
        
            
                
            
        

     
DOPPELGÄNGER GIRL
STARGAZER SERIES – BOOK 2
 
 
T.R. WOODMAN
 
 
 



BEAUTIFUL
The lake shimmered like shards of glass in the sun. It was enormous, but the water was strangely calm, and she felt like she could cast a stone into it from the shore and watch the ripples roll out for miles.
She knelt, letting the tips of her fingers touch the cool clear water, feeling the ever-so-subtle shift in the water rise over her fingernail and then fall back down to the tip. She pushed her fingers deeper into the water, touching the salt-white sand, and noticed the flecks of black, as if someone had sprinkled pepper in it. The sand felt coarse, sharp against her skin. She pushed her fingers deeper, packing the cool, heavy wetness of the sand into her palms, squeezing, and looked out into the water.
Quickly the shore fell away, disappearing into the blue and then blackness of the lake, and she could see the twinkling movements deep within its darkness. Not a second later, thousands of tiny, almost-transparent fish came to greet their strange visitor. They swirled around her hands for a moment and then, perhaps tiring of the novelty of their ten-fingered guest, left just as quickly.
Waving her sandy hands in the cool water and then shaking them gently, she stood, turning to look behind her.
The plains stretched out lazily for miles—fifty miles or so by her estimation—and while she couldn’t see where the plains ended and the forest on the other side began, she could most certainly see the mountains beyond. At such a distance, they looked like someone had painted them on the side of a great wall, leaving them to bleach in the sun until they were little more than a fading memory. The mountains were tall, with the one in the center soaring over forty thousand feet into the icy pale grayness above. Even so far away, it was intimidating, and she couldn’t help but feel that if the mountain ever toppled over, it would crush everyone who dared to look at it, purely out of spite.
She had never seen anything so breathtaking anywhere on Earth. But then again, this wasn’t Earth.
“Evelyn, will you hurry up?”
Evelyn turned away from her mountain, glancing over her shoulder at the interrupter of her moment, returning her gaze quickly to the granite monolith on the horizon.
“Yeah … coming,” she replied under her breath, almost out of respect, as if the mountain might be listening, disturbed by her—the intruder.
“We have a lot to unload here,” the interrupter said, breaking the silence again.
Evelyn shook her head and turned to walk across the sand.
“I said I’m coming, Jane,” she barked, annoyed at losing the last bit of her fleeting moment. “Give me a break, will ya? I’m sixteen years old, and I’ve spent a grand total of twenty-seven minutes standing on actual land.”
Glancing up at Jane, Evelyn could see the glare soften in her eyes. Jane set down the crate she was holding, the thin corded muscles in her shoulders and biceps relaxing enough as she did that they no longer looked like tension cables.
“Right,” Jane said, smiling and chuckling. “Forgot about that.”
Evelyn watched Jane turn and disappear up the ramp into the belly of the shuttle, reappearing a few seconds later with another crate just as big as the first.
“Tell you what,” Jane started, dropping the crate with a sigh. “Help me out with the smaller stuff before it gets too hot out here. Then we’ll take a break and go for a swim … That’s something else you’ve never done,” she added with a mischievous grin.
“Right,” Evelyn said, a smile flickering on her lips. She knew that going for a swim would be too dangerous, no matter how refreshing the lake looked. They knew nothing about what might be lurking in those waters, but she didn’t want to ruin the moment.
“Great idea, sis,” Evelyn said, following Jane up the ramp. Stepping to the top, her eyes quickly adjusted from the unfiltered brightness outside, and she watched Jane grab another of the large crates full of supplies for their camp. The muscles in Jane’s shoulders and arms rippled, and Evelyn couldn’t help but admire her older sister. Six years on a floating space boat eating mostly manufactured food hadn’t affected her at all. She was still beautiful and probably fitter than when they left Earth.
Evelyn reached to pick up a smaller crate, looked down at her own biceps, and was quickly disappointed. They may have shared the same DNA, but Jane was obviously putting it to better use than she was. I’ll have to work on these, Evelyn thought, flapping her elbow and looking for a hint of tone in her arm. Frustrated and shaking her head, she walked back down the ramp with her box.
“Are you really sixteen, Evie?” Jane asked, setting her crate down.
“Yup, sixteen … or somewhere close to it,” Evelyn replied. 
Jane put her hands on her hips and furrowed her brow. “Close to sixteen … you don’t know for sure?”
“Well, not really,” she added, shrugging her shoulders and setting down her box. “Biologically speaking, I’m sixteen. But I guess technically, my body is only eight, because my tissues grew to about nine years old in the first year. You know that expression about growin’ like a weed? Well, that was definitely me. But, yeah, biologically, I’m about sixteen.”
Jane quickly put her hands to her mouth. “My God, Evie. I just realized we’ve never celebrated a birthday for you. I don’t even know when it is!”
Evelyn giggled and turned to walk back up the ramp into the shuttle. “That’s okay, Jane. Don’t feel bad. I don’t really have one,” she said over her shoulder, and as soon as she did, a shudder flitted up her spine. It was another reminder that she wasn’t like everyone else. She glanced down at the boxes, and felt as if the coolness of the metal floor had crept up her legs into her chest.
Jane jogged up the ramp, and Evelyn heard her footsteps halt. “Evie?”
Evelyn clenched her jaw. Not wanting to linger on the moment any longer than she had to, she picked up the box and tried to take a wide loop around the bay. “Just forget it, Jane. It’s okay.”
As Evie tried to scoot around her, Jane grabbed her arm. “No, Evie …” she started as she stepped in front of her. Though she was only two inches taller—another flaw Evelyn knew would be corrected in due time—Jane knelt slightly to look her in the eye. “It’s not okay. Sometimes I forget you’re different—”
“Yeah … but I’m reminded of it every day,” Evelyn interrupted, tucking the small box under her arm, refusing to look her sister in the eye. 
“Oh …” Jane sighed, letting go of her arm. “I get it.”
Relieved to be free, Evelyn gave her a half-hearted smile and walked down the ramp with her box.
“Well,” Jane called down after her, “there’s one way to fix this … We need to pick out a birthday for you.”
“Don’t be ridiculous, Jane,” Evelyn said, rolling her eyes.
“No, really … how about today?”
“Well, that’s a little arbitrary, isn’t it?”
“Not really. It’s a special day … It’s the day we arrived here …” Jane waved her arms around, gesturing to the open spaces around her “… It’s the day we arrived at the planet you found for us. Why not make today your birthday? What day is it anyway?”
“Jane, we’re not on Earth anymore. Our days are a little longer on this planet … Our year is a little longer … We don’t have the same number of days in a month or months in a year …”
Jane crossed her arms and cocked her eyebrow, obviously not appreciating Evelyn’s explanation.
“It’s June first.”
“Great,” Jane said, relaxing her arms and smiling. “There you go. June first is your birthday. Today is your sixteenth birthday.”
“Can I be seventeen?”
“No, you can’t. Sixteen it is.”
“Great, another year of hormones.”
“Trust me, I’m doing you a favor. One day you’ll be glad to be a year younger. Plus, you really don’t want to miss your sweet sixteen. And what are you talking about … hormones? You have the clearest complexion I’ve ever seen.”
“Jane, my body went from zero to nine in a year, just in time for a training bra and puberty. I’m going to be seventeen—”
“Sixteen, Evie,” Jane corrected.
“Okay, fine. I’m going to be sixteen—today. I haven’t known anything but hormones.”
Jane nodded, curling her lip. “Yeah, I get your point, but today we can celebrate your sixteenth birthday … and I’m sorry we missed the others … really, Evie.”
“Thanks.”
“And you know, being different isn’t so bad. If you weren’t different, you never would have found this place for us. You never would have made it possible for us to travel here … Geez, Evie, if it weren’t for you, all the colonists up on Vista would have died before we even had the chance to leave Earth. Millions of people owe their lives to you.”
“Let’s not go overboard here. Hundreds of people, maybe. Not millions.”
