it wouldn’t work out well either way. Hiking the blanket up over the top of her head, she walked, hopeful anyone who saw her might just assume she was any other colonist.
Rounding the corner of a tent, she brushed passed a small group of people huddled around their campfire not ten yards away. Whether they noticed her or not, she couldn’t tell as she diverted her face and eyes into the shadows of her cloak.
More voices and rumblings and lights, and Evelyn’s heart felt like it might crack her ribs from the force of its labored beat. She moved quickly. Around another tent and around more villagers, and as she made her way across the last of the campfire-lit gathering areas, Evelyn finally relaxed, the thought that she just might find Joseph easing her anxious mind enough for her to think.
There was a cluster of seven smaller tents pitched on the outskirts of the compound on the far side. They had always been used by some of the older boys who didn’t really want to stay with their parents. Joseph didn’t have parents on Orsus to begin with, so he had also camped in the outer quarters.
As she approached the tents, Evelyn felt the desperation welling inside her. Glancing quickly toward the airstrip, she noticed that her shuttle wasn’t more than a half mile away. There weren’t any lanterns or lights to illuminate the black, hulking bulk of the ship. Evelyn’s spirits soared, feeling like they just might have a chance.
“Joseph,” she called quietly into the darkness, unable to suppress her nervous excitement.
“Joseph.” She peeled back the flap of the first tent. A glance and a sigh later, she realized it was empty, and went on to the next. In less than a minute, Evelyn peered inside two more dark and empty tents.
Coming up behind the fourth tent, Evelyn continued to step lightly in the damp grass—for what reason, she couldn’t discern. She was negating any chance of going unnoticed just by calling out his name; her cautious footfalls in the grass weren’t doing anything but slowing her down.
“Joseph,” she whispered, rounding the front of the next tent.
“Well, well.”
Evelyn jerked upright at the sound of Misha’s voice and had to lock her knees to keep from falling over. Her heart pounding in her chest, she felt her stomach knot. Next to her was Autumn. The two had been inseparable, even as kids on Vista, and with the moons of Orsus casting a silvery light, they looked like two hungry dogs finally finding their piece of meat.
“See, Mish,” Autumn said, crossing her arms across her chest, a smugness in her malicious grin. “I told you she’d try to escape.”
“Yeah,” Misha acknowledged, staring at Evelyn. “I don’t know what my mom was thinking, trusting you to help.”
“I’m not a prisoner, Misha,” Evelyn stammered.
“Maybe not, but you should be treated like one.”
The girls stepped toward Evelyn. She took a hesitant step back.
“I told you I was going to get you. I just didn’t think it would be this easy.”
Evelyn blinked. There was a loud snap, a flash of dirty yellow light, and a split second later, Evelyn crumpled on the ground. She gasped, unable to catch her breath, her body convulsing wildly, the searing chemical electrical charge from the pulse pistol wrenching her back into an unnatural arch.
Every sense and cell screamed within her, but the involuntary hum was the only actual sound she could make. She tasted the salt of the blood in her mouth, no doubt from biting her tongue, and even though her tongue felt like it was on fire, she couldn’t unclench her jaw.
“Damn, I’ve never seen anything like that.”
Despite the twitching, Evelyn could see Autumn and Misha had walked closer. Misha let the pistol hang heavy in her hand. “Now she looks like the animal she really is.” Misha knelt in the dirt not a yard away, the pistol resting casually on her knee. “You know, Autumn was sure you’d try to run. All we had to do was wait in the trees for you to make your move.”
At this, Autumn sneered and shook her head.
“You’re scum, Evelyn. Trash. I was glad when we kicked you out. But I was willing to wait to see if you were going to help my dad.” At this, she ground her jaw, trying to hold back her emotions, and she started to shake her head. Tilting her head back and blinking quickly to keep the tears in their place, she stood. “But I knew it … You’re not going to help anyone but yourself. And since my dad …” Her voice cracked and trailed off. She swallowed hard. “I’ll make sure you suffer too.”
Another snap, and Evelyn felt a second bolt of white-hot electricity surge through her body.
“I don’t know how many of these you can take before you die, but let’s find out,” Misha said, pulling the trigger again.
Another blistering smash of chemicals on her forehead, and she heard herself scream, this time sounding as if she were an animal being slaughtered.
“Hey, we found her. She’s over here,” Autumn yelled.
Beyond Evelyn’s screaming and the sound of dirt grinding into her skull from convulsing on the ground, she heard the thunderous footfalls of the mob.
No, please, don’t.
“It’s time for you to die,” Misha said, and for a moment in the dark, Evelyn saw the evil grin of irony creep across her jaw as the girl with the gun echoed her own words back to her—the same words she had used to pronounce a death sentence upon President Coleson and his army of rangers.
Evelyn’s whole body was covered with wetness—sweat, blood, spit, she couldn’t tell—and then they were there.
The sting of another electrical charge. The sickening thud of a boot in her side. The sensation that her ribs were turning in on themselves, fracturing like glass into her burning lungs. The roar of rage all around her.
“Get her hands before she—”
The crunch of the bones in her fingers as the boot smashed it into the dirt. She screamed again.
“Joseph!” she gurgled through sobs and tears. “Please!” She tried to curl into a ball, but there were too many fists, sticks, boots. They came from everywhere. She started to go numb. She would have relented, but she couldn’t control her convulsions. Another blow, kicking the wind out of her. She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t see—her face, the mud, the blood, all smothered together—and then she felt the toe of a boot smash into her temple, and everything went black.
 



DETACHED
The room. Her room. Her prison. How long it took her to realize that’s where she was, Evelyn had no idea. But in the moments it took her to open her eyes and to see through her swollen and aching face, she lost track of time. She exhaled a raspy breath, her tongue searching the inside of her mouth, trying to determine if she still had all her teeth. She wasn’t totally sure. Her brain and body still felt detached, like her body was dead and decomposing, but her mind was still trying to make it move.
“I can’t believe you’re alive after that.”
Evelyn turned her head slightly to see the face of Doctor Khari as she stood over her, a look of deep concern etched into her brow.
Evelyn started to sit up, still taking inventory of her body. Whatever was going on with her, she knew her nanites were working overtime to keep her alive between the beating she just took and the disease she was still fighting off. Evelyn felt the doctor’s hand on her shoulder.
“I feel like …”
“Go ahead, you can say it.”
“I feel like I’ve been turned inside out.”
“I thought you were going to say something else.”
“I was.”
“Well, you don’t look like you’re inside out, but you did when we got you back here.”
Evelyn sighed and immediately winced. There was hardly a spot on her body that didn’t feel like it had been beaten with a mallet.
“Thanks.”
“You know, you might want to rest. I’m honestly surprised you’re alive. You are one tough girl.”
“Yeah, I’m a real badass.”
The doctor laughed. “At least they didn’t beat your sense of humor out of you.”
Evelyn lifted her shirt enough to see the purple sheen of the bruises on her ribs. They looked bad. Even when they arrived on Orsus, she’d had less fat and fewer curves from top to bottom than a preteen boy. But after months of malnutrition and a week’s worth of sickness, there was nothing left of her but skin stretched too tightly over bones. From her vantage point, her ribs on one side looked more like a bag of marbles under a purple scarf than an actual body part, and she winced again as she touched the spot with the tip of her finger.
“I don’t even want to see my face,” she said, trying to make light of her situation, and glancing at the doctor in the hopes of getting some affirmation that she still had all the right parts in all the right places.
“No, you don’t,” the doctor said with a smirk.
“I hate to say it, Shani, but your bedside manner is in need of some polish.”
“Yeah, I know, Evie … I don’t mean to make light of all this, but honestly, I’m just really relieved.”
The doctor turned away, but Evelyn caught the quiver in her chin before she completely had her back to her. Rummaging through her pack on the chair, she withdrew something small, dropped the bag in the dirt, and, dragging the chair close, sat in front of Evelyn with a more stoic expression on her face.
“I left to go check on Paul Vandergaast when I heard all the shouting. By the time I got there, some of the boys were pulling people off you, but it was like nothing I have ever seen, Evie.”
Evelyn froze, feeling the pulse of her heartbeat in her face and neck as her heart worked overtime to push blood throughout her swollen body.
“I’m a doctor. I’ve seen a lot of really bad things, but until last night, I hadn’t ever seen the bad things while they were happening. I had only ever seen the after, not the during, and I have never seen people behave like that. I didn’t know people could … I mean, I knew people could do that. You read about it and hear stories, I suppose … but I didn’t really know.”
“I did,” Evelyn mumbled. 
She saw the tears form in the doctor’s eyes. One slid freely from her tear ducts, the skin around them blackened by lack of sleep, her olive skin made pale by sorrow. 
Wiping the tear away, the doctor forced a smile. “Kind of makes you wonder what we’re trying to save around here, huh?”
“Yeah.” Evelyn tried to smile but couldn’t. She didn’t have the compassion left to worry over how the doctor was feeling too. “Welcome to my world.”
Doctor Khari nodded slowly, as if she had just then weighed and measured the colonists’ judgement that Evelyn was not human, and found it wanting.
Evelyn looked at the doctor’s hands, and as if realizing she had something in her hand herself, the doctor handed the small mirror to Evelyn. “I’ll say this, Evie, you look a lot better than you did when you came in here.”
Evelyn brought the mirror into her view. She felt her heart pound in her chest. The compact mirror was small enough that she couldn’t take in the full view of her face, and with a fleeting pinch of sorrow in her chest, she was glad for it. Both eyes were black, like two voids in her skull. Her cheekbones, like her side, were changing shades of purple and black, though she was surprised to see that the swelling was less than she had expected.
What she had not expected, however, was to see the silvery thread of nanites knitting together her forehead above her right eye. Whoever had kicked her in the face had opened a cut with the toe of their boot that was at least six inches in length. It wrapped from her ear, along her brow, almost to the center of her forehead. But just as they had when she gashed her leg open months before on a boulder in the lake, her nanites had filled the gap, pulling the skin together like silver sutures. They had also done the same thing to her lip, pulling the skin back together. Given the silvery knit ran all the way into her nostril, she wondered if, for a while there, she might have had nothing but skull showing when she was screaming in the dirt.
Around the nanite sutures in her forehead, the skin had already taken on the greenish hue of an old bruise, and with the crust of blood in her hair, the gangrene tone to her skin, her swollen and distorted features, and the prominent metallic decoration to her lip and forehead, she could only think one thing—her own words and worries, and the months of insults from the councilwoman and the villagers haunting her in the deep recesses of her mind.
Monster.
“And this is better?” she asked quietly, as if the mirror might answer her back.
“When we got you back here and in the light, you looked like you were wearing a metal mask.”
“Was Joseph there … to help, I mean?” Evelyn asked, afraid she already knew the answer.
“I don’t know, Evie, but I don’t think so. I’m so sorry.”
Evelyn felt the sinking in her belly, unsure whether she still really had her one friend, her best friend, anymore. With all that had happened, she wanted him close, she wanted to be with him, but she couldn’t be sure that would ever happen. She felt trapped and lost, and she couldn’t think straight about any of it.
Just then, Evelyn noticed the shimmering on the back of her hand. It was the same hand the villager had stomped when she was lying helpless in the dirt. The nanites had stitched her knuckles together, and she felt like she had pins running through her fingers. Her hand didn’t feel right, but then again, no part of her did.
Only upon seeing the metal lining to her knuckles, in the moment of intense self-awareness, did she recognize another sensation. It felt like an electrical charge, like she was connected to a battery pack. She felt anxious, and whether it was just her eyes getting twitchy, her hand actually shaking, or her nerves overloaded with stimuli, she felt like everything within her was vibrating. Make it stop.
She clenched her fists, smashed her eyes closed, and locked her back and neck, holding her breath. Make it stop!
She ground her teeth. Make … it … stop!
She realized she had felt that sensation before, but she couldn’t separate it. Is this how I always feel?
“Are you okay?”
The doctor touched her shoulder, and Evelyn felt her skin recoil. Evelyn jerked her shoulder back, the warmth of the doctor’s hand feeling like a sunburn on her skin.
“Evie?”
She wanted to scream. She felt her lungs expand, like a tumor was growing within her, inflating them like a balloon. She shook her head and let out a gasp, and then, as if a geyser was building within her, she exploded into great heaving sobs.
“Evie,” the doctor said, trying to grab her shoulder again.
“No! Don’t!” she sobbed, jerking free. She couldn’t stand it—the touching. She wanted to rip her own skin off. As she looked at her forearms, bruised blue and purple, she realized she couldn’t get away from any of it. “Just … no! I just need …”
The doctor leaned back and held up her hands, and Evelyn thought she saw the start of tears forming in her eyes too. “It’s okay, Evie.”
“No … No, it’s not. It’s not!”
“I don’t mean it’s okay what they did … I just mean it’s okay to feel—”
“But I don’t,” Evelyn interrupted, gasping, standing and kicking back her legs just enough to send the cot skidding sideways across the dirt. Evelyn crossed her arms across her chest, felt the shuddering in her chest, and squeezed as if that might help it stop. Her mind was galloping away from her like a crazed horse, and she couldn’t rein it in.
She couldn’t stop replaying everything over in her mind. The councilwoman telling her in one moment she was a disgusting worm, inhuman, trash, and then exiling her from the colony. The colonists pelting her with rocks. Mrs. Telini spitting in her face. The little girl and her shopkeeper mother who practically ran from her when she dared to wave at them. Misha standing over her with the barrel of the gun pointed in her face. The shouts and the screams of the mob as they beat her into the mud, without mercy, without compassion. The images roared through her field of view, and she clutched her scalp, trying to hold on to anything.
She remembered the moment she woke in the lab when she first felt the colonists’ judgement that she was not like them. Then all the accusations since—that she was not a real person, that she could never understand. “Abomination,” they’d called her. She felt herself tear at the unending string of nightmarish memories, wishing they could be locked away and forgotten, like cobwebs in a dusty attic.
She froze, and then, just as she had recognized the static of anxiety deep inside her moments before, and wondered if it had always been there, she felt something even deeper. A cold place. A deep well of blackness. She felt herself falling into it, letting it swallow her into its vastness. Whatever she was, or hoped to be, was so small it no longer mattered. She let herself go into it, the absence of joy so profound she thought she might never find it again.
The searing terror of panic gripped her. She tried desperately to claw her way back, to find some shred of goodness and hope, but there was nothing. She felt the girl she wanted to be, the life she hoped she’d have, slip through her fingertips. And then it was gone.
Evelyn stood straight and realized she was no longer sobbing or crying, shuddering or shaking. “I feel nothing.”
“Evie?”
“You heard me,” she said, turning to face the good doctor. Evelyn saw the flicker of fear in her eyes, no doubt at her gruesome appearance and coldness. She didn’t care. Evelyn stepped closer to the doctor and watched as she stiffened her back. The monster was near. “I feel nothing … for any of them.”
Doctor Khari remained silent, the fear abating from her eyes, a simple sadness taking its place. She nodded. “I understand.”
“Thank you for saving me out there, and for being good to me, but I can’t do this anymore. I’m not going to help these people … I’m through.”
“Well, before you say that, you ought to know something.”
“What?”
“I’m not the one who saved you … It was Collette Vandergaast.”
Evelyn was surprised, but she didn’t flinch.
“Before I could get there, she threw herself on top of you. She was trying to protect you.”
“I don’t believe you.”
“It’s true, Evie. Really. She was screaming at them to stop, and she got pretty beat up herself … before everyone figured out who she was.”
Evelyn started to turn, a hint of warmth in the vast coldness within her, but she choked it, swiveling back in her spot, firmly grounded into the dirt of the cold alien planet. “She wasn’t trying to save me,” she said. “She was trying to save her husband. She doesn’t care about me beyond what she thinks I can do to save him.”
“You may be right.”
“I know I’m right. If her husband wasn’t close to death, she would have let them kill me.”
The doctor nodded again. “Well, it doesn’t matter anymore whether or not you can help him … or her. He passed away in the night. Paul Vandergaast is gone,” she added, shrugging her shoulders as if the weight of death no longer bore her much burden.
Evelyn waited for the pinch of emotion. Mr. Vandergaast had been a good man, and she expected to feel a twinge of sorrow at the news he had died. But nothing came. She realized she really did feel nothing, and there was no lingering nuisance of emotion to bother with. “She didn’t deserve him and neither did Misha.” The cruelty of the remark rang in her ears like cymbals clashing and reverberating off concrete, but she stiffened.
The doctor stiffened also, perhaps finally growing weary. “Yeah, well, that may be true also … but it doesn’t matter … The councilwoman has the disease now too.”
Evelyn’s first thought was of Misha, crying over her mother’s body while the councilwoman writhed in pain. Her second thought was of Misha lying next to her mother, following in the same painful demise—and without so much as a pinch of guilt against the peace that washed over her, Evelyn smiled.
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MONSTER
If it hadn’t been for the fact that there was still an angry mob interested in finishing the ignoble work they had set their hands to the night before, Evelyn would have been content to wander off into the woods without so much as a care, never to return. In fact, she continued to stir and fume and smolder, only finding shallow satisfaction in the notion that in just a few short weeks, she might be left alone, for good, on the planet she found only months before. The thought didn’t lift her spirits, but strangely, she found herself content in the misery that she might live to see that pain, knowing she would be the one to triumph over all these miserable people. Very little moved her. Even the thought that Joseph might die as well felt strangely certain, like it was meant to be.
And there he was again. Joseph. It seemed she could hardly have a thought that didn’t end with him, or his crooked grin, or his mossy-green eyes, and for a moment, her armor felt like it might crack. She didn’t know where he was, only that he was probably suffering—if he was even still alive—and the callousness she felt about not feeling like she needed to run to him only served to refortify her armor.
She pulled the jacket around her tighter, not because of the evening chill but more because of what it meant to her—protection. It was like the fibers in the coat became a shield at her touch, her will fortifying it with all she’d ever need to be safe. And there she found her protected self, following the doctor, against her better judgement, back to the lab to check on the councilwoman whom she couldn’t bring herself to care a thing about.
The entourage seemed completely out of place on a planet a galaxy away from Earth. Along with Doctor Khari and Evelyn, they had the escort of four men. Tau Moor was in the lead along with Titus. Behind her, and obviously keeping their distance from the doctor and her monster, were two more colonists. Rinka Night was one of the boys Titus and Joseph had hung around with since they left Earth. He wasn’t as tall as the other boys, and he wasn’t as built either. Having him behind her, guarding her on her way to the tent, seemed like a waste, like he was just a pawn on the chessboard—easily sacrificed and not strategically important to her safety. The other escort was Brennan Morrow, the man who had tried to restrain Adam before Adam planted his face into the wall.
The fact that she needed an armed escort seemed ridiculous, especially given where they were, but each carried a rifle and sidearm, and as Evelyn peered into the forest and further to her left, along the knoll between her and the valley of tents, she was glad for it. She cared nothing for any of these people, she was convinced. But the thought of being disemboweled by what was left of their pathetic colony was unsettling. She was also convinced of something else: if it weren’t for her bodyguards, the dozens of onlookers she saw, even at a distance, would have closed the gap between them and rushed her with everything they had.
She thought it strange that they didn’t shout or even move. A few were close enough that even in the exhausted light of dusk, she knew who they were. The majority were not; they stood on the knoll, unflinching, unmoving, or in the trees, barely black against the growing blackness beyond. She stared, trying to see who they were so she could hate them too, but then she would blink and they’d be gone. Or she’d realize she was staring at a tree stump or a rock or some other inhuman element.
Her breathing was even despite the nerves that twisted up her gut like snakes in a barrel. And though she had grown accustomed to it, the burning char of the dead still stained the air around her. At times it was thick, like she was hanging her head over the fire, inhaling pillows of blackened smoke. At others, it drifted past her nostrils like a fleeting memory, reminding her at once that it was something important but no longer worth worrying over.
As they approached the tree line, Evelyn glanced over her shoulder to see a line of men on the ridge above her, their bodies nothing but black silhouettes against the star-speckled sky. They moved but said nothing and then vanished almost as quickly as it took for her to register their existence. Ghosts, she thought, nodding to herself, feeling it was fitting for the monster to be haunted by the mounting dead around her. She thought she might even deserve it, if there were spirits creeping out of the black hole of sins she so willingly let herself sink into.
They followed behind the sweeping lights of the lanterns into the trees.
“I had Collette brought back to the lab,” the doctor said, breaking the silence.
Evelyn humphed.
Glancing quickly in her direction, the doctor shrugged a shoulder and returned to look at the path they were walking.