“No, Evie … millions. We’re going back at some point … to bring people here. Maybe millions will come … you never know. And it wouldn’t be possible if you weren’t different. You’re brilliant. You’re beautiful—”
“Jane, we have the same DNA.”
“Like I said … beautiful,” Jane added, emphasizing the word again with a grin.
Evelyn blushed.
“Just remember, you’re different, but you’re perfect just the way you are.”
“Thanks, Jane.”
“Hey, what are sisters for?” Jane added with a shrug of her shoulders. A moment passed, and Jane scooted around to grab her around the shoulder, leading Evelyn down to the water. “So, to celebrate your sweet sixteen, let’s go for a swim.”
“I’m not so sure that’s a good idea.”
“Yes, it is. You’re thinking too much.”
“That’s usually the case,” Evelyn mumbled to herself.
Letting go of Evelyn, Jane walked down to the edge of the water and stripped off her clothes down to her underwear, gently tossing them up the beach. Evelyn looked at her sister’s perfectly toned body as she waded into the cool water, and then watched her disappear into a ring of ripples as she dove into the lake. Well, eight more years until I’m twenty-four, she thought. With genes like that, I guess I have something to look forward to.
“Come on, Evie,” Jane said, coming up for air a good ten yards out from the shore.
Evelyn walked down to the edge of the water and, less confidently than her older sister, peeled off her own clothes, tossing them next to Jane’s. She blushed, wondering why she felt embarrassed to be in her underwear on a planet with almost zero people on it, but she couldn’t help herself.
Quickly Evelyn waded into the water and was surprised at how comfortable it was on the surface. The beach underneath fell away even faster than she thought it would, and she quickly realized that the water temperature underneath got cold fast. In seconds, she was treading out to where Jane was floating on her back, trying to keep her feet from dipping too far down into the darkness underneath.
Evelyn felt another shudder run up her spine, but she didn’t know if it was from the chill of the water or the fact that she could no longer see anything deeper than a few feet below her toes; she still wasn’t sure what might be down there. Keeping her head above the surface, Evelyn swam out further.
“You sure you haven’t been swimming before?” Jane asked, obviously offering her a compliment, given she already knew the answer.
“I’m a quick learner. It’s one of the few benefits of being me,” Evelyn replied with a nervous smile, her teeth starting to chatter at the chill. “But let’s go back in closer to the shore.”
“Just relax, Evie. We’re fine. Float out here with me for a minute, and then we’ll go back if you want.”
Jane pulled her head back again, letting her body float to the surface. Shaking her head, Evelyn did the same, trying not to think about what might be below her. As her body came to the surface, she closed her eyes and felt the warmth of the sun on her cool skin, the feeling giving her goose bumps. She breathed deeply, gently moving her hands and feet to stay in place, and she felt her skin relax as the sun continued to warm her body. Maybe I can get used to this, she thought.
Not a second later, something brushed her arm.
Evelyn’s scream was muffled as her head sank under the surface. She felt her chest constrict as she pulled up, spitting out a mouthful of lake water. Shaking the water from her face, she heard breaking branches behind her. Jerking her head around, she looked into the trees flanking the northern edge of the lake and then just as quickly started looking down, hoping not to see anything slithering through the water.
“Geez, Evie … a little jumpy?” Jane asked.
Evelyn whipped around to see her sister grinning at her not two feet away.
“Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you,” Jane added.
“I felt something in the water and heard something in the trees,” Evelyn said, wiping water out of her eyes with her fingers.
“Yeah, I know. I touched your arm,” Jane said, turning and swimming toward the shore. “Come on, Evie. We better get back or the boys are going to catch us.”



EXPOSED
The sand underfoot was fine, but the burrs and scrub beyond it dug into Evelyn’s heels as she scrambled toward the shuttle’s ramp.
“Great idea to go swimming, Jane,” Evelyn said dryly, stepping lightly to the top of the ramp and dropping her clothes on the floor of the bay.
“I didn’t know they were coming back so soon,” Jane replied with a hint of irritation in her voice, though Evelyn couldn’t tell if it was because their swim was interrupted or because Evelyn was giving her a hard time about it.
“Well, they are,” Evelyn said, watching her sister peel off her wet clothes as she tried to do the same, though with far less grace.
Neither of them had dried off any more than the breeze between the shore and the shuttle allowed, and the combination of cold, wet underwear and sand against her clammy skin was one of the worst sensations Evelyn had ever felt. Another first, she thought to herself, noting that on the whole, her first time swimming had been a total bust.
“Jane, Evie,” she heard from just outside the shuttle.
Jane quickly pulled up her shorts and whipped her shirt over her head. “In here, Marcus,” she replied, giving Evelyn a mischievous smile.
Evelyn’s eyes went wide. Realizing her time was up, she buttoned her shorts and tugged her shirt down over her head, trying desperately get her wet arms through the sleeves. Pulling it down more in the front than the back, and unable to locate her underwear, she snatched her bra off the floor and tucked it behind her just as the boys turned up the ramp.
“How was your swim, girls?” Marcus asked, sauntering up the ramp with a grin and laugh. He paused a moment at the top to look at Jane. “Looks like the water might have been a little chilly,” he added, a smirk creeping across his chiseled jaw, and a sparkle in his gray-blue eyes.
“Pig,” Jane said, crossing her arms over her chest and raising a disapproving eyebrow at him.
Evelyn felt the blood rush into her face, and even in the dimly lit bay of the shuttle, she was sure everyone could see her blushing. She quickly crossed her arms across her chest, fumbling with her bra and trying to hide it somewhere in her armpit.
A boy stepped from behind Marcus, tucking his hands in his pockets. “Hey, Evie.”
“Hey, Joseph,” Evelyn replied, casting a look back and forth between the two intruders.
“You’re just lucky we caught you and not a hundred colonists … who will be here any minute, I might add.” Marcus turned to walk back down the ramp, and with a flip of his hand, almost singing, he added, “And all you had to do was say ‘wait.’”
Jane laughed and winked at Evelyn. Grabbing her sweatshirt off a jump seat in the bay, she put it on and zipped it up. “So, did you and Marcus find what you were looking for?” she asked, coming over and combing his hair away from his face with her fingertips.
Joseph grinned, brushing his own fingers through his dark hair like a reflex. At sixteen, he already had a couple inches on Jane and probably still had a couple more inches in him. His hair was always a mess, and he was forever having to brush it away from his mossy-green eyes. Ever since Evelyn first met him in the orphanage, his hair had been a mess. And in the six years they had spent together on the space station Vista, his hair had always been a mess. But the funny thing about it was that no matter how disheveled he looked, Evelyn still thought he was cute. His hair could be sticking straight up like the comb on a rooster and she was sure she’d still find it charming.
Jane had done a great job taking care of Joseph, acting as his mom after they had all escaped from Earth, but now, with Joseph sixteen and Jane barely twenty-four, he was too old and she was too young for the mom-son relationship to stick. She still treated him like a brother, though, and never missed a chance to tussle his hair. Most of the time, Evelyn got a laugh out of it, but with sand in places it had no right being, a wet T-shirt, her bra on the wrong side of her shirt, and her underwear missing in action, Evelyn was too worried she might reveal more than a blush if she laughed.
Taking her eyes off Jane and Joseph, Evelyn scooted to the back of the bay, looking for something else to wear.
“The beacon Evie had Marcus leave in the forest was exactly where he left it two years ago,” Joseph replied. “It seems like it’s okay too.”
“Well, that’s great news,” Jane said, a note of sarcasm in her voice. “What exactly does it do, Evie?”
Relieved to find her sweatshirt, Evelyn put it on quickly and came back around the crates. “Oh, that?” she said, remembering the bra in her hand and stuffing it into her pocket. “It records environmental changes. You know, things like temperature, humidity, atmospheric pressure, the length of days and seasons, the levels of inert and toxic gasses in the air … tremors. Most of those things we couldn’t track from Vista on our approach, so having the sensor here made it possible to relay the information back.”
Joseph’s eyes widened as he gave Evelyn an “I’m impressed” look and grin. She immediately felt the blood rush to her face again.
“I just wanted to make sure this was going to be a safe place for us to settle,” she added with a little shrug of her shoulders.
Jane smiled, obviously noticing his look and her blush. “Well, that’s just … great,” she said, pausing only for a second. She turned to walk down the ramp. “I’ll leave you kids to talk. I better go see if my fiancé is still talking to me … I did just call him a pig, after all.”
Evelyn and Joseph looked at one another, and a second later, both smiled and let out a little laugh as Jane ran into the sun, calling after Marcus.
“Are you happy about them getting married?” Joseph asked as the moment passed.
“Oh, yeah. Sure,” Evelyn replied, feeling a strange twinge in her stomach, unsure whether she was really happy for Jane. 
Ever since they announced their engagement a year ago, Jane knew that meant she would probably see less of her big sister when they got married. But then again, she figured that would have happened anyway once they made it to the colony on their new planet.
“Yeah,” she added, looking out the shuttle’s bay at the grass and the lake beyond. “I think it’s great. Marcus will take good care of her.”
“No doubt,” Joseph said, following her gaze out to the lake. “He helped her break out of prison. He got shot helping us get out of the orphanage. He spent two years on a shuttle flying back and forth to this planet to run all your tests just so we’d know it was safe to live here. Yup … I’d say she’s in good hands.”
“I think that last thing, he did for all of us,” Evelyn corrected, looking back at him with a grin.
Joseph shrugged his shoulders and smiled. “Maybe. But when Jane told him she wanted to be married on a real planet, and not on a space station, I think that pushed him a little.”
“Yeah, she pushed him and then she pushed me too.”
Joseph laughed. “What?”
“Well, she was driving me crazy. I didn’t want to listen to her complain for forty years, so I spent all my free time fixing the Leap Frog.”
“So that’s why I didn’t see you around much,” he added, crossing his arms.
“That’s why nobody saw me around much … but that’s also why it only took us six years to get here,” Evelyn added, casting him a mischievous grin. 
Getting all of them to a planet they could inhabit was her real motivation, but given she had spent hundreds of hours alone in the belly of the space station repairing the device that made long-distance space travel possible—using nothing but what felt like the equivalent of prehistoric tools to do so—she was happy to saddle Jane with the blame.
A smile eased its way across Joseph’s face. “I guess you’re right.” He stepped closer. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a small wad of something and, taking Evelyn’s hand, placed it into her palm.
Evelyn looked down and first saw the seam. Her underwear. Quickly she snapped her hand closed over it and stuffed it into her pocketful of bra. “Uh, thanks.”
“I found them by the crate as I came up the ramp. I thought they might be yours.”
“Yeah … and now my humiliation is complete,” Evelyn added under her breath. She didn’t know why she’d be embarrassed to have the boy she’d practically grown up with give her back her underwear. It’s not like they hadn’t seen each other in their underwear before. Life on a space station, even one the size of Vista, was cramped, so they had all learned to live with a little less privacy. But somewhere along the way, things had gotten a little awkward between her and the green-eyed boy with the crooked smile. It was probably around the same time Evelyn realized that messy hair equals cute, equals unwanted blood flow to the face.
Joseph’s expression fell. “Oh, I didn’t mean to … I wasn’t trying to embarrass you. And I didn’t see anything anyway.”
Blushing cheeks. Quick glance away. Elevated blood pressure. “Sure you didn’t, Joseph.”
His cheeks got redder. “Okay, fine, I didn’t see much. I just didn’t want to give your underwear back to you in front of Marc.”
“Hey, no … I know,” she said, realizing she wasn’t being very grateful at his chivalrous attempt to rescue her dignity from the dirt—and feeling really stupid about it. “I’m sorry, Joseph. Thanks.”
The easy smile returned to his face.
Not a second later, they both turned to look out the bay door again, hearing a deep base rumble faintly outside.
“I guess they’re here,” Joseph said, turning to Evelyn with an “oh well” look.
“Let the chaos begin,” Evelyn replied with her own “oh well” smirk.
“I better go. Jane’s gonna need me to help with the unloading.”
“Sure, I’ll see you later,” she said as she watched him jog down the ramp.
Evelyn stood in the bay of the shuttle by herself for a moment, listening to the rumble grow outside. Her heart sank a little, feeling like once the noise and commotion had arrived, it might never go away.
“Things are gonna be different now,” she added, mumbling to herself.
Shaking her head and snapping back to the moment, Evelyn grabbed some dry clothes from her pack, ducked into the bathroom, and quickly put everything back on the right way. She didn’t have time for a shower and didn’t even have time to deal with her sand problems. And though she was becoming convinced that sand, in general, must be some sort of great cosmic prank on humanity, as it had somehow made its way into her hair, ears, and mouth, in addition to all the other nooks and crannies she didn’t even know she had, at least she was dry, her clothes were mostly dry, and she felt less exposed.
Leaving the bathroom not two minutes later, Evelyn walked down the ramp of the shuttle into the grass and squinted in the bright midday light as she looked toward her mountain.
The colonists had arrived.



AWESTRUCK
Seeing the dozen shuttles approaching low over the horizon would have given any normal person the impression the planet was being invaded. Evelyn figured that was probably true enough in a sense. Even though she knew better, the sight still sent a shiver up her spine.
The shuttles looked more like enormous birds of prey than anything else: they were sleek, intensely powerful, and black as the space on the dark side of a moon. The roar of their engines rumbled the very ground under Evelyn’s feet as they approached. She cupped her hands over her ears, looking past the cluster of shuttles, wondering if her mountain could feel the invasion too.
The shuttles floated effortlessly across the fields and turned off to the north in the direction where Jane, Marcus, and Joseph were all headed. The meadow in that direction also came down to the lake but was buffered by a forest that ran quickly into the foothills, and more mountains beyond.
Evelyn figured there was a lot to like about this place, and all of the readings she took of the planet as they approached led her to believe that this was the best spot for survival. The endless meadows would provide ample ground for farming and ranching. The forests would provide wood for shelters, and habitat for wildlife. The lake—assuming there weren’t monsters lurking in its depths—would provide fresh water and fish. Even the foothills and the mountains beyond would provide protection from the elements. Plus, this spot was beautiful, and though it wasn’t very scientific to say—and she wasn’t going to tell anyone this—she figured she had found the planet, so she was going to choose where they lived.
The shuttles gently touched down, and Evelyn was grateful when they quickly killed the engines. She knew it would only be a moment of quiet, though, before the babbling of hundreds of people—five hundred and thirty-seven people in all, once they had all shuttled down from Vista—disturbed the peace once again.
The ramps on the shuttles lowered, and Evelyn realized she was holding her breath—for what reason, she didn’t know. And then, like mice sniffing their way toward the bait, unsure if it was really safe, the people emerged from the shuttles.
At first just a few people came out from each shuttle, and Evelyn watched as some knelt in the meadow to feel the grass in their fingertips. Some stretched their backs, breathing deeply as if they had awoken from a long sleep. Some turned slowly in a circle, taking in the view of the lake, then the forest, then the meadow, then her mountain miles away.
More people came, and Evelyn watched the newcomers perform the same rituals, though perceptibly faster than the early comers, and the energy and excitement started to grow.
And still more people came, with each new wave spending less time on the rituals and more time getting caught up in the moment. They started hugging and laughing and smiling, and some were crying at the sheer joy, the release, of finally arriving after six grueling years in space.
Evelyn felt a lump forming in her throat. She didn’t want to move. She didn’t want the moment to end. Brushing a tear from her eye, she knew the people who had trusted her with their lives were truly happy.
Finally taking a step toward the gathering crowd, she couldn’t help but laugh. I hope it lasts.



PRINCESS
“Ouch!”