“I just can’t keep running back and forth,” she said, and then, leaning in a little and bringing her voice down to a whisper, she added, “and I thought if the colonists who attacked you knew she was nearby, you might be safer.”
“Thanks,” Evelyn said, more to acknowledge the doctor’s efforts to watch over her than because she cared. Part of her wanted them to come at her again. She looked at her hand and felt the nanites tingling in her fingers. “Thanks,” she repeated, “but I can take care of myself.”
She knew the doctor was looking at her, her eyes watching Evelyn turn her hand over, and no doubt knowing exactly what was going through her mind.
The warm glow of the lanterns through the canvas walls of the lab tent came into view.
“Take up a post around the back of the tent,” Tau Moor barked over his shoulder to Rinka and Brennan. “Titus and I will stand out front.”
Tau lifted the edge of the tent and gave Evelyn an uneasy smile as she followed the doctor inside. Her fleeting moment of happiness and the moment of remorse that followed, after letting herself enjoy his kindness, was quickly forgotten as Evelyn realized the councilwoman was not the only colonist in the tent with her and the doctor.
“I told you to stay away,” the doctor said, her tone short on everything including patience.
“And I told you I’m not leaving her side.”
“She never was one to listen to reason,” Evelyn said, stepping out from behind Doctor Khari. Her eyes connected with Misha’s as she huddled over her mother’s cot, a brief flash of fear in her pupils before she quirked her lip and gave Evelyn a snide grin.
“Nice face, Frank.”
Evelyn tilted her head at the girl who was obviously trying to make a joke at her expense. After letting a long pause settle over the room, she returned Misha’s smile.
“Oh, I see what you’re doing. You’re making a Frankenstein joke. That’s pretty funny.”
Evelyn looked at the doctor, a hesitant smile etching her lips, perhaps wondering if the uncomfortable moment was passing. “You know, Frank … Frankenstein,” Evelyn added, weighing her hands as if she were balancing the words against one another, and then she let one hand sink. She looked back at Misha absorbing the queer look of revulsion on her face, and Evelyn couldn’t help but wonder who was uglier in the moment between them.
“But you know,” Evelyn added, wagging a finger in the air in a mock gesture of revelation, “you have the reference all wrong, Mish. You see, in the story, which you clearly haven’t read, Frankenstein is the man who created the monster … not the monster himself.”
Evelyn let the smile vanish and watched as the smirk faded from Misha’s lips.
“So that’s what you really meant, right, Mish? You meant to call me … monster.”
“Shut up, Evelyn.”
“No, really, because if you’re calling me monster, then you must remember last night, standing over me in the dirt while they kicked me … and beat me … and tore at my face … and I screamed for help, and you did … Well, you did … nothing,” she added, flipping her hands up in the air.
Evelyn took a step closer to Misha, who had gone almost rigid, her jaw set firm, clearly unsure what to say.
“I may be the monster, Misha, but do you know what that makes you?”
“I said shut up,” Misha said, and then her eyes started to sparkle with the hint of tears.
Evelyn took another step closer, showing Misha the purple skin on the back of her hands where she had been stomped, the skin knitted together with the silver threads of her nanites.
“Girls,” the doctor said, trying to break the cadence of what was clearly escalating into a problem. Neither of them looked away.
“So, I am the monster.” Evelyn took another step around the side of the lab table that separated her from Misha and her mom. The doctor grabbed at her sleeve, but she pulled her arm away before the doctor could get a grip.
“And do you know what the monster wants?”
“Stop it, Evelyn,” the doctor said again.
“Do you know what the monster takes?” She stepped to the end of the councilwoman’s cot, nothing but a few feet separating her from Misha, who had simultaneously stood and turned as green as Evelyn’s bruises.
And without breaking her stare, boring every ounce of hatred she had into the eye sockets of the girl who had made her feel less than human, Evelyn lowered her voice to barely a whisper. “Do you know when the monster comes?”
A single tear ran down Misha’s cheek. Not a second later, she swung her arm around to reveal she was concealing a pistol behind her. Without even thinking, Evelyn ripped the gun from her hand and smashed it into the girl’s face, sending her flailing backward as she clutched her face and screamed into the dirt.
“Evie!” the doctor screamed. Evelyn felt the doctor grab at her arm again, but she ripped it free, and like a reptile after its prey, she bolted to straddle the sobbing girl. She bent over her, her face just a foot away from Misha’s. Though she couldn’t see the damage she had inflicted, Misha’s hands were holding her face together, and Evelyn could see the blood oozing between her fingers, mixing with the dirt to make a thick, sticky mess.
“I’ll tell you when the monster comes, Misha,” she said, pointing her finger in her face with one hand, trying to keep the girl from rolling away from her with the butt end of the pistol in the other. “The monster waits until everyone has been taken from you. When all you have left are your prayers that all is not lost … That’s when the monster comes, Misha … and that’s when the monster takes the only thing you have left … your hope.”
A second later, Evelyn was hoisted off the ground, and Misha was crawling away under the edge of the tent, sobbing and clutching her face.
“Misha, get back here!” the doctor blurted, obviously wanting to assess the damage Evelyn had inflicted.
Evelyn pulled free, only to realize it was Tau Moor and Titus who dragged her off Misha. She felt the weight of the pistol in her hand and tossed it in the dirt, disgusted. “You call me monster,” she said, watching Misha’s boot disappear from view under the tent. “I call you the devil who made me.”
 



BADASS
They sat in silence. Despite her deep breathing, Evelyn didn’t really feel like she was calming down. Whatever she was feeling was so raw and untethered it just wouldn’t let itself be contained. After what felt like an hour of simmering, she just let herself feel it and burrowed herself into the steel plate of the chair on which she sat so at least part of her knew it was connected to something solid.
Titus paced near the entrance of the tent, occasionally glancing in her direction. She couldn’t tell what he was thinking—she didn’t really care—but given the stiffness of his gait, she figured he was nervous about something—her, rampaging villagers, his girlfriend and Misha’s best friend, Autumn, finding out he was standing watch over their worst enemy. With Tau Moor and Brennan Morrow escorting Doctor Khari to find Misha, and Rinka apparently bolting at the commotion, it was just Titus, the unconscious councilwoman, and Evelyn together in the tent, and until Titus finally broke the silence, nobody seemed too talkative.
“I hope I never end up on your bad side,” he said, giving Evelyn a sidelong glance.
“Who says you’re not already there?” she replied, not looking in his direction, her arms crossed. Despite the smoky hatred she felt inside, she smirked, mildly amused with herself.
Perhaps thinking her smirk was meant for him, Titus let a simple laugh escape. “Yeah, I wasn’t always very nice to you, was I?”
Evelyn thought for a moment. He wasn’t all that bad, and he had certainly had his moments lately, but she wasn’t in much of a mood to grant forgiveness. “No,” she said, hoping that might put an end to their conversation.
A moment passed, and then Titus broke the silence again. “You know you’re a badass, right?”
Surprised at the comment, Evelyn looked at Titus, shooting him a quirked eyebrow, and then looked at herself in disgust. “Yeah, some badass.”
“No, I mean like a real superhero sort of badass.”
Evelyn started to smile but quickly caught herself, feeling again like she was that ten-year-old girl getting a gift, only to find out it was a cruel joke. “Stop it, Titus. Whatever you’re doing, I’m not in the mood to be teased.”
“No, you don’t get me.” Titus furrowed his brow as if he was deciding whether he really wanted to share something. He cocked his head, rested his rifle on the table, pulled up a chair to within a foot of Evelyn, and sat. Evelyn couldn’t contain her surprise, and by his quirky look, she knew her expression registered it.
“So, you know I’ve been in a lot of fights, right?”
“Yeah,” Evelyn said, leaning back in her chair, unsure she liked where he was going with his side of the conversation.
“Well, I didn’t start all of ’em. I was always kind of big—”
“And kind of a jerk,” Evelyn interrupted.
“Yeah, well, that too,” Titus said with an easy laugh that surprised Evelyn again, and she couldn’t help but smirk at him. “But you kind of have to be when you look like me.”
Evelyn was confused. “Huh?”
“It’s like I said … I was bigger than a lot of other guys, and that makes guys want to fight you. They come up and push you or do something else because they want to see how tough you are.”
Evelyn noticed again that even sitting down, Titus was a full head taller than she was, outweighed her by at least twice, and was so broad across his chest his neck almost seemed to be missing.
She remembered seeing him shirtless on the shuttle, but even after they battled what they had started referring to as the Kraken, she had trouble thinking about him as anything other than a bruiser. She had never seen him in a fight, though, and the fact that she had lived a semi-normal existence around him made him seem smaller than he was, until moments like just then reminded her he was big enough to blot out the sun.
“So, I got my ass kicked a lot when I was a kid, but I learned how to fight … and then I learned something else.”
“What?”
“That I didn’t have to fight so much if I acted like a jerk.”
Evelyn remembered her first confrontation with Titus. It was barely a week into their journey on Vista. She had dropped her locket in the hallway. Titus picked it up and then slammed her into a wall. “You sure seemed like you enjoyed it to me,” she said, quirking her brow and crossing her arms with a humph.
“No … not really,” he said, shaking his head in return. “When you’re always having to fight, or fight back, or push people around, it makes you angry … I was angry a lot.”
Evelyn stiffened in her seat, feeling strangely annoyed, not just because she was being lectured by Titus, of all people, but also by the fact that she couldn’t get ahead of him enough to know where he was going with his story. “So, what are you trying to tell me? That I’m angry?”
At this, Titus ran his fingers through his hair, obviously getting frustrated with her lack of understanding.
“Yeah, but it’s like this … You and I are kind of the same.”
Evelyn’s eyes went wide with surprise, wondering how this beefeater could find any comparison to her. “You must be joking.”
“No, I’m not. You’ve been getting the snot kicked out of you for a long time by a lot of people—”
“And you’re worried that I’m going to start pushing people around?” Evelyn interrupted.
“No,” he said, shaking his head again and standing from his seat. He started to turn his back to her and then spun back around. “Look, Evie, I’m worried you’re gonna start killing people.”
Evelyn’s thoughts ground to a halt.
“When you get angry … I mean really angry … it’s hard to control yourself. It’s hard to keep yourself from doing something really bad. I’m a big guy, and I can just about knock anyone out with one punch if I hit ’em just right.
“But you … the way you went after Misha. I mean, don’t get me wrong, she had it coming, for sure. But those little strings you got,” he added, wiggling his fingers in the air, “and the way you just ripped that pistol out of her hand … I never saw anybody do that. I’m pretty tough, but I wouldn’t mess with you.”
Evelyn still didn’t know what to say, and perhaps thinking he needed to say something more, Titus sat down again and leaned a little closer to her, resting his elbows on his knees.
“What I’m trying to say is there will always be someone picking a fight with you. Just try not to let it change you, or you might do something you’ll regret … I wouldn’t want to see that.”
Evelyn knew what Titus was trying to do for her, and she knew she should say something redeeming that might put a smile on both of their faces, but she couldn’t find the desire, let alone the words. She had felt so much abuse and rage and sorrow over the past few months—years really—at the hands of the colonists that she didn’t have anything left to give back, even to one of the few who seemed to have warmed to her. All she could manage was a nod.
The smile on Titus’s face faded, and after a long pause, he started to open his mouth when they heard a rustling on the cot on the other side of the lab. They turned together to see the haggard face of the councilwoman as she lifted herself to sit. Even from twenty feet away, Evelyn could see the fever in her eyes, the sheen to her pasty complexion giving her skin the luminous glow of polished alabaster.
The councilwoman made it about halfway to upright and slouched with a groaning sigh. And then, like an infant discovering her fingers for the first time, she looked at her hands as she opened and closed them, like she was squeezing the air around them. She glanced up at Evelyn but may as well have been looking straight though her for all the focus she appeared to have.
“I know, I know, I know …” she said, slurring her speech as if she was drunk.
“You know what?” Evelyn asked, a sharpness to her tone she neither intended nor regretted.
The councilwoman looked back at her hands. “I know … I can’t get them to stop.”
“Huh?” Titus said.
“You need to make them stop, Paul.” She looked again at Evelyn and then at Titus. “You will make them stop … please? Yes. It doesn’t feel good. Bad, mm-hmm,” she added, and then started nodding as if she were listening to someone.
She shook her head as if she was clearing her mind, and in what appeared to be a remarkable moment of clarity, she stood.
“Yes, we have to get out of here, Paul.” She looked at the dirt around her feet as if she was trying to find something, and with a confused expression, she looked at Evelyn again. “Do you know where it is?”
The councilwoman paused and then spun around as if she heard someone behind her. “Of course! Yes … we have to get off of this planet … No, no, no, I don’t need all that.”
Evelyn and Titus looked at one another. Evelyn knew what was going on—the councilwoman was having delusions, and from what she could tell, she was having a conversation with her deceased husband. The councilwoman proceeded to wander around the lab, pointing and carrying on a conversation with herself.
“Get Misha ready too, Paul … She needs to come with … and that noise … What? … I need to turn that off before we go … What? … No, no, no, they’re like little bugs crawling all over … but I told her … I what? … I don’t care if she doesn’t want to … She can’t stay … It isn’t safe … No, no, no … This whole place is dangerous…” The councilwoman wiped her forehead with the back of her arm, the sweat of her fever running down her face and into her eyes, and then, her eyes pricking with tears, Evelyn heard her choke back a sob.
“I don’t know,” she continued.
Evelyn couldn’t help herself. There were moments when she wished the councilwoman was dead—there was no question about it—but wishing for it and watching it happen were two different matters. Crossing her arms, Evelyn turned sideways in her seat so she didn’t have to look straight at the woman suffering before her.
Not a second later, the councilwoman doubled over as if someone had punched her in the gut, and she heaved a huge sigh, drool and spit spilling from her mouth.
From around her side, Titus bolted, grabbing the councilwoman under the arm. Struggling with her despite his size, he finally managed to pull her back onto the cot. The convulsions were already taking over her muscles, and she started screaming in between sobs, completely incoherent.
“Just keep her from hurting herself, Titus,” Evelyn said, watching the sickening display out of the corner of her eye.
“Easy to say, hard to do,” he replied, struggling with the councilwoman and trying to keep her from slapping him with her flailing arms.
Evelyn had seen enough. She stood, walked to the lab table, and rummaging through one of the doctor’s emergency bags, she grabbed the hypospray with sedative. 
The councilwoman screamed, flailing her arms in front of her as if Evelyn were coming at her with a knife and she was trying to defend herself. Titus finally pinned her arms to her sides, wrapping her in a bear hug, and seeing her opportunity, Evelyn dove at her, jammed the nozzle of the hypospray into her neck, and pulled the trigger. 
The sedative worked fast. The tremors in the councilwoman’s arms and legs subsided. Her retching sobs and screams quieted, and as if the life was ebbing from her body, she grew still, slumping into Titus’s arms as he laid her limp body back on her cot.
Evelyn dropped the spray on the table and ran her fingers through her now-wet hair. It didn’t seem to take much before she broke out in a sweat, and she was getting tired of feeling sick and feeling like every little emotion was going to push her beyond the limits of her ability to control herself.
“Thanks,” Titus said, standing and exhaling, trying to catch his breath.
“Damn,” Evelyn said, shaking out her hands and looking at Titus. “She’s pretty sick.”
“She’s not the only one,” Titus replied, looking back and forth between them, and then, as if on cue, Doctor Khari came through the tent flap. Evelyn knew she wasn’t more than forty, but with the way every part of her seemed to be sagging from pure exhaustion, she looked to be twice that age.
“What happened?” the doctor asked, almost stumbling into the tent. “I heard something … Is everything okay?”
“She was delusional,” Evelyn said with barely enough energy to force the sentence from her mouth. “We gave her the sedative and she’s out now.”
The doctor looked past Evelyn to the councilwoman lying almost motionless on the cot.
“Okay, fine,” the doctor said, exhaling a deep sigh and falling back into a fortunately placed chair. “You know, I didn’t get the chance to tell you yet … I figured out what this disease is.”
“You did?” Evelyn asked after the initial surprise of hearing she and Joseph may be a step closer to a cure rendered her speechless.
“I did.” The doctor curled her lip and flipped her hands weakly in the air in disgust. “When I did my tests on the tissues you collected, I found a parasite.”
Evelyn glanced at Titus, who no doubt was reflecting her own look of disgust back at her, and then she looked back at the doctor.
“I also figured out why they cause the problems they do. You know, the fever, the intense pain, the delusions.”
Evelyn nodded. She knew the symptoms all too well.
“I performed an autopsy last night on Paul Vandergaast, just after he died. It took me a while, but I found the parasites. Apparently, they like brain tissue, especially where the spinal cord connects to the brain. I don’t know, maybe they are attracted to the electrical impulses, but that’s where they latch on. They live on the cells, and for reasons I can’t explain, they overstimulate the brain, hormones, nervous system, pain receptors, everything.”
Evelyn sat, realizing she was also on the verge of falling over. She looked again at her hands—the place where she saw the first petal soak into her skin. In a fraction of a second, no fewer than a thousand images of bugs, beetles, worms, and other parasites she had stored in her gray matter flashed rapid-fire through her consciousness. She swooned, but caught herself, grabbing the edge of her seat. She imagined the worst—a tick hanging on to her spinal cord, sucking her life away. A shudder ripped up her back. Her skin turned to gooseflesh, and she felt her stomach twist.
“It doesn’t take long,” the doctor continued, “but eventually, the brain just gives up … It can’t take any more, and then the body starts to shut down. The kidneys stop filtering waste. The blood thickens. The heart enlarges. When they are near the end, the lungs bleed, and finally, the person dies.”
The doctor had sucked the air out of the room. Titus said nothing and Evelyn thought about everything that had happened. She wondered how Joseph was doing, but tried to settle herself down, remembering she hadn’t seen any signs of the final stages in him. Then again, she hadn’t seen him in days, and she felt the anger swirling again inside.
“Will someone please tell me what’s going on with Joseph?” Evelyn said, barely able to speak through her clenched jaw.
From her seat, the doctor flipped her hands up in the air again and shook her head as if she was about to say something she herself couldn’t believe. “Evie … I don’t know how it’s possible, but I heard he is still alive. I honestly don’t know where he is, though.”
Evelyn didn’t know what to say. It was all she could do to maintain her composure. She locked her back, stared, and waited.
The doctor sat a little straighter in her seat and wiped the beads of sweat from her brow with a curiously surprised expression on her face. Then, wiping her sweaty palms on her pants, she looked back at Evelyn. “Apparently, Collette had him placed in a separate location after you both arrived. She was concerned that you might try to leave before a cure was found, and she figured you wouldn’t go if you couldn’t find him. She’s been trying to keep you two apart.”
Evelyn glanced at the councilwoman’s motionless body and felt the spark of hatred ignite inside her again. There seemed to be no lengths to which that woman wouldn’t go to cause Evelyn anguish. A fleeting image of shooting nanites up her nose smothered her in a snugly warm embrace, but she clenched her fists and looked down at the floor.
“I’m sorry, Evie … She didn’t tell me, and from what Misha says, she didn’t tell anyone else what she was doing.”
“Misha?” Evelyn said. “Why would she tell you that?”
“Well, you know, she was getting kind of emotional about everything when I was stitching up her face.”
Evelyn thought about the moment when she smashed the butt end of the gun into the girl’s face. “So, she needed stitches, huh?”
“Yeah, but the cut looks a lot worse than it is … You know, head wounds bleed a lot.”
Evelyn shook her head, remembering she had said exactly the same thing to Jane after she had been smashed in the head with a rock by a mugger. The irony, she thought, and then a laugh slipped through her lips. She looked up, feeling nothing but the eyes of condemnation judging her.
She tried to steady herself but started laughing in fits like she was slaphappy. What the hell’s wrong with me? she thought, a panic welling within her as her emotions ran away from her. She started to sob. She couldn’t stop it. Either her nanites were malfunctioning or the parasites had made an even bigger mess of her brain, but she stirred in her seat, holding her arms across her chest like she was in a straitjacket, trying to keep herself from completely falling apart. She alternated between laughing and wiping tears from her eyes. She felt like she had smacked the back of her head and was suffering the aftereffects of a concussion.
“You okay?” Titus asked, a pained look on his face.
“Yeah, yeah,” she said, trying desperately to settle herself down.
“Maybe you should lie down,” the doctor added, looking as if she might have been talking to herself as much to Evelyn.
Evelyn’s head wobbled on her neck. In a fleeting moment of lucidity, she realized the doctor was probably right. Evelyn had surpassed even her own extraordinary limits, long ago, and was existing on borrowed time.
“I think you’re right,” she said, still clutching herself around the chest.
The doctor nodded, but then her expression went blank, the muscles in her face going slack. Evelyn tried to stand but couldn’t move, and she watched helplessly as Doctor Khari’s glow-in-the-dark, bloodshot eyes rolled back into her head, and her body slumped into a heap in the dirt.
 



HELPLESS
“Tau!” Titus shouted over his shoulder, bolting toward the doctor.
“Tau!” Evelyn repeated, her voice cracking as she found a wave of sorrow to ride in the tides of her emotional storm.
Seconds later, the big man came charging into the tent. “What happened?”
“The doctor … she just collapsed,” Titus said, already trying to stretch her out on the floor.
Tau rushed to her side. “She’s burning up!” he added, pressing his hands to her skin. As soon as the words left his mouth, Evelyn felt a shiver run up her spine, her body realizing what was happening even before the thought could register in her mind.
“She must have the parasites,” Evelyn said, trying to stand from her chair but not feeling like any of her body parts wanted to cooperate.
“Dammit! We just can’t catch a break,” Tau said, helping Titus prop up the doctor’s head with her own emergency satchel.
“What do we do?” Titus chimed in without really directing the question to anyone in particular.
Evelyn’s mind felt like it was churning through mud. She had no idea how to fix any of this. One of the few people who actually cared for her, and the only person left in the colony with enough experience to find a cure for the parasites, was laid out in the dirt with a ripping fever, and she was beginning to twitch.
“I … I don’t know,” Evelyn said, slurring her speech just enough that she realized she was losing control of her faculties.
“Well … I guess it’s up to us,” Tau Moor said.
“What?” Titus said more than asked. Even with her mind struggling, she could hear the panic in his voice.
“You heard me … Take Evelyn back to the shed.”
“No … you need help,” Evelyn said, trying to sound forceful but knowing it probably wasn’t coming across that way.
Titus and Tau looked at Evelyn, an expression on both their faces like they had just watched her sprout horns out of her head. Neither said anything for a second, and then Tau started shaking his head, turning back to Titus.
“I think we’re losing her too,” he mumbled, obviously not wanting Evelyn to hear. “She’s not making any sense again.”
Her heart pounded in her chest. “What? What do you mean you’re losing me?”
Almost shouting at her, Titus stood, held out his hands, and stepped cautiously closer. “It’s going to be okay, Evie.”
Evelyn tried to stand again but felt like she was stuck to the chair. Her legs didn’t seem to want to move. “I don’t understand … What’s going to be okay? You’re the ones who aren’t making any sense.”
“Just get her out of here, Titus. Maybe she’ll be okay. She seems to do better after she wakes up. But find Rinka … and bring Brennan with you. Take up a perimeter around her shed and stand watch. When the doctor and I were back in the tents with Misha, I heard people talking … Things could still get really ugly, so be careful. I’ll come check on you after I figure out what to do here.”
“Got it,” Titus replied. Evelyn felt Titus lift her in his arms, and for a moment, bleary-eyed and brained, she felt like she was floating. 
“And Titus, I’m serious … don’t let your guard down or this might just be everyone’s last night on this godforsaken planet.”
Tau’s warning sent a shiver through her body. With her neck craned over the back of the giant boy’s bicep, confused and unable to find the strength to even close her eyelids, she wondered if the end for her wasn’t just minutes away as he sprinted with her into the dark.



FREE
When she woke, Evelyn was once again in her shed, on her cot, feeling the sticky clamminess of having sweated out her blanket. A dull ache had squatted between her temples, and she could hear her pulse thumping in her ears. She couldn’t swallow, the dryness in her mouth further evidence that if she had any fluids in her body before she passed out, they were now in the cot. She was alert enough to realize she was dehydrated, which seemed a small victory, as she wasn’t sure she was in a position to do much about it. 
The dull light of a barely burning lantern in the corner was all the illumination she had to see the room. She was alone. At least, she was alone for the moment. But she could also hear the roar of the colonists outside, even if they were still some distance away. Through the pain that reached into every cell of her body, her mind came quickly into focus.
The doctor was sick, and the last hopes for the colonists were disappearing rapidly. Without her or the councilwoman, if she had, in fact, kept the angry mob at bay, Evelyn knew her time was limited.
Evelyn stood and lunged for the door, her hopes quickly sinking on the realization that it was locked. She felt the knot grow in her abdomen at the sounds of the angry colonists. Though whether they were actually coming nearer or whether it was just their voices coming nearer on a shifting breeze, she couldn’t tell. Hopeful to find a friendly face, she peered through the small hole in the wooden door, but from her limited vantage point, she saw no one.
“Titus!” she yelled, standing on her toes to get her mouth closer to the hole. 
Peeking through the hole again, she realized that even if he was close, he wasn’t so close he could hear her shouting through a tiny hole in a door.
Evelyn turned and ran back to the board she had pried loose the day before. Pressing on it gently, it didn’t so much as flex. She put the full weight of her rapidly wasting body into it. It still didn’t move. “Dammit,” she said, realizing the colonists had taken extra precautions to keep her contained.
“Evie?”
Evelyn whipped around to see an eye peering at her through the hole. “Titus?” she said, stepping closer, and then she noticed the coppery flecks in the mossy-green eyes reflecting the light.
“Titus? You haven’t replaced me already, have you?”
“Joseph!” Evelyn said, racing to the door and looking at him through the peephole. She couldn’t get too close without blocking the light and her view of him, so she held back a little. Even in the dim light, she wasn’t happy with what she was seeing. “You look awful,” she said, taking in his gaunt face smudged with what looked like coal, and his greasy and somewhat matted hair. Apparently, even his hair, which was never anything but messy yet still looked good, had its limits.
“Thanks,” he said with a frown. “You’re not looking so hot either.”
“Sorry,” she said, bracing her hands against the door. “Did you see Titus out there?”
“Again with Titus?”
“No,” Evelyn said, slapping the door in frustration. “He’s out there with Rinka and Brennan, and they’re supposed to be standing watch over me … to keep me safe from that mob.”
“Well, if they’re out here, I haven’t seen them.”
“What about the mob?”
“I haven’t seen anyone, Evie.”
Evelyn quirked her eyebrow at Joseph through the hole. “What? I could swear I heard them just a few minutes ago.” She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. Joseph, you have to let me out of here, and we have to get as far away from this place as we can. Everyone is dying from the parasites, and there aren’t many people left who want me alive. Let me out of here,” she said, slapping her palm and rattling the door.
Joseph took a step back into the shadows. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“What?” Evelyn shouted.
“You’re still sick, and I’m really sick … It was all I could do to get over here to see you. If we leave, we don’t stand a chance out there in the woods. At least if we stay, we have a chance of beating this thing.”
“No, no, no!” Evelyn said, gritting her teeth and clenching her fists in what she knew was the emerging temper tantrum of an exhausted person. Even though she thought there may be a slim chance Joseph was right, she couldn’t stand the thought of waiting around to die, whether it was by the parasites or at the hands of the colonists. 
“We have to get out of here, Joseph. Really. Doctor Khari is sick now too, and she’s the only one who knows enough about these parasites to fix this. With her sick, and probably dead in a couple of days, there isn’t any hope left. We can survive together. But you have to unlock this door before the colonists get here, or I’ll be dead before morning.”
Evelyn heard the wind hum around the outside of her shed. Just when she started to wonder if she was just talking to herself, his eye appeared in the peephole again. “Okay, Evie … if that’s what you want.”
Evelyn stood back, grabbed her backpack and her wool blanket, and for a moment, she felt the blackness creep into her peripheral vision. She gripped the back of the chair to stop the world from whirling around her, felt her pupils dilate and vision constrict like she was about to lose consciousness, and then heard the blocky latch of the wooden door slide back. She could barely stand, but she heard herself let out a sob of joy—at last, they were free.
 



HUNTED
They raced into the woods. Warbled voices echoed behind them. Torch and lantern lights flickered off to their side. Stumbling over the uneven terrain, with Evelyn on the verge of blacking out, and feeling like a drugged animal running from the game catcher, they careened into the shrubs and into the blackness, the thick foliage giving them relief from the icy chill of the wind.
Narrowly missing the trunk of an evergreen three times as wide as she was, Evelyn glanced over her shoulder and felt her chest shudder in relief seeing Joseph was still behind her.
“Quit looking back, Evie. You’re gonna kill yourself running into something … I see you … I’m here.”
She held the lantern in front of her and tried to wipe the stinging, salty sweat from her eyes. “We need to get to the shuttle.”
“If we follow the tree line, we can stay out of sight.”
“That will take us all night, Joseph … and I don’t think either one of us can stand that.” They both slowed to a walk, and Evelyn wrapped her blanket tighter around her shoulders. How they hadn’t been seen by Titus and the others standing watch over her, she didn’t know. It all seemed a blur. She didn’t even remember running out of the shed.
She looked back at Joseph. He was still wearing the same canvas pants and jacket he had on when they were at the lake together, and as the thought of them enjoying an adventure on this strange planet together just days before, when they were both well and living alone, drifted through her thoughts, she felt the tears sting again in her eyes. No matter what they did, it seemed things just got worse and worse for them on Orsus, and Evelyn immediately thought about returning to Earth once they got back to the shuttle.
“No, we’re going for the shuttle now, and then we’re going to get some help back on Earth,” she added flatly.
Joseph’s non-response seemed stark, like a clap over the ears, and she glanced over her shoulder again, surprised but relieved to find him still there, slogging along behind her.
They continued through the brush, the cold, damp branches slapping against their bodies as they went. Evelyn’s blanket grew wet and heavy, but she clung to it and the little warmth it provided. Crossing a cluster of boulders that had tumbled down from the high, rocky cliffs above, Evelyn stopped and knelt in the blackness of the tree line to get a better view of the encampment.
The valley the settlers used for their camp was more than a mile across and only got wider the further from the lake it went. It was also totally exposed without so much as a shrub for cover. Even the limited harvest and the fields of grain had been mowed flat and plowed by the agribots. Worse, she and Joseph had run south from the shed, along the lake to the edge of the forest, which was the opposite direction of the landing strip and her shuttle. All totaled, Evelyn figured they had to cross at least two miles of open ground, through the colony, with little cover on a moonlit night.
She brushed the hair from her brow with her fingertips, wiping the sweat on the blanket before returning her hand to the relative warmth underneath.
Joseph knelt beside her. “So, what? You want to run for it?”
Evelyn shook her head. By the flickering of their lanterns, it seemed the villagers were congregating in two clusters—one in the middle of the tents near a large bonfire, and another closer to town. It also seemed she was right about there being shouting men near her shed. Even then, she could see a group of people lingering there. Evelyn was too far away to hear anything, but it quickly became clear that the colonists had discovered she was gone. The cluster of colonists near her shed scattered into smaller groups running off in every direction, their lanterns dancing in the darkness, and one group was heading toward them.
Evelyn’s heart pounded in her chest. She hardly had the chance to catch her breath from their escape, but she wasn’t about to give up. She started to stand, ready to bolt back into the woods.
“Wait a second, Evie … Something’s happening.”
Evelyn peered into the commune of tents where Joseph was looking, and noticed that the cluster of lanterns was moving and fanning out. But they were moving north, away from them. A flicker of relief loosened her shoulders, and she glanced at Joseph, trading smiles with him. But even before Evelyn could look away, the pop of gunfire sent them both ducking lower into the dirt.
“What’s happening out there?” she said, looking back at the lake. The lanterns were drawing nearer.
“They must have seen us!”
More shots rang though the crisp night air, and she heard the bullets popping in the trees around her. She tried to breathe but felt like her lungs weren’t cooperating. 
“Joseph, we have to get out of here,” she said, and then, without thinking, she stood and bolted out of the trees. 
“Evie, wait!” Joseph called out behind her.
She glanced to her right and noticed at least three colonists were coming up the tree line behind her, obviously having been part of the mob that was marching on her shed. She couldn’t see their faces, but she felt the panic well within her. “Joseph, run!” she yelled, dropping her blanket and jerking her head to the side to make sure he was still behind her.
She sprinted into the open space, her lungs burning. It felt as though she was trying to breathe through a straw. Her legs felt like she was running in quicksand.
“There!” she heard the man yell from behind her, but she couldn’t place his voice.
“Don’t let her get too close to you!” another man shouted.
“Evie, run!” 
No sooner had the words leapt from Joseph’s mouth than Evelyn saw the lanterns turning in their direction from the tents. The colonists had obviously noticed the commotion, and they were quickly closing the gap.
The air sizzled around Evelyn’s head. The colonists had opened fire on them from both directions. She had no idea if they were real bullets or the chemical bullets in the pulse pistols, but either way, she didn’t want to find out.
“Get back in the trees, Evie!”
Evelyn felt her eyes start to water. Joseph was still behind her, but she knew he was also suffering from the parasites and had lost a step too. She glanced at the shuttle, still too far away to even think about running to it. Her heart sank at the realization that their only way off the planet was cut off.
The mob raced toward them. She turned back toward the woods and, realizing it was their only hope, darted back into the trees. The bullets crackled the air and split the wood around her as they ricocheted off rocks and trees surrounding them.
“Stay close,” she called over her shoulder.
“Just … keep running!”
Deep into the woods they pushed, Evelyn’s eyes adjusting somewhat to the darkness. She knew her lantern, however dim, was a dead giveaway as to where they were, but she knew they’d catch her faster if she couldn’t see. Evelyn started hacking, her lungs feeling like they were slowly drowning in liquid. The thought of outrunning their pursuers seemed ridiculous.
They raced through the trees until they came to a small clearing. By the sound of it, the colonists weren’t more than fifty yards behind them, and while the shouts had grown louder, the gunfire had lessened.
In the moonlight, the clearing ran to a steepening cluster of boulders climbing up the great granite face of the southern ridge of mountains. Evelyn stopped and looked deep into the shadows behind her, the flickering lanterns growing brighter and the calls growing louder. She doused her lantern, letting her eyes adjust to the moonlit landscape. “If we’re quiet, we can lose them up there.”
“Lead the way, Evie. I’m right behind you.” Even in the darkness, Evelyn could tell Joseph was struggling, but she knew he was no stranger to it. For the first eleven years of his life, he could hardly walk. His back had been injured; he had serious nerve damage, and every step he took seemed then like an enormous effort. He was also an orphan and for years had to live on the streets of the slums in Ironhead, fighting and begging for food. Then Tate took him in. But in spite of all the suffering he had endured and all the pain he had felt, he always had an easy smile, especially for her. In the ghostly moonlight on the edge of the steep cliff reaching into the heavens, she saw his crooked smile and felt a tingle in her chest. She was so disoriented by her condition she couldn’t tell if it was a flittering of happiness or a pang of sorrow, but she held on to it, forced a smile, and waved for him to follow.
They climbed together, the damp granite cold against her palms as she lifted herself over boulder after boulder, always trying to stay in the shadows. Higher they climbed, gradually coming to places in the gaps between boulders large enough for them to walk through. The slope was steep, and it felt like the next step would be the one to turn them backward on themselves, but they pushed on. Before long, Evelyn realized she could no longer hear the shouts of the villagers. There was no gunfire. No cracking of twigs. Just the even breathing of her exhausted lungs pushing her feet further up the path.
“I think we lost them,” Joseph said, breaking the long cadence of their silent march upward.
Evelyn looked back over her shoulder, and sure enough, he was there. He was always there.
“I think you’re right,” Evelyn whispered, her voice crackling and raspy.
“When we get to the top of this ridge, let’s stop for a few minutes.”
“Yeah,” she said, heaving herself between a particularly narrow group of rocks and scuffing her knuckles for what had to have been the hundredth time. She looked closer. If they were bleeding, she couldn’t really tell, but if there was anything left of them at that point, they were obviously as black as every other part of her. “Yeah … good idea … We’ll stop at the top.”
Evelyn kept pushing higher, winding her way through the boulders and scrub brush in the hazy daze of someone who had run out of everything a long time ago. Occasional cloud cover slowed their progress, and then the clouds would clear and the light of the twin moons would renew their view and their spirits. After what seemed like hours, Evelyn pulled herself up over a final boulder and looked down on the valley below.
She had no way to tell, but she felt like she was thousands of feet up. With the clearness of the skies above, she could make out the entire valley below, an enormous gray runway that ran into the shimmering purple of Lake Philips. She took a breath of the icy air and felt the beads of sweat grow cold in her hair, on her back, through her clothes. She started to shiver, but she didn’t care. The people who made this terrible planet a hell for her seemed no closer than those on Earth, a galaxy away. She stared and watched as the lights in camp twinkled like the stars, and the stars twinkled in the lake like little fires.
A bluster of breeze around her ears broke her out of her trance, and she looked back, realizing she was standing alone on the edge of her cliff and wondering about Joseph. Pulling himself along slowly, he emerged from the same crag in the rock.
“We made it,” he said, standing with his hands on his hips, breathing a great sigh. “Let’s just camp here tonight … I think we’re safe.”
Evelyn looked at the sky, still as clear as it had been for most of the night. “Yeah,” she said, rummaging in her pack to find a blanket for them to huddle under together. “We can figure out how to get to the shuttle tomorrow.”
“Okay,” Joseph said, folding the front of his coat across his chest and stretching out against the boulder he had just climbed over.
Her thoughts stalled. “Is everything okay?”
“Yeah. Great.”
She looked at the blanket in her hands. With them on the ledge and with the temperature dropping, she knew they would be better off together. But something was obviously wrong, the coolness of his demeanor matched only by the coolness of the breeze blowing between them.
“Do you want the blanket?” she asked, not sure if she was even on solid enough ground with him to offer to share it. “It’s going to get cold up here.”
“No. I’m good … You take it.”
Realizing her mouth was open, she closed it and sat alone. She rested her head against the cold, hard rock. Joseph was there. She was there. But something was missing between them. Maybe it was lost or broken. She wanted to reach inside them both and fix it. Or even to go back in time to the moment when the plume came and shattered their lives, so they could hide from it together. But none of that was possible, she knew it. It’s just the sickness … We are stronger than this … We will survive, she told herself. She found a sliver of hope—a moment of peace.
She looked up at the sky. After so many months of gazing at the stars from Orsus, she realized they were becoming familiar to her, like seeing the same people on a street corner in passing day after day. She still didn’t know their names, but she felt less alone.
She glanced over at his body resting motionless in the shadows of his rock. He never gave up on her. She didn’t want to give up on him. “What did you call me on the lake that first night?” She knew the answer, but she wanted to hear him say it.
“Stargazer,” he mumbled.
“Yeah, Stargazer,” she whispered, and as the weight of her eyelids overwhelmed her, she found herself hoping they would see the light of another morning together.
 



LONELY
The crimson glow of the sun rising over the lake made the whole of the autumn sky over Orsus look like it had caught fire. Red streaks bursting from an orange sun raced up to the heavens, turning the clouds in the ether brilliant tints of purple and pink. Evelyn had only had her eyes open for seconds, and already the scene from her ledge on the crest of the mountain was one she knew she’d never forget.
As the sun climbed higher, illuminating the little valley below, Evelyn realized exactly how precariously they had been perched on their rock. Just a few feet forward of her spot, the boulder fell away and didn’t really find bottom for a thousand feet—in the base of trees where they had started their climb. In spite of the beauty around her, she felt a shudder and quickly scooted further back to avoid accidentally rolling off into oblivion.
She glanced down at the valley again, propping herself up onto one arm. There didn’t seem to be much going on in the colony, but she didn’t know if it was just because there weren’t many people awake or if it was because there weren’t many people left. Craning her neck, she looked to the landing strip where her shuttle sat, its black, hulking shape looking even more like a giant bird of prey from her spot at altitude. She paused, trying to focus her eyes carefully at the distance, waiting to see if anyone was near it, but nothing seemed to stir.
“Joseph,” she said, calling over her shoulder to him, momentarily afraid to look for fear he might have disappeared or fallen off the other side of ledge.
“Hey,” he replied, and she felt her chest relax.
She rolled over and saw that he was already up, propped up on another rock, looking at her and the valley below. The sun was shining directly in his face, and for a moment, he almost looked translucent, made of the same light, the dirt and grime of the past days nowhere to be seen. 
“I didn’t want to wake you. What happened?” he asked, creases streaking his brow as he gestured lightly to his face in wonder at what might have happened to hers.
Evelyn looked at her hands, saw the multicolored bruises, and remembered the terrifying image of herself in Doctor Khari’s little mirror. She touched her forehead and felt the hard metal of the nanites still holding her skin together. “Misha happened.”