Jerking her arm from under the generator, Evelyn looked at the tip of her finger. All afternoon, she had been trying to get the power plant working properly, and the spot of blood forming on the tip of her finger was the injury at the end of an insultingly frustrating day.
“Dammit,” she mumbled, sticking her finger in her mouth, trying to soften the sting where the power coil had pricked her. Even her arm ached from the jolt. She paced around the tent, rotating her electrocuted arm, trying to get the blood flowing.
“You okay, Evie?”
Evelyn turned to see Jane duck under the flap of the tent, a concerned look on her face.
“Yeah, I’m fine,” she said, looking down at her finger and then shaking out her aching hand. “I just got bit by that monster in the corner, that’s all.”
Jane looked at the generator and gave a laugh. “So it’s giving you trouble, huh?”
Evelyn walked over and peered in the panel where she had stuffed her hand earlier. Deep in the back, she could just see the blue spark of the short that had stung her, caught a whiff of ozone, and could barely hear the clicking of the capacitor trying to reset itself.
“Yeah, it’s giving me trouble alright. Know of any hardware stores close by?”
Jane laughed again. “Why don’t you give it a rest for tonight?”
“I can’t. With this generator down, we only have about half the power we need to run the camp.”
“Evie, it’s called a camp for a reason. We can rough it a little.”
Evelyn nodded her head, a little reluctant to give up on her project. She had Jane’s DNA after all, which meant the streak of Philips stubbornness ran hot in her veins too. And with nearly every colonist deciding just that afternoon they’d rather sleep under the stars than spend another night on Vista, getting power to the camp had been Evelyn’s self-imposed top priority. But just because she had the knowledge and knew how to fix the equally stubborn generator, it obviously didn’t mean it was going to be easy.
“Come on, Evie, it’s getting late,” Jane added. “Let’s get you something to eat.”
Evelyn exhaled a deep sigh. “Fine,” she said, clicking the switch on the generator to power it down.
Perhaps sensing her frustration, Jane put her arm around her, pulling her close as they walked.
“There’s always tomorrow,” Jane said, and then pushing her though the flap of the tent, she added, “but now it’s time to celebrate.”
Evelyn stumbled into the cool night air. Brushing her hair back from her face and mildly irritated at the push from her sister, she looked up and stopped. She put her hands to her mouth, speechless, completely drawn into the most beautiful sight she had ever seen. At least a hundred tiny lanterns had been placed around the trampled grass and sand of the camp, with some hanging on lines of twine strung between the posts of some of the closer tents. Torches burning a little further out added to the yellow glow of the lanterns. Toward the lake, not fifty yards away, a bonfire burned, its flames reaching at least as tall as she was, its light causing the shadows to dance all around her. From where she stood, the sparks from the torches and the bonfire and the flickering candles in the lamps looked like thousands of little stars that had come down from the heavens to dance just for her.
“Happy birthday, Evie!” came the chorus of voices, and then from out of the shadows, at least a dozen people materialized. In the center of the group was Jane’s mom holding what appeared to be a cake, though it looked like it had sunk on one side. Next to her was Jane’s dad, followed closely by Marcus and Joseph. Even Mary, Sarah, and Tasha—the three other children Jane rescued from the orphanage just before leaving Earth—were there.
Evelyn felt a hand on her back and turned to look at Jane.
“Happy sixteenth birthday, Evie,” she said, smiling and brushing a tear from her eye at the same time.
Evelyn felt her eyes fill with tears, and she quickly grabbed Jane around the neck to hug her. “Thanks.”
A moment later she pulled away.
“When Jane told us we were celebrating your birthday today,” Jane’s mom began, stepping forward, “we tried to bake you a cake. I’m not sure how good it’ll be, though. It certainly didn’t travel to the surface all that well.”
Evelyn choked out a laugh. “It looks terrific, Mrs. Philips. Thank you.”
“Let’s see if I can find something to cut it with,” she said as she wandered toward the tent.
“Evelyn, I’m sorry I didn’t think about giving you a birthday,” Mr. Philips said, stepping toward her and putting his hands on her shoulders.
“It’s okay, Mr. Philips. You gave me just about everything else,” she replied, and while it could have sounded trite, Evelyn meant every word. If it hadn’t been for him and his company, the technology allowing her to exist never would have been possible. She was a miracle, and she knew it, and she also knew the man in front of her had believed she could exist, and she did. It didn’t change the fact that most days she just wished she could feel more normal, but right then she was happy to be unique.
Mr. Philips returned the smile, and Evelyn felt Jane squeeze her around the shoulder. “Let’s eat.”
Moments later, Evelyn was holding a small piece of cake in the palm of her hand. They hadn’t managed to come up with any plates or utensils, and Marcus had ended up using a hunting knife from his pack to cut the cake. It tasted better than it looked, though, and Evelyn picked at it with her fingers as she walked toward the bonfire on the beach.
“Hey, Evie, wait up.”
Evelyn glanced over her shoulder just in time to see Joseph jog up, a slightly larger piece of cake in his hand.
“Let me walk you down.”
“Thanks, Joseph,” Evelyn replied, feeling a little warmth rise in her chest. They walked in silence for a few paces.
“So why didn’t you tell me today was your birthday?” Joseph asked, breaking the silence.
“I didn’t know it was.”
“No. I mean, earlier today. Why didn’t you tell me?” he asked, stuffing half the cake in his mouth.
“I don’t know,” Evelyn replied, shrugging her shoulders. “I guess I’m still not used to having one. Everyone else grows up celebrating their birthday every year. They know when it is, and they look forward to it.”
Joseph shrugged his shoulders. “Not everyone.”
“What do you mean?” Evelyn gave Joseph a sideways glance.
“I mean, not everyone knows when their birthday is,” he replied, taking a smaller bite of his cake this time. “I don’t know when mine is.”
Evelyn stopped, and the look on her face must have been caught between confusion and surprise because Joseph let out a little laugh.
“Your birthday is March nineteenth, Joseph.”
“Not really … well, I suppose it could be, but I doubt it.” Joseph nodded at her to keep walking toward the bonfire. “My first memories are of the orphanage. I don’t know how old I was when I got there, and I don’t remember my parents at all. I have no idea when my birthday is, or if I’m really sixteen for that matter. Doctor Wynn thinks I may actually be seventeen.”
“So, you just picked March nineteenth?” Evelyn asked, having a hard time suppressing her smile.
“No,” Joseph said, nudging her arm with his elbow. “Apparently, when Father Matthew found me on the church steps, he didn’t know what to call me, so he named me Joseph, and March nineteenth is the Feast of Saint Joseph … so there you go.”
Evelyn couldn’t help but laugh. “Really?”
“Really.”
“Why didn’t you say something before?”
“I don’t know.” He shrugged. “I guess sometimes you just don’t want to stand out so much.”
Evelyn felt a little spark of relief. “I can relate to that.”
They came to the bonfire. Whether it was the heat from the fire or the moment walking with Joseph, almost touching, that warmed her face, she couldn’t tell. They eased around the side, and Evelyn could see the firelight reflecting off the glassy water.
“Does it bother you that you don’t know for sure?” she asked, giving him another sideways glance, realizing that not knowing when her own birthday was had never bothered her before that morning.
“Hmm … sometimes, I guess,” he said, thinking for just a second. “But most of the time, I don’t think about it. You know, it is what it is. But it is nice to have a birthday to look forward to.”
“Right,” Evelyn agreed, unsure what she should say next. She didn’t want the moment to end and didn’t want Joseph to leave. They watched the fire together, saying nothing for a moment.
“You know,” Joseph said, breaking the silence, “I’m really glad today is your birthday.”
“You are?” Evelyn looked back at Joseph. The little flecks of gold in his dark green eyes reflected the bonfire. Evelyn felt her chest constrict and her breath get short.
“Yeah. Now we both have something to look forward to. I didn’t get you anything for your birthday, though.”