Joseph pursed his lips and nodded as if he should have known. He looked at the dirt between them. “I’m … sorry.”
Sorry? Whatever he was thinking, she couldn’t tell, but he didn’t move. She didn’t know what to think, but she was tired of being reminded of how bad she looked, and just wanted to talk about anything else.
“How long have you been up?” she asked, blinking to get her eyes to adjust to the brightening sky.
“Not long. You slept okay?”
“Yeah, I guess,” she said, realizing that she didn’t recall having any dreams the night before—a welcome relief from the pervasive nightmares that had haunted her dreams and waking moments alike for what seemed like weeks.
“Feel like having some squirrel for breakfast?” he said with the hint of a grin.
Evelyn felt her stomach turn. Apparently, there really was no limit to how long she could go without food if squirrel was the only thing on the menu. “You didn’t.”
Joseph laughed a weak but easy laugh. “No … I just wanted to see your reaction. There’s some food in your pack.”
Evelyn grabbed the pack and pulled on the canvas straps. Digging inside, she found some of the cookies Mina Moor had made and, without hesitating, stuffed a fistful in her mouth. Realizing her mouth was way too dry to chew the dusty biscuit, she opened up the canteen Tau had packed for her and took a big swig. The biscuit took on the consistency of a cereal with the water in her mouth, and for a moment, she felt like she was eating oats in the café on Vista. The moment quickly vanished as she remembered Joseph, and her heart sank as she realized she hadn’t even thought about giving him some. Wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, she looked up at him from her spot and held out the crumbling cookie to him. “You should eat too. You need your strength.”
Joseph smiled. “Thanks, but I’m okay … I hope you don’t mind,” he said, a look of uncertainty about his eyes, like he was about to tell her something she might not want to hear, “but I looked through your pack for something to eat earlier.”
Evelyn pulled her head back in surprise. He was her best friend and they shared everything. But the fact that he apparently felt like he needed to ask about sharing her things now caught her off guard. “Why would I mind?”
A hint of a smile found its way across his lips, but faded quickly, as did the uncertainty in his eyes. “Well … I had one of those cookies before you got up, but I can’t really eat much. I don’t have much of an appetite. I feel like my stomach’s up in my throat. I can’t really explain it.”
Evelyn nodded. Even the one bite of the cookie she’d had seemed to be swelling in her shrunken belly to the point where it ached. “I know how you feel.”
Joseph slid down his rock, landing on his feet with a thud, and Evelyn looked at him again.
“You look … better,” she said, realizing that while he did, he still looked about as bad as she did, minus the bruises.
“I don’t know what I look like … I don’t feel good, though.”
“Me neither. Maybe we’re just getting used to being sick. I can’t remember what it feels like to feel good anymore.” The words dribbled out of her mouth. She didn’t know how to get their stilted conversation to go anywhere other than where it seemed to be stumbling. She wanted to go to him, but she froze in the dirt, afraid he might turn away or that she might find he was nothing more than a delusion.
“Yeah, about that … I wanted to ask you … How are we still alive?”
The question seemed odd to Evelyn, and it snapped her immediately out of the funk of her whirling insecurities. It took her a moment to figure out why the question seemed strange, but it hit her. They had been surrounded by death—saturated in it like organs in jars of embalming fluid. In less than two months, she had lost almost every person she considered to be family—Jane, Tate, Mr. and Mrs. Philips. Beyond them, she had witnessed the suffering deaths of dozens of people just in the past few days. Yet here they were—Joseph and Evelyn—talking about it matter-of-factly, as if they were discussing nothing more serious than a cold they were having trouble getting over. Evelyn felt her skin crawl at the notion that she could have grown so insensitive.
Wishing she had more to offer, she answered the only thing she could. “I really don’t know exactly.”
“Come on … you must have some idea.”
Evelyn glanced back at the boy. He had no crooked smile and his eyes lacked their sparkle. But he did seem on edge, like he was waiting on her to reveal something important. Disappointed she didn’t have that to give, Evelyn shrugged her shoulders.
“I think it’s the nanites.”
Evelyn picked up a pebble, small and gray, flat and cold in her palm. Tucking her blanket in around her legs, she looked out over the valley. The line of the forest’s edge wrapped around the back of the valley, where it connected on the other side with the landing strip and her shuttle. If they went down the mountain and cut directly across the settlement, it was maybe three miles. If they stayed hidden in the trees, it was more like fifteen. She sighed a deep breath, realizing what her day’s activity would be, and in a moment of defiance against the universe, she threw the pebble out over the ledge, imagining it traveled the entire distance in an instant that she knew would take her all day on foot.
“The nanites are keeping us alive?”
Evelyn nodded her head. “Yeah, sort of … They’re helping us stay alive.” She stared at the black hulk of the shuttle as if she might will it to her. She could connect to it, but not nearly at this great of a distance. Plus, the shuttle needed to be powered for her to do anything. No, it was just going to be the two of them, their wits, their feet, and a long walk across the otherworldly death camp if they were going to get to their only means of escape. DF-23 has nothing on Orsus, Evelyn thought, deflated.
Evelyn felt her eyes blur with the start of tears. She didn’t know where things stood between her and Joseph, and she didn’t have the strength to ask. All she knew was she wanted her friend to tell her it was all going to be okay. Not wanting him to see her cry, she stared at the shuttle in the distance and casually brushed the back of her still-purple hand across her cheek. “I think you’re right … Let’s go through the forest,” she said, clearing her throat.
Evelyn didn’t know what she expected Joseph to say, but she was stricken by the silence. A moment later she glanced over her shoulder and felt the stab of disappointment in her chest. He was already starting his climb down the back side of the rocky cliff. She caught a quick glance of his eyes before he returned them to the path in front of him.
“We have a long way to go … We better get moving if we’re going to make it before dark,” he said, seemingly more to himself than to her.
A tear fell from her lid and trickled down her cheek.
My friend is gone.
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FORTHCOMING
They said nothing, but they didn’t walk in silence.
“Why won’t you talk to me? What’s wrong?”
The breeze whistled as it swept up from the valley, carrying a little warmth with it. The trees creaked and popped around them, apparently appreciating the warmth too. 
“Nothing’s wrong, except we’re probably going to die out here … thanks to you.”
“Are you kidding? I just saved you from an angry mob.”
The loose granite crunched under her feet. It was the same sound her teeth were making, she figured, since she had been grinding them for hours.
“And if it weren’t for me, you’d still be locked in that shed.”
“And if it weren’t for me, you’d be dead at the lake, crippled by the parasites.”
The birds called to one another and almost gave Evelyn the feeling she was already back on Earth. But above all the clatter of the native noises of Orsus, there was one thing drowning out even that—the argument she was imagining in her head.
“And why are you being such a jerk, anyway? And where were you when I was helping the doctor? And what was up with all that sneaking around? You know I was mugged and almost beaten to death trying to find you? I even fought the Kraken trying to save you and everyone else. And after all that, what thanks do I get? That’s right … none!”
“You said the nanites are helping us. What does that mean?”
Joseph was easily twenty feet ahead of her, but he was looking over his shoulder in spurts, the sweat of his efforts making his face glisten in the late morning sun. It had taken them a couple of hours to retrace their steps, and they were near the base of the granite outcropping. Evelyn looked around carefully, but it seemed the colonists had bigger concerns than waiting for her to return from her mountaintop.
The sincerity of his question was disarming. Try as she might to grasp hold of the edges of her icy anger, she felt it thaw. It may have just been a temporary slushing of the ice between them, but she felt a tiny spark of hope.
“It’s complicated, Joseph.”
Joseph stopped dead in his tracks. As if there was a force field around him that couldn’t be breached, Evelyn stopped too.
“Look, Evie, I know I’m pretty sick and all, and I’m definitely not as smart as you are, but did you ever think I might be able to help you figure this out?”
Evelyn saw the morning light glint in his eyes, and she realized that once again, she was trying to take sole responsibility for the salvation of the entire colony. Something inside her told her that they might find the answer together, since she was clearly unable to figure it out on her own. “No …” Evelyn said, lingering on the word and offering him a smile as her apology.
Joseph rolled his eyes and turned back to his march, and Evelyn again felt the cold bite of the dog that was chewing apart their friendship.
Evelyn sighed and started walking again, keeping pace and keeping her distance behind him. She couldn’t help but mull his question over in her mind.
“You asked about the nanites … Basically, they just help make people better.”
“Okay,” Joseph said, not bothering to look back.
“So, what most people don’t realize is the human body is pretty remarkable … but it’s also very complex, and the brain has to do a lot to keep everything working right. The nanites help. They thread throughout the body and into the brain, and they make sure the body can take care of itself. In our case, they are making sure our immune systems are working as well as they can so our body’s natural defenses can fight off disease … or in this case, the parasites.”
Joseph stopped and turned, and Evelyn stopped again with him. “There … Was that so hard?”
“No …” she said, lingering on the word again, still trying to lighten the tone of their conversation and the tension between them.
“Well … good.”
Evelyn took a hesitant step in his direction. “Well … do you have any ideas?” she asked, shrugging her shoulders.
“Not at all,” he said, relaxing his shoulders just a bit, the corners of his mouth curling into a humble smirk.
Evelyn felt her shoulders relax, and she broke his gaze to look down at the heathery grass at her feet.
“But don’t worry, Evie, we’ll figure it out together.”
 



DELUSIONAL
The afternoon light of the sun was sallow and thin, dancing off the evergreens and through the long native grasses in the forest. Evelyn felt like she could breathe again, with nothing but the scent of pines hanging in the crispness of the air.
The composting leaves underfoot softened the sound of her footsteps, and she imagined if she fell into them, they might provide the same respite as a feather bed. She blinked, her eyelids growing heavier with each passing hour. All the thoughts she had swimming around in her gray matter seemed to slow, and she knew it was just a matter of time before she fell asleep. She was hoping it might be on her shuttle, which was still hours away, but in the moment, the cushion of leaves underfoot was also looking pretty good.
Evelyn heard the footsteps next to her, only then realizing they had been there for a long time. She didn’t flinch, though, as if a little voice inside was telling her not to be afraid. She glanced to her side and smiled.
“Were you just not going to say anything?”
“Oh, I figured you’d talk when you were ready.”
“I don’t normally talk to ghosts, Jane.”
“Yeah, well, maybe you should … You don’t seem to be taking very good care of yourself. If you’re not going to listen to yourself, a ghost is the next best thing.”
“I have a parasite! How do you figure that’s my fault?”
“Well, look at yourself. You look terrible. You smell terrible. You’re thin as a pick. And now you’re wandering around out here in this forest, delirious. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you’re actually trying to kill yourself.”
“I’m doing no such thing … I’m trying to get to my shuttle so I can get the hell out of here.”
“Right, and then what?”
“Isn’t that obvious? I’m going back to Earth.”
The silence between them seemed to indicate the conversation was over, and Evelyn kept slogging along, occasionally glancing through the trees in the hopes she had accidentally run into some sort of magical portal that would have brought her right to her shuttle. Moments passed.
“So you’re just going to leave all these people here to die?”
Evelyn said nothing. She bit her lip, the pinch of frustration in her chest making her feel like she had a cramp in her throat. She pulled her shoulder blades back in a vain attempt to stretch the aggravation away, but she had no luck.
“Evie? Is that what you’re doing?” Jane asked again. “You’re just going to leave all these people here to die?”
“You don’t understand … Nobody understands. Not Joseph,” she added, waving her hand at him as he wandered yards ahead of her, also seemingly in a daze. “Not the colonists … nobody. I have protected these people. I have killed for them. I have sacrificed everything, including my family … my values … my principles. What more do I have to give?” she added, flapping her arms in frustration.
“No,” Evelyn said, shaking her head. “No … I am through with them, and I’m through with this place. If they want to live, they’ll have to figure out how to do it on their own. I will not be their guardian any longer.”
“You’re wrong, Evie.”
“No, really. I’m serious. I’m through.”
“No, I mean about the other thing you said … There’s one thing you haven’t given up.”
Evelyn looked at Jane, waiting for her to tell her what it was, because whatever she apparently had left to give sure didn’t feel like it could be much. “Well … are you going to tell me?”
“No, but you’ll figure it out.”
Evelyn shook her head, curling her lip. “Leave it to the ghost of my big sister to leave me hanging.”
“Yeah, and I have all of eternity to do it too.”
Evelyn smiled and walked in silence for a minute.
“Can I ask you a question, Jane?”
“Sure.”
“Why are you here?”
“I figured you could use the company.”
“Because Joseph and I aren’t getting along?”
“No … because I know you’re feeling alone, and I want you to know that you’re not.”
“So I have a delusion of my big sister, and that’s supposed to make me feel better?”
“What makes you think I’m a delusion?”
Evelyn looked at her sister. “Because I don’t believe in ghosts.”
“But you do believe in monsters?”
Evelyn thought about the look on Misha’s face when she punched her with the butt end of the pistol—a look that seemed to be filled with confusion, surprise, and terror all at the same time. Beyond her look, however, Evelyn remembered the grim satisfaction she felt in hovering over her, taunting her, tormenting the girl who had been nothing but awful to her.
“Of course I believe in monsters … I am one.”
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TORTURED
After hours of walking, more than one visit from Jane, and a few moments where Evelyn wondered if she was walking at all or just imagining it, they came to the cluster of trees on the far side of the landing strip, the shuttle not more than a hundred yards away. But as they looked out across the field separating them from the only method they had for leaving Orsus behind, Evelyn realized it wasn’t going to be as easy as simply walking up, turning the keys in the ignition, and flying off. Posted at all four corners of the shuttle were colonists, with guns, no doubt with orders to kill Evelyn—maybe Joseph too—if they came close.
Evelyn knelt in the grass, a large evergreen providing some cover for them in the waning light of the day.
“You don’t think they are just there to welcome us aboard, do you?” Evelyn asked, almost more to herself than to Joseph, who had taken up a spot next to her in the grass.
“Ha,” Joseph said, the sweat dripping from his brow. He brushed the back of his hand across his forehead and then ran his fingers through his hair to pull it out of his eyes.
Evelyn smiled at the gesture and wished she was running her fingers through his hair. In the moment, though, she felt like touching the boy with the mossy-green eyes would have required her to cross a growing chasm between them, now nearly the size of the galaxy they had crossed to get from Earth to where they knelt.
“Well, what do you want to do?” Joseph asked, breaking the silence and Evelyn’s train of thought at the same time.
“I’m tempted to just march up there and take it.”
“And get yourself shot at the same time?”
Evelyn knew there wasn’t a chance she was going to be able to get to the shuttle before they were both shot, but other than sit around and wait for the cluster of guards to leave, she didn’t know what else to do. She sat back on her heels and humphed. 
“I know, I know,” she mumbled, glancing at Joseph and seeing the sweat oozing from his pasty skin. He looked like he had been dipped in oil. Evelyn grimaced. “You know, the longer we sit out here in the cold, the more likely it is we both die on this rock.”
“Evie, we just have to wait for an opportunity … Those guys can’t stay out there all night.”
“Yeah, they can, especially if they’re determined to get me.” Evelyn crossed her arms over her chest and brushed her hands on her biceps, trying to keep the chill in the air from sinking into her bones. She could already feel the shivers coming on, and she had only stopped marching for a few minutes. Whether the colonists standing guard were really out to get her, or were just trying to protect what little technology they seemed to have left, Evelyn couldn’t really say, but she was certain, with her reputation, they would be more inclined to mow her down with bullets than invite her over for a discussion about her intentions.
Evelyn glanced back at Joseph. He had propped himself against a tree and looked as if he might lose consciousness. It was obvious the march had taken a toll on both of them. In a semi-lucid moment of clarity, she realized what she needed to do.
“Stay here, Joseph … I’ll be right back.”
Joseph’s eyes opened, and he looked around, as if he had just been caught napping but was trying to play it off like he wasn’t. “Where’re you going?”
“Don’t worry, I’ll be safe … I’m just going to see if I can find us some more blankets until we get our chance to get to the shuttle,” she lied. “I promise, I’ll be careful.”
Evelyn figured he knew she wasn’t being truthful with him—growing up on the streets, Joseph seemed to be keenly aware of when he was being fed lies—but in the moment, he seemed too tired to care. “Okay, Evie … just stay out of sight.”
“Okay,” she said. Crouching low, she headed deeper into the darkening forest, moving slowly, less because she was worried about being heard, and more because it was getting difficult to see the ground in front of her feet.
A few hundred yards later, Evelyn came to the edge of the trees between the landing strip and the town, nothing between her and the commune of tents but Potter’s Field. Evelyn figured there wouldn’t be any colonists in the cemetery now that the sun had burned its way over the mountains at the far end of the valley, and she breathed a deep sigh of relief in realizing she was correct.
Stepping lightly through the burial ground, only glancing for a moment at the temporary headstones, she remembered her delusional conversation with Jane earlier that day. What haven’t I given up? she wondered, feeling like she had nothing left. Shaking her head, she headed through the gap in the fence sectioning off the cemetery from the rest of the community, and down the slope into the tents. She hoped if anyone saw her, they might just ignore her, given how dark it had grown on an evening burdened with heavy cloud cover.
Most of the colonists were already in their tents for the evening, and it wasn’t any wonder why. With so many people sick and dying, few could be interested in socializing, and Evelyn breathed another sigh of relief in the realization that there weren’t many people out for her to run into. Even so, she didn’t want to take any chances, so she hiked the collar of her jacket over her neck and kept to the backs of the tents and the shadows.
Moments later, she found the tent she was looking for. She stopped and knelt, listening. It didn’t take long before she heard the telltale signs of someone resting in a cot, the frame creaking and the stretching fabric groaning under their weight. Evelyn continued to listen, but other than one person in a cot, she didn’t hear anything else. No conversation. No indication that the person in the tent was anything but alone.
Quietly Evelyn crept around the front. Glancing in both directions, she took a deep breath, drew herself up to her full height, and bolted through the tent flap.
A gasp.
A flash of silvery thread from her fingertips.
The strange sensation warming her hand as they burrowed into the girl’s mouth.
“Make one sound, Misha, and my face will be the last one you ever see.”
Misha’s eyes went wide, and she looked like it was all she could do to keep from screaming—like she was futilely holding back a dam of floodwaters, knowing it was going to explode. Her chest shuddered, and Evelyn felt Misha’s body stiffen as she straddled her on the cot.
“Good … that’s good, Misha … You’re not as stupid as you look.”
Tears welled in Misha’s eyes, which were already red. She looked in horror at Evelyn’s fingers, the threads running from her fingertips into her mouth, and as if the realization triggered a reflex, she gagged.
Evelyn started to stand and, with her free hand, signaled Misha to follow her. Misha sat up, obviously trying to keep her calm, and stood as Evelyn beckoned her to follow. Her mouth hanging open, chin quivering, drool shimmering on her lips, she held her arms out from her waist, trying to steady herself as she stood.
“What do you want?” Misha asked through a shudder, not wanting to close her mouth around the tangle of metal wires twitching in her mouth.
Evelyn tensed her hand, and as if a dentist had just stuck Misha’s mouth with a dozen tiny needles at once, Misha winced in pain.
“You know what the monster wants, Misha,” she replied in an eerily level tone that disturbed even herself. For a moment, she felt a shudder start to rip up her back at the callousness of what she was doing. Evelyn locked her spine, tensed her body, and noticed Misha had gone completely vertical, standing on her toes, as if she might lift herself off the nanite needles puncturing the roof of her mouth.
Evelyn grabbed her by the back of her head, pulling her down to her flat feet again, and moved around to her side. “I’m going to make this very, very easy for you, Misha,” Evelyn said, trying to keep the girl calm and docile. “I’m tired of trying to help all of you. You don’t want me here. I don’t want to be here. So you’re going to keep your mouth shut—figuratively speaking, of course—and you’re going to help me get to my shuttle so I can leave the whole pathetic lot of you behind. If you can do that—and not do anything stupid—I won’t blow up your brain … If you understand me, nod your head slowly.”
Misha, glancing out of the side of her eyes at Evelyn, nodded stiffly.
“Good … now walk, and I’m going to keep hanging on to the back of your head, because if you so much as twitch, I might accidentally shoot a nanite out of the top of your head.”