“Oh, that’s okay, it was all such a rush and—”
Before Evelyn could finish her thought, Joseph leaned in and kissed her. Just a second later, he pulled away, smiling his crooked smile. Evelyn felt like her chest might explode as a flush of heat washed over her body. She could taste the sugar from his lips on hers. She felt glued to the beach and couldn’t swallow.
“Happy birthday, Evie,” he said in a whisper.
Evelyn couldn’t speak. Her mind raced to catch up with what was happening. Breathe, she thought. Breathe, stupid. Breathe!
Joseph cocked his eye at her. “Was that okay?”
Speak. Speak, you idiot, speak! “Yeah,” she finally managed, though more enthusiastically than she had wanted. She felt another rush of blood in her face, embarrassed about her response.
“Okay,” he said.
“Hey, Joey!”
Joseph and Evelyn looked around the bonfire, back toward the camp, to see a group of teenagers walking toward them. After six years on Vista, everyone knew everyone, and though she had little to do with most of the other teenagers, Evelyn knew who they all were. Misha was in the middle. Just as blond as she was, she probably could have passed as her sister. On her left was Sarah, one of the girls Joseph had lived with in the orphanage on Earth. Autumn, a girl with striking green eyes and dark hair similar to Joseph’s but with darker, coppery skin, was just behind them. The fact that her name suited her looks wasn’t lost on Evelyn, though she figured it may have been lost on everyone else.
With Autumn was Titus, an enormous boy who stood a half a head taller and probably had thirty pounds on Joseph, though most of it had to be in his shoulders and neck; he didn’t seem to have anything other than muscles everywhere.
“Joey, come down to the beach with us,” Misha sang again, still walking toward them and the bonfire.
“Yeah, come on, Joe,” Titus added.
Joseph looked at Evelyn and gave her a “what do you think?” eyebrow lift. Evelyn looked down the beach. About fifty yards out, a group of teenagers were gathering around another bonfire. Evelyn gave Joseph a “sure, whatever you want” shoulder shrug and smile.
They started to move when Misha came around the side of the fire. She obviously hadn’t noticed Evelyn, since she was blocked by the fire—or maybe she had chosen to ignore her—but she didn’t hide her expression well. Evelyn saw a quick flicker of probable disappointment in her eyes and a momentary loss of her smile.
“Oh, Evelyn! I didn’t see you there.”
“Hey, Misha.”
“You should come too,” she added quickly, recovering the spring in her voice but letting her icy stare linger longer. “You should both come.”
“Evelyn!”
Evelyn turned toward camp at hearing her name called and saw the backlit figure of Jane’s father silhouetted against one of the tents.
“Hey, Evelyn, can you come up for a minute?” he called again.
Evelyn looked at Joseph and saw the flicker of disappointment in his eyes, which seemed to resonate with the disappointing crunch in her chest. For the first time all night, she started to feel the chill of the cool evening air on her skin, the warmth of the moment fading into a memory.
“I’ll come down later,” she said.
“You sure?” Joseph replied.
“Yeah,” she said, and then turning her head slightly but not taking her eyes off the boy who had given her the best and only birthday present she had ever received, she called over her shoulder, “Be right there, Mr. Philips.”
“Night, Evelyn,” Misha said, and Evelyn glanced in her direction just in time to catch the icy glimmer in Misha’s eyes.
As Evelyn turned to walk up the slope, she could still hear the girls giggling as they walked away. Evelyn laughed. 
“What do you need, Mr. Philips?” she asked, stepping closer.
“Sorry to take you away from your friends, but before it gets too late, I need you to check in with Marcus. With so many people camping out down here, we need to make sure the motion sensors around the perimeter are functioning.”
“Sure, Mr. Philips,” she said, losing the last bit of heat she had carried with her from her moment on the beach with Joseph.
“Thanks, Evelyn.”
“Sure, Mr. Philips,” she repeated, starting toward the power generators.
“Hey, Evelyn,” Mr. Philips called.
“Yes, Mr. Philips?”
“How did your birthday turn out?”
Evelyn thought for a moment and started to smile. She thought about the candles lighting the camp like fireflies. The kiss from the charming prince. The wicked girl also in love—in love?—with the same boy. And now, with the night still young and the party over—for her, at least—it was back to her chores.
Evelyn laughed. “It was just like a fairy tale.”
 



WANTED
Straining, her shoulder cutting into the sharp metal housing, she reached deep into the belly of the machine, and a split second later, the sudden spark and jolt had her recoiling her arm just as quickly.
“Dammit,” Evelyn said through clenched teeth, noticing another spot of blood on her finger. She grabbed her wrench and smacked the housing, sending a shudder up her arm and tickling her eardrum.
Starting to pace and shake out her arm, she grunted, looking at her finger. “Again, really?”
For over a week, she had been working on providing power to the camp, and the generator in the corner of the power plant tent had proven to be her nemesis. She had taken to calling it Ogre, because it was big, it was green, it was ugly, and it smelled. She knew she might be imagining that last part, but even still, Ogre was making her life hell.
Earlier that day, Evelyn had decided to strip out the power core from the generator and run lines from an engine on one of the shuttles. The shuttle’s engine had far more power—too much, really—but she knew the coupling and the transformer she installed could downgrade the power, and then the generator could distribute the electricity through any of its six hundred ports. In all, Evelyn figured the power from one engine would be enough to supply electricity to the whole town for years. It was a rather ingenious setup, she had to admit, or would have been if it actually worked.
Six years prior, after her body had been formed, she had asked Mr. Philips why he made her a kid instead of an adult. His words echoed with her as she glared at Ogre. “Evelyn, you know a lot, but you have no experience. You’re book smart, but not street smart.” She didn’t really understand what he meant or agree with him at the time. Knowledge was knowledge, right? But her cage match with Ogre over the past few weeks was proving the truth of Mr. Philips’s remark. She thought she knew what to do. She was just having trouble doing it. 
“Looks like you’ve won this time,” she said, sucking her finger. “But mark my words, you’ll do my bidding before I’m done with you … You’re gonna have to bring a lot more than stubbornness to a fight if you’re gonna rumble with me,” she added and instantly looked over her shoulder, feeling stupid for talking trash to a hulking piece of metal, and hoping nobody heard her.
She clicked the switch on the generator to disconnect the power. “Until tomorrow, Ogre,” she said, walking through the tent flap into the muggy evening air.
She walked along the dusty road and was momentarily shocked as it occurred to her how quickly life had changed. In less than two weeks’ time, the settlement had been completely transformed. No longer just a scattering of tents along the shore, the settlement was taking on a more formal shape. To Evelyn, it was beginning to look like the pictures she had seen of towns in the old west. Several wooden structures lined the road she was walking, which led directly to the waterfront with more structures to either side along the water. Every day since they had arrived, the colonists were hard at work raising building after building, one next to the other. Evelyn figured it’d be a while before the buildings became storefronts for private use, but until then, the villagers were using them to store food, medical supplies, and all of the other goods they needed to recreate a civilization on this untamed planet.
In the waning light, Evelyn could see a larger structure downfield from where she walked, which was being used as a school. With a couple hundred children counted among the settlers, having a place for them to learn was a priority. Even so, most of the children went in shifts, spending a few hours each day in the school and most of the rest of their time helping the community. The building was dark now, as was the entire row of buildings along her right side—thanks to the stubborn Ogre and his reluctance to provide more power.
The road was empty, and Evelyn shuffled through the dirt, not in a great hurry to get where she was going. The council building where she was headed was just like all the others … except larger. Tall wooden poles made from the evergreens in the forest were at the corners, anchored deep into the dirt. Wooden panels running up all four sides made the walls, and the roof slanted from the front to the back. It was simple construction, but effective, with an open door on all four sides to allow for cross ventilation. The town council could manage the affairs of the growing settlement from inside—at least, they could when they weren’t yelling at one another.
Carson Philips, billionaire businessman, Jane’s father, and the reason why the colonists were able to escape Earth in the first place, had relinquished exclusive leadership over the colony as soon as they had arrived. He had no intention of trading a corrupt government for a kingship, and so, shortly after everyone had settled in, he convened a town hall on the shore.
Everyone over eighteen got a vote, and nine members from the community were nominated to be on the council, including Mr. Philips. Evelyn appreciated the fact that Mr. Philips had petitioned to have her as one of the nine council members, but the townspeople didn’t seem to like the idea, so he hadn’t pushed it. The tension of the election had given her a knot in her stomach, though. Evelyn didn’t have to go to school with everyone else her age, so she was spending more time working alone. Being singled out for the council member spot seemed to drive an even bigger wedge between her and the others. The adults in the camp didn’t seem to take well to the idea either—perhaps because of her age, she figured—but the whole thing was awkward and served to make her feel even more isolated.
 The colonists had been referring to the new planet as Orsus, which came from the Latin word meaning “beginning.” Evelyn didn’t get a vote, which she found more than a little annoying considering she had found the planet, but she thought it was fitting anyway, especially given the work they had ahead of themselves to begin a whole new life on a world a galaxy away from Earth. Shortly after the election, the council had voted unanimously to formally name the planet Orsus, and they had also cast their first votes to name the settlement. In honor of Mr. Philips, the council had chosen the name Philips Landing, and to further the goodwill, they had named the lake Lake Philips. But after that, the pleasantries had stopped, and if it wasn’t outright shouting heard through the open doors of the council building, it was often hot-blooded council members debating something the whole town could hear.
Evelyn wasn’t a council member, but she was a special advisor to Mr. Philips, and the proceedings were always open to the public, so Evelyn had to be there often.
Rounding the corner to head toward the council building, Evelyn saw the cluster of people ahead. Most were standing in the road. Even though the building was larger than most, it couldn’t hold many people, and it was about ten degrees cooler outside anyway, making it a lot more comfortable for observers.
Reluctantly stepping closer to the council building, Evelyn noticed Joseph was walking toward her.
“Hey, Evie,” he said, giving her a little wave. He was walking fast enough that it was quickly obvious he was trying to catch her before she went in the building.
“Hey,” she replied, excited to see him but trying not to let it show. In the ten days since they had been on the beach together, Evelyn had only seen Joseph in passing: once back on Vista in the cargo hold and again when she had been called over to the school to help connect the power. Other than those brief moments, they hadn’t been able to see much of each other, and Evelyn had started wondering if the kiss was nothing more than a dream.
Worse was that she felt incredibly alone. On Vista she had seen Joseph every day, even if it was passing in the halls or out in the park in the center of the station; her routine didn’t allow her to run into the other kids her age very often, so she rarely saw them, but Joseph was different. She didn’t realize how much she missed seeing him until just then, but it was hitting Evelyn hard enough that she couldn’t suppress her joy that he was waiting for her.
“What are you doing?” she asked, trying to play it casual.
“Oh,” he started, stuffing his hands into his pockets and trying not to look like he was unsure about what he was about to say, “I just wanted to see you.”
Evelyn’s heart thumped in her chest. “Yeah? What for?” she asked, still trying to play it cool and realizing she may have been too cool.
Joseph raised his eyebrows, glanced back toward the council building, and then looked back down at the dirt.
“Do you remember when we first met?”
Yes, I remember everything. I remember when I first saw you in the orphanage. I remember how your hair was sticking out on one side from having slept on the floor. I remember how you limped your way to the shuttle and how your chin quaked as you tried not to cry when you said goodbye to Father Tate. I remember how you put on a brave face as he left, and how you crinkled your eyebrows then, just as you are crinkling them now, scared at what might happen. And after, when we were all safe, together, I remember how you walked all the way across the park to ask me if I wanted to play with you, and I remember how much that meant to me. If I live a hundred years, Joseph, I hope I never forget that day. “Sure, I remember.”
“I was thinking about that day and how we played together on the playground. Do you remember that?” he asked, glancing up at her.
“Yeah.”
“It’s probably stupid, but I kind of miss those days, Evie.”
“Me too,” Evelyn replied, her heart still thumping.
Joseph smiled.
A moment passed.
“You probably have to get in there, huh?” he said, nodding toward the council building.
“Yeah. Mr. Philips is expecting me.”
Joseph nodded, looking again at the ground, and then picked up his head, regaining his crooked smile and apparently some of his confidence.
“So, a bunch of us are going to the lake tomorrow after classes get out. Do you … want to go?”
Evelyn cocked her eyebrow at him, thinking about her last adventure in swimming.
“You know,” he added, picking up on her skepticism, “you should probably wear a swimsuit this time.”
Evelyn laughed and felt the blood rush to her face. “Right, good thinking.”
“Or not … you choose,” he added, shrugging his shoulders, giving her a grin.
“Ha!” she said, feeling her cheeks get warmer. “No … I’ll definitely bring a swimsuit.”
“So, you’ll go?”
“Yeah. I’ll be there.”
Joseph gave a little laugh and smiled. “Okay … see you tomorrow.”
“Good night,” Evelyn said, her heart still pounding, watching him walk as casually as he could manage up the dirt road.
“Night,” he added, turning and walking backward for a moment, disappearing seconds later up the road to the shuttles.
Evelyn stared at the dark space where he had been, her pulse lightening as she breathed the cooling evening air. She realized the muscles in her face were beginning to ache, either from having a perma-smile with Joseph or from trying not to smile too much—she didn’t know which. It didn’t matter to her, and even though she still had to deal with the council, she was sure nothing could ruin her moment. The kiss hadn’t been a dream. Joseph wanted to be with her, and she felt it.



UNWANTED
The fresh-sawed cedar planks on the walls were enough to mask the pungent spice of body odor, until someone walked by or the cross ventilation stirred the air and blew the stink across her nose. In those moments, she took to breathing through her mouth, as did everyone else, but nobody said anything about it. They all reeked, especially at the end of a long day working around the settlement.
The stench was one of the reasons Evelyn had taken to standing in the corner—that and the fact that she didn’t really want to be there anyway. Walking through the side door of the council building, she headed toward her corner. If she had started to lose her smile in leaving Joseph outside, she quickly regained it in seeing her sister waiting for her in the corner. Sliding alongside her and breathing a deep breath of cedar, Evelyn felt her shoulders relax, the nervous energy she felt entering the building easing a bit.
Jane glanced at Evelyn and gave her a little nod and a smile.
“What did I miss?” Evelyn asked under her breath. The room was strangely quiet, the lull in the council’s conversation sucking the air out of the room.
“Not much, yet—”
“And with the vote on the allocation of farmland scheduled for tomorrow, we can again turn to Councilman Philips’s petition from our last session.”
Evelyn lifted her eyes in hearing the speaker on the floor. She had made it just in time.
The speaker was Colette Vandergaast, a pear-shaped woman with delicate features and a not-so-delicate personality. Paul Vandergaast, her husband, was one of the lead botanists responsible for cultivating the lands around the community. Their daughter was Misha, the girl from the beach who obviously had a thing for Joseph.
In being elected to the council, Mrs. Vandergaast had made it a point to make herself heard on nearly every issue, especially those concerning the conservation of natural resources and the sustainability of the community. Standing in the ring of chairs encircling the dirt floor, she was addressing the other eight members of the council as they sat. She was clearly enjoying her moment.
Normally, Mr. Philips led the meetings, but given it was his petition on the docket, Mrs. Vandergaast had been selected to bring it forward.
“Mr. Philips,” she began, nodding her head and waving her arm to the onlookers with a flourish, “did you put a motion forward to petition the council to allow shuttles to go back to Earth for the purpose of bringing additional colonists here, to Orsus?”
“I did,” Mr. Philips said, nodding casually.
Mrs. Vandergaast gave him an overcooked smile and a pleasant nod in return.
“And who would like to second the motion?” she added, addressing the crowd with the same flourish.
“I will,” Jane said, and Evelyn quickly snapped her head in time to see Jane’s wink and smile.
“Let the record show that Mr. Philips and his daughter, Ms. Philips, set forth the motion and the second.” Turning to address Mr. Philips, she added, “Mr. Philips, the floor is yours.”