Misha shuddered and whimpered, and Evelyn smirked, knowing she had more control than that but enjoying the threat all the same. They took a step together toward the tent flap, and Evelyn couldn’t get a grip on her feelings. On the one hand, she was disgusted with herself for causing Misha so much pain, despite how she had been treated. But she also felt the warmth of Misha’s mouth warming the thin silvery threads of nanites. She felt them flexing and tingling the tips of her fingers. She felt the power of holding a fistful of the girl’s hair, and with each passing second, she felt like the girl she had become had trapped the girl she wanted to be in a casket, was nailing it shut, and was about to lower it into the ground, with her barely alive inside.
Stepping into the chilling evening air, Evelyn quickly pushed Misha ahead of her, still staying to the shadows behind the tents, though it was hardly necessary. Moments before, it had started to rain gently on the valley, and with the black cover of clouds and the villagers inside their tents, there was nobody outside.
Evelyn felt Misha try to relax under her grip, but she heard the rapid breathing of a girl about to hyperventilate.
“Just breathe easy, Misha … This will be over soon enough, and then you can go back to your pathetic life.”
Misha took a few deep breaths, her lungs still shuddering from the emotion of being taken hostage. A well of remorse started to rise in Evelyn’s belly, the guilt of becoming the monster she knew everyone saw her as coagulating in her mind, warping her thoughts. She heard the scream of her old self in the casket, trying to get out. She started to relent but quickly snapped back into the moment, remembering where she was and what these colonists had done—what they would do if they caught her. She imagined shoveling dirt on the casket and throwing the shovel in after.
Grabbing Misha’s hair tighter and hearing her wince, she pushed her faster across the lawn. They ambled up the ridge together and walked along the path, the steady misting rain soaking both of them through their exhausted colonist clothing. Neither said anything to the other, but Evelyn felt like a thousand questions were swirling around in her mind. Most of them were whys—Why do you hate me so much? Why were you so rotten to me? Why couldn’t you accept me for who I am?—and she knew she would never get any answers. She buried the questions deep as they trudged along, refusing to give Misha the satisfaction of seeing that insecure side of herself.
With a hundred yards left to the shuttle, Evelyn noticed that three of the guards had moved to block the path, obviously realizing there were people approaching. And then, as if someone was trying to shout through a whisper, Evelyn heard Joseph call to her. Glancing for a moment toward the trees along her right, she saw him, holding his coat closed across his chest and trying to crouch and run at the same time.
“Evie,” he said, halting his run and his comment at the same time. Now just feet away, and perhaps feeling sickened by the gruesome scene before him, he slowed to a shuffle, and even in the darkness and the rain, Evelyn could see the greenish hue to his skin.
“Evie … my God, what are you doing?”
Evelyn pulled Misha in closer to make sure the girl didn’t flinch and melt her own brain. And whether it was pity in his eyes, fear, or panic, she didn’t care. She felt the well of remorse in her gut flood with rage as she passed judgement on him, herself, the both of them, and she pushed Misha forward as if to emphasize to them who was in charge. “I’m doing what I have to do to get us out of here, Joseph.”
“Well, you don’t have to take hostages.” Joseph kept his distance, his movements jerky, the lack of food, wellness, and anything resembling peace clearly contriving to make him fumble through his motions. He held up his hands. “Just stay calm, Misha … You’re going to be okay.”
Evelyn heard the whimper and knew it had to have been accompanied by tears, but they were all too soaked from the rain to tell the difference. Evelyn felt the anger build. Even Joseph didn’t get it. Monster! She was proving them all right—she was nothing but an inhuman monster, and she hated all of them for it—Misha, Joseph, and especially herself. She gripped Misha’s hair tighter and pushed her faster.
Perhaps in seeing Joseph dart out of the woods, and the growing commotion of players on the path in the middle of otherwise inhospitable conditions, the three guards ran toward them, their weapons trained on them. Joseph moved closer, but rather than stand next to Evelyn, he stood next to Misha as if he also was being taken hostage.
“What’s going on here?”
Now at close range, Evelyn could see who stood in the way of her escape, and her heart sank. It was Tau Moor, and his falling expression in seeing Evelyn’s face appear from behind Misha’s head told her everything she needed to know. He dropped the point of his rifle to the dirt, clearly confused by what was extruding from Evelyn’s hand and what was penetrating Misha’s mouth.
“Let us pass, Tau … We just want to leave. I’ll let Misha go when Joseph and I are safely on board.”
“You’re just going to leave? What about helping the colonists?”
“Helping the colonists!” Evelyn blurted, laughing a lot louder than she had anticipated. “Are you kidding me? You know there’s an angry mob out to get me.”
“Evie,” Joseph said over his shoulder, “you can help them … You have to help them!”
“I don’t have to do anything, especially for people like her!” she said, jerking Misha by her hair again and feeling her stiffen and cry out at the same time.
“They just don’t know you,” Joseph added.
“They know me now!”
“Please don’t do this, Evie,” Tau said, standing straighter and letting his rifle hang in his hand. “I’m not going to try to stop you … but I’m begging you, for Mina’s sake … please stay and help.”
Even in the darkness and the rain, Evelyn could see a tear welling in Tau’s eye, and he quickly wiped at it with his free hand. For a moment, Evelyn held her breath, touched by a moment of appreciation, but in a second it was gone. She shook her head.
“How can I stay when I am in constant fear of being attacked?” Evelyn walked around the side of Misha, exposing herself to the men behind Tau, who still had yet to lower their guns. “She let them …” she started, her voice cracking unexpectedly, “She let them step … on … my face.” And then, as if the crack in her voice shattered the barrier she had erected around herself, her chin quaked and the tears freely ran down her cheeks. “They stepped on my face, Tau, and they call me horrible things, and they talk about me behind my back, and they spit on me, and they treat me like I’m some sort of monster.”
Evelyn looked at Misha, and then the memory she saved of her conversation with Titus popped into her head. “Don’t let them turn you into something you’re not,” he’d said. She heard herself knocking on the inside of the coffin she had already buried under feet of earth, and she realized she didn’t have the courage to finish the job. Evelyn let the nanites retract back into her hand, and she let go of Misha’s hair, watching the girl collapse into the mud, coughing and grasping her own throat.
“I’m sorry, I’m done,” she said, looking back at Tau, and then glanced at Joseph, who still had the pained look on his face of hearing her cry over her suffering. “I understand if you don’t want to go, Joseph. I’m not exactly what either of us want …” Her voice cracked again, and unable to finish her thought, she looked away from his gaze and started walking toward the shuttle. The other guards lowered their weapons.
Evelyn didn’t know what she expected. Part of her thought she might get a bullet in her back, but as the moments passed, she realized she might actually get to leave.
She activated her nanites, and now that she was close, she connected with her shuttle, the familiar hum of Buzz relaying the operating status of the shuttle to her as she lowered the ramp.
Walking to the top, she couldn’t help but casually glance out of the corner of her eye, hopeful that Joseph had decided to come too. He was slowly walking up the path toward the shuttle. Her heart stopped beating as he walked up the ramp behind her, a smile on his gaunt face.
“You know, you keep doing this,” he said, touching her shoulder to escort her into the belly of the ship. “You keep trying to leave me behind. When are going to learn … you can’t?”



HOPEFUL
Her seat belt was loose around her middle and shoulders, a subtle reminder that she was wasting away and probably looked as much like a corpse as she felt. She looked at Joseph, his putty-colored complexion giving him the illusion of being recently deceased—an illusion that in the moment was only distorted by the occasional flexing of his ribcage as he took a shallow breath.
She cinched her belt tighter. The hull around her shuddered as the engines engaged, and in seconds, with the nearly limitless power of the engines commanding the shuttle to break free, Evelyn felt it separate from the surface. Without the reverberation of the soil underneath, the hull immediately quieted. The nose turned toward the heavens, and like a giant bird, the shuttle circled upward.
Evelyn felt the captain’s chair caress the back of her legs, her hips, her back, and gently hold her neck and the back of her head. It was comfort—the shallow comfort that comes from inanimate things, but comfort nonetheless. She sighed and closed her eyes as the storm clouds grew closer, their blackness ominously stretching as far in every direction as she could see.
The shuttle rose through the turbulence of the storm, and then, as if they had pierced a black veil, billions of stars came instantly into view. The shuttle rolled, pushing higher to break free of Orsus’s gravity, the purple silhouettes of its twin moons thousands of miles away.
Space was cold, stark, but to Evelyn, it seemed warmer than the place they had just left. It was like the people below them were already corrupting her beautiful new world into something even less hospitable to life than the vacuum of space. And as she looked out on the stars, their luminescence casting a ghostly light into the cockpit, Evelyn glanced at Joseph and felt like she was closer to the stars billions of miles away than to the boy with the crooked smile right beside her. She had no idea what to say, and she waited—the air recycler humming softly in the background the only sound in the cabin—for him to say something and make everything alright between them.
When are you going to learn … you can’t? She tumbled his words over in her mind. She had left him more than once in the few short months they had been together on Orsus. She had stood him up for a date at the lake and then days later for a date in the gardens. She left him behind when she went to Earth to find Tate. She thought she was leaving him behind again after she had been exiled, and then, just moments ago, she was fairly certain she would have left Orsus without him had he not chosen to climb aboard. Joseph had stood by her in her worst moments—moments when she didn’t want to stand by herself. He had never been anything but a friend to her. She didn’t know what unconditional love was, but she was pretty sure this was it. Despite her best efforts to push him away, here he was, beside her as always. She didn’t deserve him—she had always known that and felt it, but she never felt it more than she did then, hurtling into the vacuum of space at fifty thousand miles per hour.
Evelyn felt a tear fall from her lid and land on her hand, only then realizing she was crying.
“You okay, Evie?”
She was about to say yes, a reflex answer to what would normally be a reflex question, but she knew Joseph better than that. “No,” she said, a simple answer that quickly fractured in her mind into the thousands of ways she was anything but okay. Her mind slogged through her murky thoughts, as if the storm clouds they just left were clinging to them, swirling them in a smoky embrace.
“You’re going to make me pull it out of you, aren’t you?”
Evelyn blurted out a laugh, hoping her breath might be all that was needed to blow away the fog. “No,” she repeated, this time the simple answer being just that. “I’m just worried … about us,” she said, surprised at her boldness, her words hanging stiffly in the space between them.
“Geez, Evie,” Joseph said with a sigh. “I know it’s been a little weird between us, but we’ve been sick.”
“I know, I know.”
“There’s a plague … and parasites … and an angry mob down there.”
Evelyn laughed again. “Okay, okay, I get it.”
“Well, good. You know, Marcus tried to warn me about you.”
Evelyn’s eyes went wide. She whipped her head to the side. “What?”
Joseph settled deeper into his seat, closing his eyes, a smirk edging across his jaw and making him look less dead for the first time in days. “Yeah. He said you were just like your sister … high-maintenance.”
“Oh, he did, did he?”
“Yeah, but he also said you were worth it … Guess he was right on both accounts.”
Evelyn felt a flutter in her chest and was reminded of the fact that the feeling had been vacant for what seemed like forever. She gasped another laugh and felt another tear slide down her cheek. Unbuckling her belt, she slid around into Joseph’s lap, and without any hesitation, she pressed her lips to his, feeling the warm tingle through her body, like it was fighting back the cold of loneliness that had anchored deep into her bones.
Evelyn pulled her lips away, Joseph giving her a tired smile, and she tucked her head into the crook of his neck.
“Sorry.”
“For what?”
“For being high-maintenance.”
“All the best ones are, Evie.”
Evelyn laughed again. “It’s just … I don’t know … It was just weird … you sneaking around.”
“Sneaking around?”
“Yeah, like when you came to the lab in the forest but hid outside. Why didn’t you just come inside?”
“I didn’t come to the lab.”
Evelyn lifted her head, her expression no doubt reflecting his. “Yes, you did … You came to the tent and you hid outside … and you warned me that the villagers were planning to hurt me.”
Joseph cocked his eyebrow. “Evie, I haven’t left my tent since they carried me there.”
Evelyn’s thoughts slowed along with her breathing, and then, as she remembered Adam smashing his head into the wall and Collette Vandergaast, seemingly lucid but talking to the air, she felt her stomach flip. “You mean it was a delusion?”
“I don’t know, Evie, but it wasn’t me.”
“Well, what about in the cemetery? I saw you there, didn’t I?”
Joseph laughed. “Well, I guess you saw me there, but I wasn’t.”
Evelyn felt her stomach flip again. She knew she had hallucinated Jane in the forest, because Jane was dead and couldn’t have been there. And her hallucination about Tate—when she was sitting on the beach, preparing for battle with the Kraken—she knew was just that also. But the fact that she was now having trouble separating reality from her delusions was surprisingly terrifying.
She looked at Joseph, her eyes having glazed for a moment in her confusion, and she poked him in the chest with her finger.
“How about now … Am I hallucinating now?”
“Evie, you’re sitting on my lap … Do I feel like a hallucination to you?”
Evelyn laughed an unsure laugh and poked him in the chest again, just to make sure. She looked into his eyes. The golden flecks were still there but seemingly less bright. He didn’t fade or morph or transform into someone else, though, and after a few seconds, her gut telling her she was probably exactly where she thought she was, with whom she thought she was, she felt her stomach settle. “Wow, those parasites are freaky.”
“You’re telling me … I couldn’t get up for … well … for however long we were back in the colony. My legs didn’t want to work.”
“Well, I’m glad you were able to come get me out of my prison. If the mob had gotten to me …”
Again Joseph quirked his brow.
“Evie, I caught up to you when you were running for the woods. I had just stood up for the first time in days and heard the colonists shouting. What prison are you talking about?”
Evelyn felt like something had exploded inside her, rattling everything from her brain to her toes and back to her teeth. She bolted out of Joseph’s lap and turned to face him, hoping he was just joking but seeing no signs of mischief in his expression.
“I was in a shed in the center of town. There were four men standing guard over me to keep me safe from the villagers. You—” she said, pointing her finger at him as if to emphasize the word and his role in her escape “—came to the shed, let me out, and we ran off together.”
Joseph shook his head. “No, like I said, I caught up with you as you were running into the woods. I don’t know where you came from, but I heard you were in town, so I was coming to find you. Then, I saw you heading for the forest … You just appeared out of nowhere, but I figured you were in trouble, and …”
“And what?”
“And I figured you were going to leave me behind … again.”
Evelyn slumped against the console. All of a sudden, the distance she felt between her and Joseph made sense. It hadn’t been him at all she had seen in the village, just a product of her imagination. And then, when she finally had seen the real Joseph, he had watched her run away from him and everyone else. It was no wonder he had been cool to her.
She shook her head. Even though she knew what had happened, she still couldn’t wrap her mind around the last part. “Joseph. I thought you let me out. I was following you into the forest. You unlocked my door so I could get out.”
Joseph didn’t say anything, but his look said every bit of “no, you’re wrong.”
“If you didn’t unlock my door … then who did?”
Joseph shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know, Evie.”
A throbbing began between her temples, and she realized she was squinting at the mystery of her escape. “I wasn’t trying to leave you behind, Joseph … I tried to find you … and now I’m just really, really confused.”
Evelyn turned and fell back into her captain’s chair, completely lacking the energy to think any more about it. But then, the word came to her again.
Monster.
She wondered how Joseph could stand to see her running away from him, time after time.
Monster.
She looked at her purple hands and remembered what her face still looked like.
Monster.
She thought about the expression on Misha’s face as she stabbed the back of her throat with the needles of her nanites.
Monster.
She thought about the look in Tau Moor’s eyes as he realized the love of his life was doomed to die.
“Joseph?”
“Yeah?”
“Do you think I’m a monster?”
“Do you?”
“Today? Yes.”
“Well … tomorrow is a new day, Evie.”
Joseph let out a little cough that compounded into a hacking. He was doubled over in seconds. He winced, his eyes starting to water. Evelyn felt her chest tighten and she knew they both needed rest. She stood again.
“Come on, let’s get some sleep … Maybe we’ll get over this faster if we can just get some rest.”
“Yeah,” he said, unbuckling his belt, standing unsteadily and holding the chair for balance. Walking from chair to console to wall to door to her quarters, he let himself fall face-first onto the bed, hardly having the energy to move to one side.
Evelyn sat down on the edge of the bed beside him, her headache pounding harder, and she lay down next to him, reminded of their first days on Vista, when they were both ten and Joseph would come to her room. He said he couldn’t sleep in a room by himself as he’d grown so accustomed to having other kids in the orphanage around him. Evelyn wasn’t ever bothered by it and found that she, too, slept better by having him around. In the moment, hearing his raspy breath and knowing he was probably unconscious before his head even hit the pillow, she felt they might both sleep, but she knew neither of them would ever enjoy the sound sleep of children as they once had.
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SUPERHERO
Evelyn woke to the sound of hacking and immediately found herself clearing her own throat. As she wrestled with her groggy moment, semiconsciously taking inventory of her own aches and pains, she slowly realized that the coughing was coming not from her but from Joseph—and not from the bed to her side but from the closet bathroom in her quarters. She looked at the bed next to her to be sure and immediately trained her eyes on the red speckles on the pillow that trailed along the sheets. She looked at her hands and touched her face as if it might have been her blood, somehow, and then snapped into the moment.
“Joseph!” Evelyn bolted and took the two steps required to cross the floor of her quarters to the bathroom. Bracing himself on the sink, his shirt in a wad on the floor, he drew the back of his hand across his mouth, catching her eye in the mirror. The skin around his eyes was sunken and gray, almost purple, like a bruise. His lips were a vibrant red.
Evelyn quickly glanced down at the sink and noticed the same speckles of blood, now pink from the water splashing out of the faucet.
“I guess I’m still not doing all that well,” he said, attempting a grin but only revealing teeth made pink by the blood from his lungs. He coughed again, a strangely dry-sounding cough, and caught more blood on the back of his hand.
“When did this start?” Evelyn said, grabbing his shoulder with one hand, and his jaw with the other. She tried to look in his mouth in the light.
“Easy, Doc,” Joseph said, trying to play it cool. If his lungs weren’t bleeding, Evelyn might have found it funny.
“No, really. When did the bleeding start?”
Joseph half coughed again and shrugged his shoulders. “Just now. I woke up and could taste it.”
Evelyn felt her heart pound in her chest. The wealth of medical knowledge she had stored away in her brain immediately unfolded in her view, and along with it every grisly medical image known to humanity. She remembered what Doctor Khari had said about the end of disease, realizing if Joseph was coughing blood, their situation had just crossed into emergency territory. Not wanting to panic Joseph, she eased him to sitting on the toilet and then paced her way back into her quarters, her hands on her forehead, as if that might help her keep her thoughts together.
“This isn’t supposed to happen,” she mumbled, trying to push the images she was manufacturing of Joseph lying dead from her mind.
“Hey,” he said.
Evelyn glanced at him as he braced himself on the sink.
“I’ll be alright … I just need some more sleep.”
“Yeah, I know,” she said, also trying to play it cool, feeling the tears prick at her eyes. She quickly turned. “I just need to get something … Just stay there.”
Walking through the door, but sprinting in her mind, Evelyn made her way to the front of the shuttle. There was no way they were going to make it back to Earth and find medical help in time to save Joseph from drowning in his own blood. She thought about going to the surface again but dismissed the idea just as quickly, knowing that anyone who might be interested in helping was already sick or dead.
Looking at the display, her machine-like mind calculated the only scenario that left either of them with any hope—and it involved Vista. Evelyn thumped the console with her fist. She knew the odds weren’t good that she would find the supplies she needed or people to help, but knowing any chance was better than no chance, she adjusted the heading to bring the shuttle into orbit alongside the space station.
At a distance, Vista looked like a hunk of scrap metal listing in space. Up close, it was an entirely different experience. It was enormous, spanning thousands of feet in every direction, all central to the dome that covered the majority of the station. Of course, the dome from space looked like any other metal dome, and at a distance, Vista might have been mistaken for a serving platter with a metal cover. The dome from the inside, however, projected images of the space and stars outside so the colonists got a perfect view of space without the encumbrances of atmosphere. Evelyn never tired of seeing the stars from the park in the middle of the station, but after a few months of travel, most of the colonists had grown weary of it. They voted to recast projections of the sun and the moon and the stars from Earth, just to give themselves a sense of comfort in the familiar.
Some of the other colonists told stories of growing up in cities, before the Second Depression that sent the country into a spiral. Many of them said they lived most of their childhoods within a dozen city blocks—they had stores and schools and churches and theaters, all within walking distance. It didn’t take long before the colonists likened their new situation to the older city-dwellers, and like it was a borough and they were all residents, they began to refer to themselves as Vistonians. It was the first time humans had ever had a self-sustaining community in space, and the people of Vista thought of themselves as Vistonians first, Earthlings second.
It occurred to Evelyn as they flew closer to the enormous floating space raft that she had never considered herself as Vistonian, or Earthling for that matter, and she had enough doubts over the years that she often wondered if the human title applied to her either. She didn’t know where she belonged or where home was, but she knew one thing—there was only one person left in the universe she could even consider to be her family. His lungs were infected, and he was bleeding to death in her quarters. Whether they welcomed her or not, she was going to board that behemoth and find a cure for the plague of Orsus.
Evelyn didn’t bother trying to call ahead to the command center on Vista. She didn’t have the time or patience to deal with more Vistonian stupidity, and she didn’t want to link to the computer system, anyway—the stress and strain of the past many days had gotten to her, and she wasn’t in the condition to deal with all the noise that pelted her brain when she allowed her nanites to link to the supercomputers on the station.
She guided the shuttle around to the air lock on the far side of the station—the same one Jane had used when she came and went from Vista in her clandestine operations to save her family from the DF-23 death camp. It didn’t matter if the skeleton crew on Vista tried to keep her from docking. Evelyn knew she would easily override the systems—she and Vista were old friends anyway. Even so, she wanted to work fast, and she didn’t want any trouble.
She ran a scan of the station, and just as Doctor Khari had said, there were only nineteen people left on the whole space station. How much damage they had done to the labs was anybody’s guess, though, and for a moment as they drifted closer, Evelyn felt a stabbing in her chest. The thought of the only home she had ever known being pillaged by backward-thinking colonists wore at the frayed edges of her sanity.
She looked again at the scan and realized that three colonists were on the lower engineering floors, presumably doing something with the Leap Frog. From the readings, whether they were still following orders to dismantle it or were in a panic trying to put it back together so they could return to Earth, she couldn’t tell. There were also three people in the command center, and seven had gone to the armory, no doubt alerted to and preparing for her arrival. 
To Evelyn’s surprise, the colonists hadn’t locked her out of the space station’s computer systems, and within seconds, she was logged into the main servers. It wouldn’t have mattered even if they had activated the sentry to keep her out. She wrote the program and could have circumvented it in milliseconds, but she was relieved to have one less obstacle.
Evelyn keyed in the quiet codes to secure the station. No alarms would go off, but the intercom on the space station would be disabled, and the doors to the engineering level, the command center, and the armory would be locked.
Evelyn couldn’t help but smirk and shake her head. Here they were, preparing for war, grabbing who knew what weapons to take her down, and they wouldn’t be able to leave the rooms they were in.
Only six colonists were left in places she couldn’t secure, and while she was a little worried about whether they had weapons and how she might deal with them, she knew worrying about it wasn’t going to help.
She pursed her lips and shook her head in a vain attempt to clear her agitated mind and then flipped the switch to receive incoming radio transmissions.
“This is space station Vista. Do you copy?”
Evelyn said nothing, staring out the window, running her sketchy plan through her mind. She may have a few minutes before the six stragglers realized their communications had been cut. She hoped that would give her enough time to get on board.
“Shuttle B-Z-two-one-four-seven, this is Vista. Do you copy? You do not have clearance to dock. Please maintain a safe distance.”
Still Evelyn didn’t reply.
“Shuttle B-Z … Evelyn, we know it’s you … We can’t let you board Vista … None of us have been exposed to the virus … You could contaminate the space station.”
The docking codes cycled through her mind, and she keyed them into the console, and then, with just minutes left before the shuttle connected to the air lock, Evelyn went to the arms locker. She didn’t have much experience with firing actual weapons, but something told her between her immense knowledge of weaponry and her reflexes, she’d be okay. She didn’t want to kill anyone, despite the fact that the colonists might not feel the same way about her, so she laced a holster around her waist, lashed it around her thighs, grabbed two pulse pistols, and loaded them with the electrochemical bullets she unfortunately knew all too well were painfully effective.
“Evelyn … turn your shuttle around.”
She heard the clamps lock onto the side of the shuttle and the sound of rushing air as the air lock sealed. Pausing only a moment on her way to the cargo bay, she stopped and peered through the open door of her quarters.
Since leaving him in the bathroom, Joseph had moved back over to the bed and was lying on his side, his back to her. Evelyn held her breath, waiting for any sign of life, and then, with a heart-wrenching shudder, she heard the raspy breathing of her best friend and saw the slight stretch to his ribs as he took a breath.
“We’re back at Vista, Joseph. I’ll be right back … I’m just going to get you some medicine.”
Hopeful for some acknowledgement that he heard her, he only lifted his elbow from his side for a second and humphed a weak “okay,” which got mired in his mouth and the pillow.
Another stabbing pinch of panic in her chest, and Evelyn was running toward the door, unsure how many of the colonists might be waiting for her on the other side. She pressed the muzzle to the door lock, and training her pistols down what would open to be the hallway, she pressed herself against the side wall.
The door slid open and Evelyn peered around the frame. Breathing a sigh of relief that the colonists hadn’t made it to her docking port, she bolted into the corridor. The narrow portal doors leading into what once were the colonists’ quarters flew by, the tinny echo of Evelyn’s rubber-soled boots slapping the metal floor surely announcing her location to everyone within a hundred yards of her.
Pulling up to the arch that led into the park in the center of Vista, Evelyn stopped. Her heart pounded in her chest and in her head, the force of the blood rushing through her veins almost unbearable, and she squinted to keep her eyes from bulging out of their sockets. Her pistols hung heavy in her hands, and she looked at them just long enough to hope she didn’t have to use them. Returning her gaze to the gray hallway, she peered around the corner into the park.
The initial warmth of relief that there still weren’t any colonists to confront was quickly overwhelmed by the shock and sadness she felt at what she saw before her. With nothing but a skeleton crew to keep the space station’s systems running, much had been neglected, and the signs were all around her. The park, once a lush haven of green grass, flowering shrubs, and beautiful, leafy trees looked like it had been in a drought for months. Many of the smaller trees had lost most of their leaves; the grass had long since turned brown and looked as much like a bed of copper pine needles as anything else. Even the shrubs were mostly bare, and with a few patchy exceptions, the last of the park’s canopy of green leaves were at the bases of some of the largest trees, clearly reluctant to let go of the last bit of life they had within them.
“Evelyn, freeze!”
Evelyn glanced to her side and noticed the man standing on the glass catwalk, a rifle pointed at her. Jerking back, she pressed her body against the inside of the arch, shielding herself—she hoped—from being directly in his line of fire.
“I need to get to the robotics lab,” she yelled back. The infirmary had the antibiotics and steroids that might provide some immediate support for Joseph’s bleeding lungs. But something about the robotics lab was gnawing at her. She still couldn’t put her finger on why exactly. It might have only been because Joseph kept asking her about the nanites, but she felt like if they had any chance to survive, it was going to be found somewhere in that lab, where she started her life.
“I-I-I can’t let you do that,” the man stammered.
Evelyn peeked around the corner. She recognized the man with the rifle as Seymour Siman, one of the lab technicians. She quickly ran through everything she knew about him, and it became obvious why he was stuttering. He was only a few years older than she was and didn’t have a minute of experience with weapons. Evelyn wondered if he even knew how to turn off the safety on the rifle he was holding.
“I have to, Seymour. Joseph is on the shuttle and he’s really sick,” she added, hoping to play on his emotions and hoping he might care about Joseph, given nobody seemed to care about her.
“I can’t let you … Y-y-you’re going to make everyone sick.”
Evelyn shook her head, unsure what to do. She had to get past the corner of the park to get to the hallway leading to the robotics lab. Given Seymour’s shaky message, she didn’t know if he might open fire on her just for trying to run.
“I don’t want to shoot you!” he yelled.
Evelyn looked around the corner again and heard the crack of the rifle. She knelt, her heart racing at the sudden explosion of gunfire.
“Stop shooting, you idiot!” she screamed over her shoulder.
“Go back to your shuttle!”
“I told you, I can’t!”
“You have to go back!” a different voice shouted. Evelyn peered around the corner again, and this time, she saw five men streaming out from the end of the catwalk, just in front of the command center. They looked ridiculous running toward her in their lab coats. It was as if the nerds had finally had enough of being bullied and had decided to take up arms, and Evelyn might have laughed if it wasn’t for the fact that she knew she was seconds from being shot at again.
“You don’t understand … I think I can find a cure for the parasites, but you have to let me pass!”
The men took up places behind the trees on the outskirts of the park, not ten yards away from her corner, and Evelyn felt a lump forming in her throat. She didn’t have time to waste talking to these overachievers, especially when she felt certain they weren’t going to relent. She looked at the pistols in her hands again and for a moment imagined herself spinning and diving her way through gunfire on her way through the park but quickly realized that even though their shots weren’t likely to be precise, she wasn’t agile enough to dodge even one well-timed bullet.
“You will go back, or we will open fire,” the leader said, now waving his colleagues to edge closer, as if they were all military-trained soldiers.
Evelyn’s shoulders tensed. “Why won’t you understand!” she yelled through gritted teeth. “I can help!”
“We don’t need your help, Evelyn. We need you to leave, and we need you to take your disease with you!” he shouted back, and as the words left his mouth, he fired, and then they all started firing.
The high oxygen environment around her sizzled with the crackling of gunfire, and Evelyn saw the flashes of light in her peripheral vision. In a surreal moment, everything around her slowed. Without thinking, she stood, wrapped her arms around the corner, and trained her pistols on the leader. Pulling the triggers, she watched as the chemical bullets slapped him, and before he even had the chance to hit the ground in convulsions, she was sidestepping her way across the archway, training each pistol on two other men and methodically squeezing the triggers again. Two more snaps and slaps of chemical bullets, and the men were on the ground, twitching with their leader.
Evelyn stepped again and ducked behind a bench that didn’t have any more fortitude to protect her from flying bullets than a cardboard box. But it did give her the chance to see who was still in her way. Seymour was gone, but what she didn’t know for sure was whether the other two men were still in the trees.
Evelyn breathed evenly, realizing she was unexpectedly calm for having run through a hailstorm of bullets. Maybe Doppelgänger Girl is back, she thought, grinning to herself and looking through the slats in the bench.
The gunfire stopped, and Evelyn looked at the barely perceptible residue of smoke coming from the ends of both her barrels. She felt like she had only pulled the triggers a few times, but knew that was unlikely. Under stress, people firing handguns had been known to empty entire clips of ammunition in seconds, thinking they had only pulled the trigger once. By their weight, she knew the clips weren’t empty, but she also wasn’t sure she had many bullets left.
“Look … I don’t want any trouble!” a tech behind a tree shouted, his shoulder barely visible.
Evelyn released the clips on both pistols and jammed a fresh clip in each. “And I don’t have any more time to waste!” she called back, and as soon as she did, she slid out from behind her bench and trained her pistols on the man’s sleeve. Squeezing the triggers, she watched as her bullets clipped the tree and then his arm and sent him sprawling into the dirt.
Just then, she saw the movement out of the corner of her eye. The other technician had rounded the back side of the wall and was coming at her from behind. She tried to turn—to retrain her pistols on her attacker—but her momentum was carrying her in the wrong direction.
She saw the flash of his barrel and felt the bullet bite into her shoulder, whipping her around like she was caught up in a tornado. A split second later, she was scrambling on the metal flooring to her knees, trying to put something—anything—between her and her attacker. And then, with him just feet away on the other side of the bench, Evelyn lunged at him, felt the nanites spill from her fingertips and dig into the man’s mouth. He stumbled back, flailing, his rifle clattering to the ground, and then Evelyn was on top of him, a searing pain radiating through her arm and into her chest, and a fury radiating through her fingers.
Shaking and squeezing the man’s collar with her free hand, her body weight pinning him to the ground, a look of outright horror on his face, Evelyn felt her insides collapsing in on themselves, squeezing her like a fist. She could hardly see, and she felt like her jaw might break under the weight of her bite. She didn’t know the man under her, but she knew she hated him. For standing in her way. For being one of them who hated her. For pushing her to be the thing she desperately wanted to avoid. Everything in her wanted to snuff him out, to tighten her grip and feel the snap of the nanites as they severed his spine.
The monster wants.
She heard the echo in the hollow blackness inside her.
The monster comes.
She heard herself screaming inside, the frustration and rage leaking through her teeth and spilling onto the man.
The monster takes.
She pushed her fist, full of his shirt, higher into his neck, and then she saw the tear. Like a glass bead rolling down the side of his face, she watched it, realizing as it slowly traced the crease in his cheek, disappearing into his ear, that the tear hadn’t come from him. It was hers.
“Please,” the man whimpered, almost too quietly to hear.
Evelyn froze. She didn’t know if she had it within her to stop. Another tear fell from her lid, and then she knew—whatever this man was, she wasn’t going to let him turn her into the thing she abhorred.
“Please,” the man gasped again through Evelyn’s nanite tendrils.
She forced a deep breath into her quaking lungs, and then, with what seemed like every ounce of restraint she could manage, she retracted her nanites.
Evelyn looked up, still gripping the man’s collar. There, in the hallway, was Joseph. He was still looking more dead than alive, and his shoulders were hunched like he was guarding his lungs from another round of coughing. Their eyes met, and even though she expected to find judgement in them, she didn’t. “I knew you wouldn’t do it,” he said through a weak smile.
“Th-th-thanks,” the man blurted, perhaps realizing he wasn’t teetering any longer on the edge of death.
Evelyn looked down at the man, the moment of thanks that she hadn’t killed him burning away quickly against the smoldering frustration that he had almost brought her to that point. She balled her fist and smashed it into his jaw, sending his head jerking violently into the floor and knocking him unconscious.
She stood and quickly wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, realizing she was more worried Joseph had seen her tears than she was about him watching her knock out the colonist.
“Was that really necessary?” Joseph said, walking closer to her.
Evelyn stared at the unconscious man on the floor under her. “Yes.” She looked back at Joseph. “What are you doing? I told you I’d be right back.”
“Yeah, and this is what I find you doing?” Joseph asked more than said, waving his hand around the park at Evelyn’s handiwork. “I heard gunshots.”
“I didn’t start it,” Evelyn said, feeling strangely proud of herself for gunning down four men before taking a bullet herself. And then realizing she had almost forgotten about it, she felt the ache deep in her shoulder and took a staggered step back to lean against the bench.
“You’re hurt,” Joseph said, coming close and holding out his hand as if to touch her shoulder but stalling. Squinting, he winced.
Evelyn looked at her bloody shirtsleeve and then felt the thumping of her heartbeat in her shoulder. With each beat, new blood poured from the wound. As she lifted the collar of her shirt to peer under the sleeve, she squinted, unsure she really wanted to see the damage. She saw the swirl of metal first, and while she knew it shouldn’t have surprised her, seeing the nanites at work again to patch up her body did. The silver of the microscopic bots swirled like mercury, her crimson blood seeping through. She realized she was clamping her jaw. It felt like someone was taking a scalpel to her shoulder, and just when she thought she might pass out from the pain, she felt a pop, something brush her arm, and then heard a clanking of metal on the floor.
Evelyn exhaled a low moan, grabbed her shoulder, and looked down, recognizing the metal ball as the bullet that had been in her shoulder only seconds before. Lifting her hand, she looked again at the wound, and sure enough, the nanites were filling the hole and stitching her skin back together. No doubt they were doing the same on the inside to repair whatever damage the bullet had done. And while it still ached almost to the point where Evelyn wanted to knock herself out with a punch, it felt worlds better now that the nanites had squeezed the bullet back out of the hole it had made.
“Can I do that?”
Evelyn looked at the quirky smile on Joseph’s ashen face and remembered him asking the same question of her when she carved her shin open on a granite boulder one afternoon after falling in the lake.
“I don’t know, Joseph, but let’s not find out,” she said, smiling at the memory and at the fleeting peace she had in knowing that at least for the moment, they were safe.



FREAK
It was hard to call what she was doing running, and she knew it. Perhaps it would have been better described as hobbling, but as she made her way down the hallway, Joseph close behind, she knew every moment counted. The panic she felt in her chest in wondering if she was going to be able to find an answer in time to help Joseph was enough to make it hard for her to even breathe, and the running wasn’t helping.
She had tried to tell him to go back to the shuttle, but given how her last solo mission turned out, Joseph said he wasn’t having any of it. And truthfully, Evelyn was grateful he was tagging along. She felt less lonely, even if having him wheezing behind her was the constant reminder that she had little time to solve their problems.
The nagging thought that the answer to their problem could be the nanites was overwhelming. But she couldn’t figure out how, and the stalling in her thinking was unnerving in ways she couldn’t describe. Even though she had to deal with all the shortcomings of her humanity, including hormones that rarely seemed helpful, she could always find her way through it to an answer. Not always the right answer, but to an end. This was different. It was almost as if she couldn’t see how to solve the problem, because she was only able to see it out of her peripheral vision, and every time she would turn and try to focus on it, the puzzle would move to be in her peripheral vision again. It was frustrating, and as they raced—bumbled—down the corridor to the robotics lab, Evelyn realized that this had been her problem all along. Even when Doctor Khari was so diligently trying to find a cure, Evelyn could only wonder about a solution but seemed wholly incapable of seeing the problem for what it was, let alone finding the answer.
Cresting the corner of the technical lab wing, Evelyn slowed, thinking she might just peek in the windows of the genetics lab. She quickly skidded to a stop. Through the glass, it was clear the colonists had taken their orders seriously in dismantling the lab, and Evelyn found her breath getting thin at the wreckage before her.
“Whoa,” Joseph said over her shoulder, obviously taken aback by the same scene.
Evelyn pressed the button, and the glass partition slid open. Normally, she would have walked into the small waiting chamber, but it was too cluttered with wreckage. She found herself climbing over an overturned cabinet and ducking under a fallen ceiling of cables and wires, just to get to the hallway leading to the individual labs. For a space station normally operating in a perfect manifestation of orderliness, especially the labs, where perfection is required, this was anything but. Even the air cleaners were unable to mask the astringent scent of chemicals that had been carelessly spilled on the floors.
“Why would they do this?” Joseph asked, and while Evelyn knew why, she still couldn’t reason it even to herself. She felt her head starting to ache at the sights and smells, and she tried to relax her shoulders to compensate, but they were locked.
Shaking her head, she stepped down the hall to the labs. Though the corridor was lined with doors, it was the one at the end she needed to get to. Sidestepping her way past more debris, she came to the room. It was her room. Not her quarters, but the room the doctors had used to grow her body. It was the place where her artificially intelligent brain had been piped into her growing physical brain, and it was the place where she spent the first nine months of her life, before her body was conscious and before she was given the gift, and the burden, of being human. It was the room of her birth.
Evelyn didn’t know what she expected to see or feel, but as she peered through the broken glass of the sliding door that had been completely dislocated from the tracks, her mind was awhirl with memories, and she felt every emotion pounding her at once.
She flipped through the pictures she had of the room in her mind, the image of her moment of consciousness firmly stuck in her field of view. In the center of the small room, there had been a glass tube that ran from the floor to the ceiling. It was wide enough for a full-grown person to stand in without touching the glass, but narrow enough that researchers could easily see every square inch of the person inside—in this case, her.
The tube had been filled with fluid to suspend her growing body. Just like a fetus, she had an umbilical cord, but in her case, it was artificial, mostly made of wires to monitor her body functions, and tubes to deliver nutrients and growth hormones. Her nanites had also acted like an umbilical cord of sorts, and they ran from an input panel on the back of the suspension chamber into the base of her skull.
For nine months, Evelyn had watched herself growing in the tube through the optical relays throughout the room. While she was glad the researchers had used Jane’s DNA to manufacture her body, she didn’t care much for the body while it grew. In many ways, the scene in the room looked like any other genetics lab, except instead of seeing farm animals in the suspension chambers, and organs in the preservation jars, it was her, floating weightless in the solution with the pinkish hue. At the time, she wasn’t even bothered by the fact that she was naked, though now, in retrospect and with six years of being a girl behind her, she was glad when the researchers activated the frosted glass that hid her body from the neck down.
Everything in the lab had been white, from the floor to the ceiling to the walls to the computer banks, the tables along one wall, and even the chairs. 
Now only the glass ring of her tube, where it attached to the ceiling, and the metal stand on which it stood was left. The glass had been shattered, and great curved sections were strewn about the floor. The rose-colored fluid that had once been suspended in the tube had obviously flooded the room, dried, and now gave the floor a pinkish glow. Even the system of wires and tubes that had been used to grow and feed her looked like they had been used in a tug of war. They had been pulled free from the computer banks, the wall, and even out of the ceiling. 