Jane’s father stood, obviously relaxed in front of the crowd. Evelyn knew he had a lifetime of experience with public speaking—it went with the territory of being a world-class businessman. Sliding his shoulders back and placing a hand in his pocket, he smiled at the crowd.
“Well, friends,” he began, turning slowly to look at the crowd, a broad grin appearing on his confident face. “I think it’s about time we shared this … this … smell … with the rest of humanity.”
At this, the council members and the growing crowd all laughed, the pressure in the room easing as they looked around at one another, nodding their agreement.
“I mean, really … what is that smell anyway? I don’t know about you, but I think we need to go back to Earth just for the soap.”
More laughter from the crowd, and Evelyn felt her chest relax. As the laughter died away, Mr. Philips looked at Jane and Evelyn, and smiled.
“Everyone here knows that when we left Earth, I made the people a promise that we would return one day and offer them the same chance to make a life here with us. We have found our new home, and the smell notwithstanding, I think it’s about time we made good on that promise.”
At this, many in the crowd applauded, including some of the council members, though Evelyn noticed that Mrs. Vandergaast was conspicuously quiet.
“I propose that we send one shuttle to Earth on a scouting mission,” Jane’s father continued, “to bring back information to us about what has transpired in the six years we have been gone. With that information, we can come up with a plan for bringing others to Orsus.”
Again the crowd applauded, and Mr. Philips took his seat in the council.
“Is there anyone who would like to voice an opposition to Councilman Philips’s motion?” Mrs. Vandergaast asked, standing and looking at the other members of the council.
Evelyn watched the members and got an uneasy feeling, but she couldn’t put her finger on why. A few of the council members were noticeably looking everywhere but at Jane’s father and the councilwoman, like they were schoolchildren trying not to be called on in class.
“What’s going on?” Evelyn muttered under her breath, feeling a knot forming in her stomach.
“Well,” the councilwoman began, stirring herself up, “in the interest of making sure all sides are represented, I suppose I shall have to argue the dissenting opinion.”
“What the hell is she doing?” Jane said, obviously more to herself than to anyone else.
Evelyn felt the knot tighten as she looked at Jane’s father, who was clearly caught off guard by the opposition. It had been well known by everyone that his intentions were to return to Earth, and though none had said as much, Evelyn assumed that everyone knew that this one project of his was not up for discussion or for debate. It was clear that Mrs. Vandergaast felt otherwise and that some members of the council were going along with her.
“Evelyn,” the councilwoman said over the heads of people in the crowd.
Evelyn was shocked. Nobody ever addressed her directly in council meetings, other than Mr. Philips. She snapped into the moment.
“Ma’am?”
“Councilwoman,” Mrs. Vandergaast corrected.
“Yes, Councilwoman … ma’am.”
The councilwoman shot Evelyn a dirty look from across the room, hidden to nobody.
“Evelyn, will you please update the council as to our progress in the fields?”
“Yes, of course,” she said, feeling a flutter in her stomach, still unsure why she was being called to report by this woman. She glanced quickly at Mr. Philips, and the thoughtful look on his face told her his mind was moving as fast as hers. “The agribots have been programmed and are beginning the work of cultivating two thousand acres for immediate use and another six thousand acres for cycling through seasonal production cycles.”
The councilwoman held up her hand for Evelyn to stop speaking. “Do you believe these crops will provide suitable food stores for the community?”
“Yes, Councilwoman. More than enough.”
“And how do you know this?”
“The simulations I run tell me this.”
“Mm-hmm,” the councilwoman replied with a raised eyebrow. “And the animals and other living creatures here, Evelyn … please update the council as to where we stand in our understanding of the native animals and insects.”
Evelyn still didn’t know where this was going. She glanced at Jane, who gave her a silent nod to answer the question.
“Well, Councilwoman, we know very little. From what we have observed, the plant and animal life here is similar to Earth, but there are some noticeable differences. Obviously, there are no domesticated animals, but we have every reason to believe some may be suitable for domestication.”
“And how do you know this?”
“The simulations I run tell me this.”
Again the councilwoman gave Evelyn a raised eyebrow, though it quickly turned into a smirk. Evelyn’s gut wrenched. She didn’t know what was happening, but she felt like she was being interrogated, like an ambush was coming.
“And the power generators, Evelyn. Please update the council.”
Evelyn felt her face flush. She had left Ogre not even an hour ago, and he was being uncooperative, to say the least. Evelyn noticed Jane shifting in her spot. She figured the whole line of questioning was getting to her too.
“We are down one power generator, Councilwoman, but I am making modifications to it that will ensure the community has a power surplus.”
“And once again, how do you know this?”
“The simulations—”
“We know,” the councilwoman interrupted, “the simulations you run tell you this.”
Mrs. Vandergaast turned, and the glare she gave Evelyn made her feel like her heart might stop. “Let me ask you one final question, Evelyn … Do you have any actual experience with farming or ranching or with modifying power generators?”
And as the question snaked from the councilwoman’s knowing grin, Evelyn finally knew her game, but it was too late. She answered the only thing she could.
“No.”
Evelyn could hear Jane huffing next to her, and she had just realized the temperature in her corner had risen considerably in the past few moments.
The councilwoman smirked at Evelyn and turned to address the other council members, placing her back and her pear-shaped behind directly in front of Mr. Philips.
“We have some wonderful tools at our disposal,” she began, gesturing to Evelyn. “And we have put a lot of faith in our technology, especially organitech,” she said, gesturing to Evelyn again. “But I think it’s time for us to start relying on real people, with real experience … people who have our best interests, as humans, in mind. Not artificial intelligence with nothing but simulations to back up its recommendations.”
Wait, what? Evelyn reeled. She knew the councilwoman was trying to discredit her experience, but this she didn’t understand.
“What did you just say?” Jane said over the murmurings in the crowd.
“I just meant we shouldn’t be too quick to trust everything to artificial intelligence.”
“I’ll tell you what,” Jane said, pushing her way through the crowd, “Evelyn’s more human than you’ll ever be.”
Turning to face Jane with a fiery rage in her eyes, she stabbed at her with her finger. “Back off, Jane!”
“You’re out of line, Colette!” Mr. Philips roared, standing abruptly and obviously completely losing his composure at the sight of this calculating woman attacking his daughter.
“I’m only saying what everyone in this room is thinking!” the councilwoman screamed, spittle flying from her lips as she held up her hand to him in defense.
Jane pulled up short, and Evelyn watched as she looked around the room. It seemed that the majority of the people in the room were avoiding making eye contact with Jane, her father, and with her, for that matter.
“Are you kidding me?” Jane said, clearly shocked at the revelation.
A moment passed, and then more calmly, though still red-faced, Mrs. Vandergaast continued. “I’m saying the things we’ve all been too afraid to say … for years.”
 “Is that so?” Mr. Philips said, clenching his teeth, looking less like he wanted to tear her apart but more disappointed with each passing moment.
“Well, you could have been less of a hag about it,” she heard Jane retort, but by now, Evelyn felt like everything was happening in slow motion—to someone else.
Evelyn stood in her corner alone, her mind scrambling to piece her emotions together. A tool? Artificial? Organitech? She was confused. She said “it” … she called me an “it” … Is this how people see me? She felt a crunching in her chest, like someone was sitting on top of her, and her vision started to blur, the tears welling up in her eyes. She looked down at her hands. They were shaking. I am real. I am a person … I am real. She looked up and heard herself sniffle—it maybe being the only sound in the room at that moment—and then she saw the face of her sister whip around to face her, Jane’s expression shifting from rage to deep sadness. Evelyn felt a wave of shame washing over her at the pity she saw in Jane’s eyes.
“Evie!” Jane said, pushing her way back through the crowd and putting her arms on Evelyn’s quaking shoulders. “Don’t listen to them. They’re just a bunch of monsters. A bunch of hateful, ugly monsters!” Jane screamed over her shoulder at the callous councilwoman, who stood unblinking with her arms crossed, a look of complete indifference on her face.