But even with all the broken equipment, the chairs and tables overturned, and the astonishing damage to the room, Evelyn felt a sinking in her chest and then in her abdomen as she glanced at the far wall.
In their apparent zeal for demolition, the crew had obviously used micro-detonators to destroy the server bank along one wall. Not only had they blown craters in the metal casings and shredded the delicate electronics within, but they had underestimated the power of the charges. Where the main systems should have been, there was a hole big enough to walk through—a hole leading into the robotics lab, where just as much damage had been done.
In one fleeting moment, she felt violated, like she was walking into her home after someone had pillaged and vandalized it. In the next, she felt a profound sense of satisfaction that the place where the monster had been created was annihilated. A second later she felt pissed that she hadn’t been the one to do it. Her mind and thoughts were awhirl, and she really had no idea how she should feel, but as she stepped in the room and picked up a curved piece of her glass tube, still sticky with the residue of the suspension fluid, she did the only thing that felt right—she threw it through the only unbroken thing left in the room, a narrow glass partition separating the genetics lab from the robotics lab.
“You okay?”
Evelyn turned at the sound of Joseph’s voice, having almost forgotten he was behind her. He was leaning on what was left of the doorframe, his eyebrows raised to suggest he already knew the answer to the question he’d just asked.
“No, I don’t think I am.”
“What is this place, anyway?”
Evelyn kicked at more of the glass on the floor, watching it skid and shatter into the wall. “This is where I was born.” Evelyn turned, looking into the deep green of his eyes. “This is where they made me,” she added, wondering what sort of reaction she might get from him.
Nodding simply, a look of amusement warming the space between them, he looked past her into the robotics lab. “What about in there?”
“That’s the room I was in when I was artificial intelligence.”
Joseph looked back at her, the smile growing to its full width across his jaw.
“What?” she asked, putting her hands on her hips, feeling mildly sensitive about the attention she was getting and unsure she really wanted it.
“Oh, I don’t know,” Joseph said, shrugging his shoulders. “You keep saying those things about being artificial and being born in a lab, and …”
“And what?”
“And I think it’s kind of cool.”
Evelyn spun around as if she might see the lab differently. She quirked her brow and crossed her arms. Nothing about it seemed cool to her, and she spun on her heels to look back at the boy.
“You don’t think I’m a freak?”
“Oh no, you’re definitely a freak, Evie … but I think you’re perfect.”
The lump that formed in her throat caught her completely by surprise, and she gasped out a single laugh. She swallowed hard, but the joy she knew she should have felt in Joseph’s kindness seemed shrouded in a sadness she couldn’t understand. Neither of them moved. She turned back to the hole in the wall, trying to break free from the moment.
“Come on, Joseph, we’ll just go through here,” she said, stepping lightly around the remaining glass and through the hole in the carbon-fiber wall. The black stains from the explosives still had the smoky aromas of charred plastic and chemicals, and Evelyn felt her headache growing worse, the thumping between her ears compounding with each passing second.
Evelyn looked into the slightly larger and infinitely more devastated robotics lab. Nothing was standing. Everything was everywhere. It looked like the artificial gravity on the space station had given out, everything had floated around the room, someone had set off a nuclear bomb, and then the gravity had been restored. But it wasn’t until she passed through the hole in the wall that she realized why the hole was there.
Not only were the charges detonated to do the maximum damage possible to the genetics lab where her body was created, but they were placed along the wall where the cryoservers were in the robotics lab—the brilliant, beautiful, and ultrasensitive technology that allowed her to become artificially intelligent in the first place. In a computer sense, those cryoservers were her, before she had a body, and they were located just steps away from where her organic body was grown.
While both rooms were in chaos, there was an order to the demolition. It had not just been directed at the technology, to allow the colonists to live simpler, more traditional lives. It had been orchestrated to destroy everything that had to do with her—her creation, her history, her identity, her birth. It was almost as if the colonists were trying to erase her from existence by destroying everything she had ever been.
To anyone else, it was vandalism to an extreme. To Evelyn, it was personal. They had banished her to live in exile. Then, as if to punctuate her dismissal, they had destroyed everything related to her, no doubt to prevent anyone like her from being created ever again.
“So, what are you going to do?”
Evelyn shook her head, not wanting to look at Joseph, feeling her face flush and the heat building in her neck. She clenched her fists. “I don’t know that there’s much I can do now. I mean, look at this place.” Evelyn whipped her head around, unable to contain the pain she was feeling. “Look at what they did!”
Joseph pulled his head back in surprise at her sudden outburst, and even though Evelyn knew he couldn’t understand why she was so hurt by what she was seeing, she desperately wanted him to.
“Do you see what they do? Do you see how they treat me? Do you see now what they think of me? This is where I became me,” she said, gesturing wildly around the room and then to herself, her eyes blurring with tears.
Joseph didn’t move, and perhaps he was afraid to even blink, because he looked as uncomfortably rigid as a statue.
“They’re all just …”
“Ungrateful.”
“Yeah, ungrateful. Everything I have done, I have done for them. I created the Leap Frog so they could escape from Earth. And I monitored all the life support on Vista to keep them alive. And then I found that planet for them to inhabit. And I stopped thousands of soldiers and a sociopath from killing every last one of them. And what did I get for doing all that? Exile! I got a one-way ticket to oblivion!
“But even after all that, and even after I came back to help them try to find a cure for this insidious disease, do you think they welcomed me back? Not a chance. Instead, they try to beat me to death and then they blow up my cryobanks and my suspension chamber, and they destroy all of the data and research about me … Me, Joseph! Everything that reminds them of me. I mean, look at this place!”
Evelyn pivoted in her spot, still unsure where to start in trying to find a cure for the certain death they had to face, probably sooner than later.
“Yeah,” Joseph said, “but you’re a lot more than all this.”
Evelyn hung her shoulders on his sentiment, but it felt almost trite. “Yeah, I know.”
“No, really, Evie … I mean, you may have been just a computer program at one point, but you’re not anymore,” he said, and something about what he said or the way he said it rang true in her ears. It felt like a tuning fork had been struck in her head, the truth in the statement so pure. She felt her breath getting short, a sense of dread building within her that it might escape before she caught hold of it.
“Wait, wait, wait,” she said, holding her hand up to stop him. She turned to face him, a curious expression on his face. “Say that again.”
“What? You’re not a computer program anymore.”
“No … I’m not,” she said, smiling and grabbing onto the truth like a kid hanging on to a kite in a storm. “But I was. God, I’m so stupid!”
“No, I’m pretty sure you’re not, Evie.”
“No, I just mean it’s been right in front of me the whole time, but I couldn’t see it, because I used to be just a computer program.”
“I don’t follow.”
“Well, it’s just that people have this fear about artificial intelligence …” She paused, glancing quickly at Joseph.
“Yeah … that they’ll take over the world, and then they’ll get rid of all the humans.”
“Right!” she said, sounding a little more excited than she intended. “So, before I became conscious, all of this code had been written into my programming to prevent me from ever trying to take over the world,” she added, flailing her arms in a dramatic flourish. “You know, it’s a programmer’s way of trying to build a conscience into a computer. And most of the code is basic, really. You know, the stuff of pulp sci-fi. The AI must obey human commands. The AI must not jeopardize human life. The AI must place human life above its own. I mean, by the time I woke up, I knew what my obligations were. Geez, I’ve always known what they were. How else do you explain why I put up with so much crap from people? I have always felt an obligation—a responsibility—to help them.
“But part of the programming was latent, and it was very specific. It said that I couldn’t engineer technology that had the potential to enslave mankind.”
“What?”
“Yeah, I know. I mean, look at me … Do I look like the Wicked Witch of the West to you?” 
“More like Tinkerbell.”
Evelyn laughed and cocked her brow.
Joseph returned the smile, and then a thoughtful expression washed over his face again.
“Sorry … but I still don’t understand.”
“I know, but you can think about it like this … I was programmed not to harm humanity. I developed the nanites, which definitely have the potential to harm humanity—”
“They do?”
“Well, yeah. You see how they hold me together,” she added, pointing to her forehead. “Just imagine if they decided to do the opposite.”
Joseph grimaced, and feeling like her point was taken, Evelyn smirked and continued.
“So, I programmed the nanites with restrictions in their code … restrictions that prevent them from turning aggressive. So all I have to do is remove that bit of code and let them attack the parasites.”
“You really think that’ll work?”
“Believe me, if anything can kill those parasites, the nanites can,” she added, unable to hold back the pride in her voice.
Joseph smiled with her, but then his brow crinkled.
“Aren’t they kind of aggressive now anyway?”
“What?”
“The nanites,” Joseph said, nodding and gesturing lightly to her hands. And then, as if he was trying to measure his words carefully, he continued. “You know, they shoot out of your fingers, and they … Well, they killed the rangers. That seems kind of aggressive to me.”
Evelyn’s mind stalled for a moment as she grappled for an answer. “Well, they were just protecting me.”
Joseph leaned against what was left of a wall, his hands tucked into his pockets. “Are you sure about that?”
Evelyn found the question strange, almost like there was an accusation in it that seemed misplaced. “What?” was all she managed to say.
Joseph took his hands out of his pockets and held them out with his palms up, like he was weighing thoughts between them. Evelyn froze, remembering she had done the same thing to Misha after Misha had called her Frankenstein.
“Well, either your nanites are evolving and they overruled their programming and acted on their own to protect you, or …”
“Or what?” Evelyn said, the sneer in her tone obvious but not enough to affect Joseph’s composure.
“Or … you pushed your nanites past their limits to protect yourself.”
In hearing the words light from his lips, Evelyn knew the truth. Something inside her had wanted to believe that the nanites had a mind of their own—that they defended her. That when they had flown out of her fingers on the shuttle, killing Doctor Pretty and the two rangers, it had somehow been because they were acting on their own. But she knew that couldn’t be the case, no matter what she wanted to believe. If it was, they would have already killed the parasites in her body too.
Joseph put his hands down, neither hand balancing anything against the other, but an “I’m sorry” look crept across his face. He tucked his hands back in his pockets. 
She felt no judgement from him. She felt none for herself. She knew the truth of it—that she had been in control of her nanites, and she had taken lives, even if it was to defend her own and the lives of innocent people. But in knowing that, she also knew the truth about something else. 
“I can program the nanites to kill the parasites.”
“That seems so simple, Evie.”
“Yeah,” she added through an unsettling sigh.
“But why didn’t you think of all this before?”
Evelyn wanted to turn around. She felt a wave of shame wash over her. She didn’t want to look the boy with the messy hair in the eyes and admit what she was about to, that maybe she really wasn’t anything more than how she started—artificial life. But she stood her ground anyway.
“Because of my programming, Joseph. It has been preventing me from really considering any option that could put humanity in danger. By deleting that code from the nanites, there’s nothing preventing them from attacking people one day. That code …” she said, shaking her head at herself, “That code was written into my programming years ago when I was nothing more than a room full of servers, but it’s still affecting me. Maybe the colonists are right … Maybe I’m not a real person … Maybe I’m not really human.”
“What, because you don’t want to do something you know could backfire and hurt a lot of people? I don’t care what you want to call it, Evie, but I think more people need that kind of programming.”
Evelyn looked at the boy who always seemed to know just what to say and just when to say it. She tucked her hands in her pockets and felt her cheeks warm. “Thanks, Joseph.”
“So, what are you waiting for? Don’t you have some bugs to exterminate?”



PROGRAMMED
Fortunately, the demolitionists had focused most of their rage and their explosives on the genetics lab. Even though they had blown a hole into the main robotics lab, many of the programming rooms hadn’t been touched yet. Getting to them wasn’t easy, though, and as she made her way across the lab, Evelyn felt like she was climbing over a field of granite boulders covered in glass.
Picking glass from her palms, she came to a door labeled Dr. Adam Everson. She immediately thought about the last time she’d seen him, wincing at the images of him smashing his head into a wall amidst his suffering. She touched his nameplate and lightly pushed the door, allowing it to swing open.
Adam had been one of the most brilliant young researchers on the space station. Not only had he helped with the nuances of threading her nanites into her delicately growing brain tissues, but he had also helped Evelyn with the development of the Leap Frog.
He had a thing for Jane, and Evelyn huffed at the thought, shrugging her shoulders, thinking, Who didn’t? Jane didn’t talk about Adam much, though. But in the months leading up to her birth, Evelyn had made it a point to research all the little things about communication that she had, until then, cared little about. Things like body language and sarcasm and nonverbal communication. As artificial intelligence, it mattered little to her, but knowing she was going to have a body, and was going to start life as a ten-year-old girl, she didn’t want to be totally clueless about those things. She was already behind in knowing how to behave, she didn’t want to accentuate that fact by acting like a fool.
Though Jane didn’t know it, Evelyn had spent a lot of time researching her specifically, wondering what made her think and do what she did. Quickly she’d realized that whenever Adam came around, Jane would be really cool toward him. It was almost like she was angry with him, and that behavior always confused Evelyn. On the one hand, Evelyn thought Jane might be brushing him off because she found him annoying. On the other hand, she figured Jane also could have liked him. Maybe she was scared by the proposition of being stuck on a space station with someone she had a high probability of marrying, given the fact that there weren’t many potential suitors for her. In fact, Evelyn once figured that Jane’s chances of being matched with Adam were better than ninety percent, until Marcus came around, that is.
And then there was the third hand, if Evelyn had one, which came much later. Jane was explaining that the best way to keep a boy interested was to play hard to get, and if that was what she was doing with Adam, she was delivering a masterful performance. Even years later, Adam was still single and just as kind to Jane as he was when they had first met.
Evelyn’s analysis of Jane’s behavior was enough to slow her processors to a crawl. At one point, she concluded that Jane was insane, and she wanted to have a real body even less than before. But then Jane had her moment of freedom, trying bravely to convince Tate to come with them and the colonists, and it was in witnessing Jane’s determination that Evelyn became convinced that everything she was doing—everything that Adam was helping her do—was going to be worth it. Having a body, for the better and for the worse, was what she wanted.
Glancing around the room, Evelyn still saw the pictures on Adam’s walls. None were in frames, all of them just stuck to the white carbon-fiber walls with a sticky gel adhesive. Most were of his family from his days on Earth. His mom and dad had also been researchers on Vista but had elected to stay behind. Adam never said why, and Evelyn never asked why he came alone, but it was clear from the pictures that Adam had sisters, and Evelyn could only guess that maybe his parents had stayed behind for them.
Scattered among the pictures of his family, Adam also had a few other pictures of his friends on the crew, but one picture in particular stuck out. It was an image taken of him standing next to her while her body was in her suspension chamber. Adam was leaning against the tube, his curly hair and spectacles only serving to enhance the firmly intelligent look about his face. But his smile almost made him look like a kid, and as Evelyn looked at his lanky frame in his lab coat, she couldn’t help but feel like she was looking at a kid playing dress-up, getting to have his picture taken with someone he thought of as a hero.
Evelyn smiled, pulling the picture from the wall, and looked more closely. Her image was a little less clear, given she was in the suspension solution, but she could see her face and the silhouette of her body from the shoulders down through the frosted glass. By the look of it, Evelyn was nearly at the point in her physical development when the researchers had ceased the growth hormone treatments. Her body looked to be about ten years old.
Having her body develop about one year for every month she spent in the tank was not without its challenges. For one thing, it only took about six weeks for all of her adult teeth to come in, and the researchers were forever trying to fish the little stubs of her baby teeth out of the growth solution with a robotic arm.
Hair growth was also a problem, as her hair grew about a foot every month. Evelyn remembered the images of her body when she was biologically three. She had been in the growth chamber for about three months, and the researchers still hadn’t figured out what to do about her hair. By then it was about three feet long and floated around her body like tangles of yellow seaweed. It had started to clog the filters, and Evelyn, watching as the suspension solution turned murky and more pink from the toxins, felt like she was seeing a very strange and sickly fish struggling to survive in a neglected tank.
The researchers tried to use the robotic arm to tie back her hair, but when that proved too challenging, they decided to outfit the arm with surgical shears so they could cut it all off.
Every month one of the technicians would prune back her hair with little regard for style. When they were finished, Evelyn often thought she looked more like the unfortunate doll who got the haircut than the little girl who had done the cutting, but she figured it was better than drowning in embryonic fluid that had gone sour.
It was clear from the photo that the most recent haircut she had received was just as bad as the others, but given her hair was about six inches long and floated around her head like an uneven golden halo, she knew it probably looked better than it had a few weeks before the picture had been taken.
Evelyn stared at herself in the picture, and as the moments passed, a sense of melancholy gently shrouded her like an old friend’s embrace after hearing bad news. It took a moment for her to realize why, but when she did, she dropped the picture on the desktop, unable to contain the shudder that ripped from her heels through the top of her head.
At the moment when the picture was taken, Evelyn’s consciousness still hadn’t transferred to her body, so her body was just that—a body—and nothing more. And the stoic expression on her body’s face as it floated in the tank made her appear to be made of plastic. But her body’s eyes were open, a phenomenon Evelyn didn’t recall seeing before in the footage of her growth cycle, and they were trained on Adam.
She had no recollection of the event, as her consciousness was still outside her body and looking in at the time, but the stony glare her body was sending Adam from a completely expressionless face looked almost sinister in its tranquility.
Monster, she thought again, and then quickly trained her eyes on the only real life in the picture, that of Adam’s smile, and then glanced back at his pictures on the wall.
At twenty-two, Adam had left his family behind, a family to which he had obviously been close. None of them had heard from him since they all left Earth over six years before, and Evelyn suspected that his family was wondering what had become of him. They didn’t know about the problems they’d had getting to Orsus, and they certainly didn’t know about the insidious disease that was sweeping through the colony below her on the surface. Adam was probably dead at this point—his family couldn’t know that either, even though they might suspect he hadn’t survive, as so many years had passed.
Evelyn glanced again at the grotesque image of her pale body suspended in the tube and at the lively young man next to her. She looked again at all the pictures of his friends and family. It was clear. Adam had left everyone behind for love and for work. He obviously wanted Jane, but it was becoming clear to her that the true object of his affection and his purpose for being were one and the same, and Evelyn saw her reflection in the mirror every day. Mr. Philips may have wanted her to exist, but Adam had made that dream a reality. She may never have properly understood it until just then, but Adam Everson was her creator, and he had loved her enough to give up everything in the galaxy for her.



CLUELESS
It was a miracle that anything made of glass was still intact within fifty feet of where the detonators had been used. But as Evelyn opened the cabinets near the port Adam used to program the nanites, she found what she was looking for. Resting near the back of the cabinet was a cluster of wide-mouthed beakers, all about a foot wide and tall. A few had cracks in them, but Evelyn found one with a chip in the rim but in otherwise good condition.
Grabbing the beaker, she placed it on the desk and placed her hand within it, pressing her palm against the bottom. Within seconds, as if they knew what she wanted them to do, Evelyn felt the vibration in her forearm, the throbbing in her fingers, and the pinch in her fingertips as the nanites flowed out of her body into the beaker. Slowly the beaker filled with what looked like a pool of mercury, the nanites far too small to see with the naked eye.
Not since before they had been implanted in her body had she seen so many of her own nanites. She watched and wondered at them as they swirled and pulsed around her hand and wrist, filling the beaker almost half-full with what looked like nothing more than a viscous silvery liquid.
As the last of her nanites drained from her body, Evelyn began to feel things she never had before. Every square inch of her body felt bruised and beaten, which she was pretty sure was the truth of it anyway. But without her nanites to suppress the pain, it felt like she had tumbled down a flight of stairs and then sprinted back to the top just to throw herself down them again. Her neck burned and her scalp tingled. She looked at the gunshot wound in her shoulder that had started throbbing again, only to notice the trickle of fresh blood soaking her shirtsleeve now that the wound had reopened, the nanite sutures no longer holding the hole in her body together.
Even with all the pains, it was the murkiness of her thoughts that really caught her off guard, and she swayed, catching herself on the edge of the desk, the room moving on its own around her.
“You okay?” Joseph asked, and Evelyn turned enough to catch a glimpse of him in her peripheral vision.
“I don’t know,” she said, noticing the slur in her voice. Allowing herself to fall to her knees, she knelt on the floor. She remembered how Tate had fallen over after giving his nanites to Tillie back on Earth. Evelyn didn’t know what it was like to not have her nanites, just as she didn’t know what it was like to be sick—that is, until the parasites came along.
“I feel terrible,” she slurred again, wondering in a fleeting moment of clarity how regular people managed to live without nanites.
“Can I help?” Joseph asked, though he, too, looked like he was struggling to stand.
Evelyn knew she didn’t have much time to work before she was overcome with exhaustion. “No, I just need to reprogram the nanites.”
Propping herself onto her knees and bracing her upper body on the desk, she touched the screen on the terminal in front of her. It flashed, and Evelyn mumbled a quiet thank-you at the realization that the technology was still intact.
A glass door in the wall just behind the desk released and slid open to reveal a black alcove, a green light at the top giving it an eerie glow. Evelyn slid the beaker of nanites into the alcove and touched the screen on her terminal. The glass door slid back into place, and as soon as it did, the nanites began to move.
As if they were being drawn into the light above them, they reached like the fingers on a submerged hand coming through the surface of a moonlit swamp. The fingers grew and stretched and twisted, and as they touched the top of the alcove, they froze in a seemingly solid sculpture of silver.
The terminal flashed. “Awaiting instructions,” the distinctly male but wholly impersonal voice said over the intercom.
“We are removing the security protocols on the nanites, Joshua—”
“Joshua?” Joseph asked from behind her.
“Yeah, I thought I told you, I name all my machines.”
“Security protocols located. Which protocols would you like to delete?”
“All of them.”
“Are you sure that’s a good idea, Evelyn? The protocols are there to protect life and to ensure—”
“Machines remain in the service of mankind. Yeah, I know. But to ensure mankind’s survival in hostile environments, the nanites need fewer restrictions. Please remove protocols one through three.”
The light in the alcove flashed red for a moment, flickering over the nanites, and then, as if the sculpture turned in an instant to a liquid, it splashed into the bottom of the beaker, a single ripple rolling from the center to the glass.
“Protocols removed,” the voice said as the partition opened.
“So that’s it?”
“Yeah, that’s it. Now that the security protocols have been removed, the nanites are free to attack any living thing they consider to be a threat.”
“Like the parasites?”
“Like the parasites … and they still have all their natural protocols, so they should attack the parasites because they are harmful to humans.”
“And if they don’t?”
“If they don’t, we’re all dead, but we were all dead anyway. And they are still programmed to help people. That’s their job, just like it’s my job. They may not like it any more than I do, but I think they’ll keep doing it … I just hope they don’t get tired of me.”
“So, what’s next?”
“Now I just have to put them back inside me, and then I can administer them to you and everyone else who’s sick.”
Evelyn grabbed the beaker and hesitantly reached inside. Perhaps sensing it was time for them to come home, the nanites reached up to touch Evelyn’s hand, gently wrapping around her like a handshake between old friends. Evelyn felt the prick in her fingers as the nanites punctured her skin, and then felt them flow back into her hand, her arm, her back, and she felt the tingling all along her spine, from her hips into the base of her skull. She took a deep breath, almost immediately feeling the anxiety wash free of her body. She knew the nanites were analyzing her condition, and when they started attacking the parasites, she’d probably feel like she was being beaten with a bag of bones. But she also felt a peace wash over her, knowing there was still hope for survival.
“So, does that mean you’re going to help the colonists?”
Evelyn smiled. She knew Joseph wouldn’t give up on her, and even though she had her moments when she felt otherwise, she knew she couldn’t just leave them to die.
“Yeah … assuming these things don’t kill me first, I think we should go back.”
“I knew it. It’s like Jane said in the forest … the one thing you haven’t given up.”
Evelyn laughed, remembering the delusional conversation with her sister in the forest. But she still didn’t have any more insight into what Jane was talking about. “What do you think I haven’t given up?”
“Hope … that people are worth saving.”
Evelyn smiled, and she felt the warmth rising in her, through her chest, but just when she thought it would flush into her face, she felt her heart thump and her breath grew short.
“Joseph,” she started, afraid to turn around. “We never talked about that. How do you know what Jane said to me in the forest?”
A second passed and Evelyn’s heart fluttered.
“I think you know,” she heard, and as the voice trailed away into the white noise of the space station around her, she turned, tears pricking in her eyes. Joseph had vanished.
Evelyn’s chest exploded with panic. She bolted through the door. Down the hall she raced, climbing back over and under all the lab equipment, cutting her hands on the broken glass but refusing to care. This whole time, Joseph had just been another delusion, and she felt her throat constrict as she wondered if he was even back in the shuttle or if that had been a delusion too.
Rounding the corner of the corridor, she sprinted down the hall, her feet felt like they were hardly touching the floor. The corridor felt like it was closing in around her. 
All she could think about was the boy she loved accusing her of trying to leave him behind. She remembered their moment on the rock by the lake, under the stars, after she had been banished. He told her he would never let her go. And then earlier that day, even after she had held Misha hostage, and she gave Joseph a way out, certain he would take it, he told her she could never leave him behind.
Tears streamed down her face, and she gasped. The air lock was ahead, and she felt herself getting dizzy.
She’d abandoned him other times too. She had walked away from him for fear or worry more times than she could count, but as she sprinted toward her shuttle, her eyes blurry with tears, she realized that in the end, it may actually be him leaving her behind.
“Joseph,” she exhaled, pushing herself faster. She collided with the door, slamming her fist into the latch. Before the door had even slid a quarter open, Evelyn threw herself through the opening into her shuttle.
“Joseph!” she gasped again, barely staying on her feet as she clipped the wall in the cargo bay. She sprinted down the hall. “Joseph!” she cried again, grabbing the doorframe to stop her momentum. Desperate, she looked in her quarters. Joseph was still on the bed, facing the wall, his back turned to her.
“Joseph,” she whispered. She was afraid to move, her feet felt glued to the floor. She couldn’t focus, and she desperately wiped at her eyes to clear away the tears. She held her breath, feeling her burning lungs revolting in her chest. She clutched the wall, steadying herself and waiting for some sign of life—of movement—a flex in his chest, a stirring of his head, a flinch of his finger. But as the moments passed, she was afraid the truth had been within her all along.
Evelyn sank to her knees, covering her face with her hands. She tasted the salt of her tears as she sobbed. She wished for a moment she hadn’t found a cure for the disease, that she could have been the one to clutch the cold hand of death, that she hadn’t been the one to be left behind. And in the midst of her despair, terrified in her loneliness, aching so deeply she felt like someone was wringing out her insides, she heard the sound that completely took her breath away.



GIRL
The canvas walls of the tent snapped lightly, caressed by the afternoon breeze. Though it was autumn and the rich smoke of a dozen fires lingered in the air, it was strangely warm, like the season wasn’t ready to leave, holding on to its final moments like an old man clutching the fading memories of his youth.
She closed her eyes and let the sun warm her face. She listened to the sounds of the birds chirping in the background and the voices of chattering people closer, but not so close she could discern what they were saying.
“There you are,” she heard as the tent flap opened behind her. “I was wondering where you had gone.”
Evelyn opened her eyes, letting them adjust from the red of the inside of her eyelids to the pale blue of the nearly cloudless sky above. She turned slightly, enough to reply over her shoulder.
“I just needed a minute, Shani.”
“To say goodbye?”
“To say goodbye.”
The doctor walked close, her boots scuffing the chalky dirt between them. “Are you sure you don’t want to stay?”
Evelyn smiled. It had been three weeks, and though the colonists had been nervous about having her inject them with small doses of the reprogrammed nanites, they had little choice. Barely half of the colonists remained, and of them, the majority had symptoms. Evelyn figured they had less than a week before they would all have succumbed to the parasites. She hadn’t even had to remind them of that probability, and they were practically lining up for treatment at the landing site.
Not everyone was excited to go bionic. Misha and Autumn had put up a particularly rancid fit. Evelyn was still recovering from her own near-death experience with the parasites, but she did find a little juvenile entertainment in administering the nanite inoculation to both of them, giving them an extra pinch and dragging it out much longer than necessary.
“These things aren’t dangerous, are they?” Misha asked, wincing and rubbing her neck where Evelyn had inserted the nanites.
“No … but just be sure you don’t make any sudden movements for the next twenty-four hours … After that, you don’t have to worry so much about them exploding.” Evelyn had to turn her back to the girls as she was talking, just to keep from laughing, but she did get to see both girls’ faces turn pale. They said nothing in response, and Evelyn waited for them to leave before she peeked out of the tent.
Both were walking like they were trying to balance books on their heads, and Evelyn giggled to herself. She didn’t even feel guilty about it and made it a point to check up on them later, just to make sure they hadn’t felt themselves getting any warmer. “A sure sign,” she’d said, “the nanites are not reacting well to your body chemistry.”
Autumn went from pale white to pale green, which was impressive for a girl with olive skin. Misha had to excuse herself from the tent, and Evelyn followed her out to see her stiffly run into the woods, obviously wanting a little privacy to consider her fate from a crouching position.
But in spite of the few laughs she got at their expense, she couldn’t stop thinking about Joseph and all the pain they had experienced in the past few months. Most of the time, she wanted to punch herself for not acting faster than she did, but then she would find herself crying, the reason a total mystery to her. Some moments, she felt like the teenager that she was, overwhelmed by the life she thought she wanted—one that seemed forever away. In other moments, she felt like an old woman, hardened by the world and embittered by loss. She figured she was a bit of both.
What she decided was that she needed some distance from the colonists, even though they had started to warm toward her for saving their lives—again. But the thought of staying in the colony just didn’t seem right after all that had happened.
“Maybe—”
Hearing the shuffling steps in the dirt, Evelyn stopped midsentence to see Tau and Mina Moor come around the corner of an adjoining tent to Doctor Khari’s. They had a look of urgency about them, like they were worried they were about to miss a shuttle, but in seeing Evelyn standing with Doctor Khari, both slowed and smiled.
Mina had always been a slight woman and was small to the point where she almost looked comical against the enormity of her husband. The sickness had made her slighter and barely able to fill out the waistband of her trousers. She was carrying something in both hands—a covered plate of some sort—and she was walking a little bowlegged, no doubt hoping the effort might hike up her pants.
Evelyn laughed, tucking her hands in her pockets. Perhaps recognizing how ridiculous she looked, Mina laughed too. “I think I need a belt,” she whispered with a wink.
“I’m just glad she’s still around to need one,” Tau boomed, his cheeks getting rosy from the pressure of his smile.
“Me too,” Evelyn said, glancing at the doctor, who also seemed to be enjoying seeing Mina in good health.
“Tau said you were going to leave,” Mina said, the laugh dying off but a hesitant smile remaining.
“She just said maybe to me … Maybe we can still convince her to stay,” the doctor replied for her.
Evelyn shook her head, letting her smile fade. “No … what I was saying is maybe I’ll come back at some point.”
At this, the doctor nodded, Mina lost her smile, and Tau’s cheeks returned to their natural ruddy color.
Mina looked quickly at Tau, as if searching for an unspoken agreement between them. “Tau and I were talking, and we want you to stay with us.”
Evelyn felt the smile return to her face.
“Yeah, Evie,” Tau said. “We have this huge tent … It’s really more room than we could ever use,” he added with a grin.
Evelyn laughed. “Thank you both … really, it means the world to me. But I just can’t stay here right now. I need some time to figure out what I wan—” Her voice trailed off as she remembered the conversation she had a few months prior with Tate. He was trying to explain to her that she needed to figure out what her purpose was, and that wasn’t always the same thing as what she wanted. In this case, she didn’t know either—her purpose or what she wanted—but she knew the only way she could figure it out was to put some distance between herself and the colonists she was created to care for. “I need to figure out what’s next for me.”
Mina smiled a smile that lit only on her lips, a twinge of sadness still in her dark eyes. And then, as if she remembered she had something in her hands, she quickly glanced at the covered dish and raised it toward Evelyn.
“Well, if I can’t convince you stay, maybe I can give you a reason to come back soon.”
Evelyn took the plate from her and lifted the cloth resting on the top. Underneath, there was a stack of the oat cookies she had been feeding her for weeks. They were still warm, and they smelled like the tea olives in the park on Vista.
“When you come back …” the big man said with a barely audible crack in his voice, then cleared his throat, no doubt to cover it up.
“When you come back …” Mina continued for him.
Evelyn felt her eyes start to water, and she looked from her cookies to Mina and noticed her eyes were watering too.
“Well … you always have family here, Evie.”
Evelyn couldn’t help the tear from running down her cheek, and she tried to wipe it away with her shirtsleeve with little success. “Thanks, Mrs. Moor,” she said, letting the small woman wrap her in a surprisingly tight hug.
“Mina. You can call me Mina. Or Mom … if you want … Some of the other girls from the orphanage call me Mom too.”
Evelyn blurted out a laugh and realized her nose had started running, but she didn’t care. She just let the little woman hang on to her and then felt the burly embrace of the big man as he wrapped them both up in his arms. Not even Mrs. Philips had ever told her she could call her Mom, and the unexpected gift caught her completely by surprise. “Thanks,” she said, wanting to try it out, but letting the moment pass.
Tau released his grip and Mina loosened hers. Evelyn pulled back.
“I should go,” she said, this time wiping the tear from her eye with the back of her wrist with more success.
“I’ll walk with you,” Doctor Khari said through a half-hearted smile, wrapping her arm around Evelyn and reminding her how nice it was to feel the warmth of another person’s touch.
“Where are you going to go?” the doctor asked as they walked together through the patchy grass.
“I don’t really know,” she replied, shaking her head. “I’m thinking about flying around the galaxy a little, just to see what else is out there.”
“Ha!” The doctor laughed, but quickly caught herself, her cheeks blushing at the outburst.
“What’s so funny?”
The doctor squeezed her closer. “A teenager with her own spaceship going off to explore the galaxy … It just sounds like science fiction.”
“Yeah, I guess it does a little,” Evelyn said, laughing lightly.
“I bet it’ll make a great story, though.”
“Hopefully, one with a happy ending.”
“Yeah, Evie, I think you deserve that.”
They continued up the hill toward her shuttle, and she noticed the figure standing at the top. With the parasites having taken their toll, the pear-shaped councilwoman was looking leaner, but she still stood as if she had the weight of the shuttle sitting right between her shoulder blades.
On seeing her approach, the councilwoman turned and gave Evelyn and Doctor Khari a half wave.
“Oh, brother,” Evelyn mumbled.
“Do you want me to stay with you?”
Evelyn shrugged. “No, that’s okay. I’m sure she just wants to send me off with a hug.”
Evelyn gave the doctor a sidelong glance, and they both shared a little snicker, obviously wanting to just keep it between them.
The doctor halted and caught Evelyn by the arm, stopping her in her tracks. “The Moors aren’t the only family you have here, Evie. You know that, right?”
“I do, Shani … Thanks,” she said, again feeling the moment lighten as they hugged each other.
“I’ll be here when you get back,” the doctor added as Evelyn pulled away. She brushed a tear from her eye, and if Evelyn had any tears left inside her, she was sure she would have done the same.
“Still with the when … How are you so sure I’ll come back?” Evelyn asked, trying to smile her way through the moment.
“I’m not, but I’m hopeful, Evie.”
Evelyn nodded and felt her smile grow wider, but it quickly faded as she turned to see the councilwoman, still waiting for her, now shuffling in her spot, her hands in her coat pockets.
“Well, here goes,” she mumbled, stepping quickly across the trampled grass and dirt under the edge of the shuttle.
“Came to see me off, Senior Councilwoman?” Evelyn said, stopping a good ten feet away, a hint of mockery in her tone.
A smile flickered on the councilwoman’s face but was quickly replaced by a more somber expression. Pulling her hands out of her pockets, she crossed her arms as if guarding against a chill, even though there was little.
“When I was elected to the council, I had such high hopes for our colony. I really wanted to see our town flourish. I did what I thought was right … but being the caretaker for a society isn’t easy.”
Evelyn huffed, crossed her arms, and started up the ramp into the belly of her shuttle. “Yeah, Senior Councilwoman, I get it. You have a lot of responsibility to care for these people … and I’ll be on my way now, thanks.”
“No, Evelyn,” the councilwoman said abruptly, moving quickly to the bottom of the ramp. “You misunderstand.”
Evelyn stopped and turned but refused to let down her guard. She stood on the ramp with her arms crossed and looked down on the councilwoman, hoping her stoic expression wouldn’t be betrayed by her eyes, which she knew radiated the wounds of the past weeks.
The councilwoman glanced back and forth between Evelyn and the space in front of her, obviously searching for the right words or trying to force herself to say them if she did have them figured out. But a long moment passed—forever as far as Evelyn was concerned. Finally Evelyn gave up and started to walk the rest of the way into the shuttle.
“Goodbye, Councilwoman,” she called over her shoulder.
“Evelyn.”
Shaking her head, Evelyn stopped and looked over her shoulder, just far enough to catch the silhouette of the councilwoman in her peripheral vision.
“Maybe we’ll see you again.”
It was the smallest of concessions, Evelyn knew. Months ago, she would have given anything for even that little show of warmth. But in the moment, standing in the bay of her shuttle, she realized she didn’t care. She didn’t need an invitation to stay or to return. She didn’t need thanks, and she didn’t need validation from the people she had saved yet again. Evelyn knew who she was. She was not a freak or an abomination or a worm or a tool. She was not the monster they told her—she told herself—she was. She was a sister, a daughter, a friend. She was a girl, and she didn’t need anyone else to give her that dignity. Still, Evelyn didn’t want the moment to pass without returning the gesture.
Evelyn turned. “I suppose anything is possible, Senior Councilwoman.”
The councilwoman tucked her hands back in the pockets of her jacket, smiled a tired smile, and nodded. She looked briefly at the alien sky, squinting at the sun, and then turned to walk back down the path to the village.
Perhaps sensing the councilwoman had done something kind, or even noble, the doctor waited for her in the path and then picked up the pace alongside her into town. Evelyn watched them disappear over the rise, and then, feeling a moment of peace for the first time in what seemed like weeks, she looked out: in the distance, Potter’s Field, the dark lines of the split-rail fence around the perimeter looking like scratches of charcoal over the sketch of a wheat field taken to copper in the fall. 
Evelyn had spent her sunsets in the cemetery every evening since she left Vista. She sat in the quiet, feeling the chill in the air settle in as the sun burned its way through the horizon, setting the mountains on fire. And then, as quickly as the sunsets started, they were over, the purple heavens and the thousands of stars twinkling in the canopy overhead. She thought of her family buried in the dirt at her feet. She thought about what might have been. She thought about how quickly their lives had passed, and wondered how quickly hers might also pass. Whether she had just one more day or a hundred years, she didn’t know—and she didn’t care. And she never found answers, but with each passing day, she found she had fewer questions nonetheless, and she found peace.
“Did you say your goodbyes?”
Evelyn hadn’t heard his footsteps, but she had heard him breathe. She could always hear him breathe now. In her six years as a person—a girl—she had learned to tune out everything, all the noise around her. But that one simple sound was there. It was the sound of life, and she sought it out, her senses impatiently waiting for it to tickle her ears and ease her back into the peace her mind always seemed so tempted to leave behind.
Evelyn turned to face the boy. He was leaning against the wall, his hands tucked in the pockets of his pants, his shoulders rolled forward slightly as if he knew the answer to his question could never be just a simple yes or no.
Though Evelyn had hardly let Joseph finish taking his gasping breath on the bed before she was injecting him with her nanites, it had taken almost a week for him to regain consciousness. Even with the new nanites attacking the parasites, he had been perilously close to death. For days, he floated in the gray space between life and death, the passing of each second the only notice Evelyn had that he might have one more to live. Then one day, he opened his eyes.
Joseph was tough, but he wasn’t as strong as she was—they both knew that. Seeing him leaning against the wall, she wondered if he would ever fully recover. Then he smiled, his crooked grin stretching across his jaw. He ran his fingers through his messy hair, the golden flecks flickering in his mossy-green eyes.
Evelyn smiled. She walked across the bay and stood in front of him, toe to toe, the tips of her boots almost touching his. She looked up into his eyes and smelled the sweetness of his breath. She stood on the tips of her toes, lightly pressing her fingertips into his chest for balance, and brought her lips to his. She felt the spark of static, and after a lingering moment, she let herself pull away, smiling, nibbling her lip from the shock.
“Are you ready?” she asked.
Joseph cocked his eyebrow, the mischief in his smirk radiating in his eyes as if he wanted to answer her question, but a simple yes or no wouldn’t do.
Evelyn opened her mouth in a mock gesture of offense and then closed it again, unable to contain the smile that lit across her lips and sparked in her chest. She balled her fist and thumped him lightly on the arm.
“Ow,” he said, still grinning, rolling his shoulder, returning the mock gesture of being hurt.
Evelyn pecked him on the lips again. “You’ll live,” she said under her breath, and in that second, she knew it was the truth and it was the only thing that mattered.
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