“They don’t know you … They don’t know what they’re saying,” Jane said, pressing the palm of her hand against Evelyn’s cheek.
Evelyn tried to contain her tears but felt them trickle down her face, and she bit her lip to keep from sobbing in front of everyone. She looked back down at the dirt.
“Um … I think I should go,” she said in a whisper to the dirt, knowing if she looked up, she’d completely break down. Turning quickly, she brushed past the few people between her and the door.
“Evie, wait!” she heard as Jane’s words followed her through the door, getting lost in the wind and darkness on the planet she had no choice but to call home.



MECHANIC
The heat from the sun in the nearly cloudless sky beat on her shoulders and was amplified by the haze. It had rained the previous night, and whatever winds that had carried the storm through Philips Landing had quit blowing entirely by early morning. Now, with the sun directly overhead and not a breath of breeze to keep the air moving, the humidity and heat had soared.
It wasn’t so hazy that she couldn’t see, but it was hazy enough that everything had a shimmer to it, as if she were standing at the base of an enormous waterfall, peering through the blast of spray. She felt the sweat bead on her forehead, her shoulders, and then felt the drops run down her face, her neck, her back.
The humidity was unlike anything Evelyn had ever experienced, and while she figured most of the other colonists were probably complaining about how hot they were, she didn’t really mind it. It was new to her. To sweat like this. To feel the sun’s rays pounding on her face. To breathe and feel the moist air inflate her lungs and dampen her tongue. To feel like she was wrapped in a wet, warm blanket. It was all new.
She took a sip of her water bottle and squinted at the horizon, the haze making it all but impossible to see very far. She knew it was still there, but she couldn’t see her mountain either. She wondered if it felt as lonely as she did.
Wiping her wet forehead with the back of her equally wet hand, she turned to walk up the ramp of the shuttle. Finding her screwdriver exactly where she had left it—jammed into the wire housing sideways where she had tried to stab the manifold—she wrenched it free and prepared again to slay her most immediate dragon.
She took another sip of her water bottle. Pinching her eyes and nose, trying to keep her salty sweat from stinging her eyes, she paused as she heard footsteps behind her.
“Evie!”
Evelyn turned to see the sweaty and red face of Jane, her expression seemingly stuck somewhere between being worried, relieved, and pissed.
“Where have you been?”
Evelyn started to open her mouth, but before she could even make a sound, Jane interrupted.
“I’ve been frantic,” she nearly yelled, flailing her arms in the air. “I have been looking for you everywhere. You can’t just run off like that and not tell me where you’re going!”
“I—”
“You know,” Jane interrupted again, “I stayed up half the night waiting for you to come back to the tent, and I’ve been up since the sun came up, looking all over the camp for you.”
Jane paused, and Evelyn started to open her mouth again.
“I’ve been freaking out,” Jane continued. “Totally freaking out. Worrying about you being out in the storm, wondering if you’re dead. You know, Marcus is putting together a search party to go look for you right now!”
“Oh …”
“Oh …? That’s all you have to say … Oh?”
Evelyn was quiet for a second, still unsure if it was really her turn to talk, given Jane hadn’t done anything but vent and ask questions she really didn’t seem to want answers to. 
Another second passed, and she thought she’d risk it. “Jane, I’m sorry. I didn’t know. I went back up to Vista last night, and I came back early. I was there the whole time.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?” Jane asked, an imploring look in her eyes.
Evelyn started to turn away but thought better of it. She looked at her sister and tried to express what she was feeling. “I don’t know … I guess I’m not used to people worrying over me because of who … or what … I am,” she added in a whisper.
Evelyn looked up at her sister and could see the red in her face had shifted to her eyes, and she was fighting to keep them from welling with tears. “You’re a who to me, dammit … a very important who. Don’t you dare let anyone tell you different.”
“Thanks, Jane,” Evelyn said, choking back a tear and a little laugh.
Jane stepped closer and grabbed her in a sweaty hug. Evelyn held her sister, feeling a calm wash over her she hadn’t felt in days.
“You really need a shower, Evie.”
“Look who’s talkin’,” Evelyn replied, neither of them letting go, both of them laughing lightly. They held each other for a moment and then slowly pulled away.
“Thanks for watching out for me,” Evelyn said, sitting on the floor against a wall and looking out of the shuttle bay at the grassy fields in the distance.
“Hey, what are sisters for?” Jane replied, also sitting and taking a sip from Evelyn’s water bottle. “So why’d you go up to Vista?”
“I guess I just needed some time to think, and Vista is the only home I’ve ever known. Maybe it’s weird, but I feel like I can think better up there.”
“So, you’re okay?” Jane asked.
Evelyn caught the sideways glance from her sister and looked back out of the shuttle. “Yeah, Jane, I’m fine.”
“You’re fine?”
“Well, maybe not fine,” she said, shrugging her shoulders, realizing Jane wasn’t going to let her get away without talking about it. “I’m okay, though. I just didn’t realize that was how people see me.”
“They don’t, Evie.”
“Well, some do.”
“Yeah, but they don’t matter.”
“They matter enough.”
A moment passed and neither of them said anything. Then Evelyn broke the silence. “So, how did the rest of the council meeting go?”
Jane rolled her eyes as if she had just been reminded of something irritating. “The council voted not to send any shuttles back to Earth … for now. They said until they were sure the colony could sustain itself, they didn’t want to take the risk of bringing new people here.”
“They’re just scared. It took a long time to get here, and they just want to be prepared, that’s all.”
“Who’s consoling whom here?” Jane said, giving Evelyn a raised eyebrow and a smirk.
Evelyn let out a laugh and nodded. Then a more serious thought crossed her mind. “I bet they’re also worried about what they might find back on Earth. We did leave on really bad terms. The government tried to blow us all up.”
“Yeah, I remember,” Jane said, glancing at her forearm. 
Evelyn saw the scar, the number 91975 burned into the flesh of her arm by the tracking device that had been shoved into the muscle tissue. Jane had the tracker removed shortly after she escaped from DF-23, the government-run death camp in Colorado, but the scar remained. It was grotesque. The numbers were mottled and black, and they looked like a late-night street tattoo performed by a drunk with a razor blade and campfire ashes for color. Jane could have had it removed but chose to keep it. She said it was a constant reminder of why she needed to go back and help the people who were left behind—a reminder of what her brother had sacrificed to stay behind to help those same people. It was a blemish on her otherwise perfect body, but she obviously wasn’t going to change it.
“But here’s the thing,” Jane continued. “When we left, we told everyone we were coming back, and for most people, taking six years to do it … well, they’re probably wondering if we’re going to keep our word.”
“You’re thinking about Tate, aren’t you?”
“Well, I did tell him I’d be back, and I didn’t think it would take this long … I want to see him again.”
“I miss him too … but listen,” Evelyn said, turning and putting her hand on Jane’s arm, “if anyone can survive in the slums, it’s him. He has the same nanite technology in him that I have. I’m sure he’s fine … and I’m sure you’ll get to see him soon enough.”
Jane nodded, the unsure nod of someone trying to convince themselves of something they want desperately to believe but can’t. “About that, I want to ask you something. Do you think you can start outfitting one of the shuttles with the Leap Frog?”
“Sure. Why?” Evelyn asked, nudging Jane’s shoulder and giving her a mischievous grin and a head waggle. “The council said they don’t want to go back.” 
“I know, but I don’t really care what they think,” Jane replied, returning the waggle.
Evelyn smiled. “Yeah? Well, neither do I.”
“What?” Jane asked, a note of mild surprise in her tone.
“I’m already working on it. That’s what I was doing last night.” Evelyn stood and walked over to the manifold she had been working on earlier.
“I thought you needed time to think,” Jane said, standing and walking to join her.
“I did, and I remembered who my family is. You and Marcus, your mom and dad, and Tate. I’m not going to let Mrs. Vandergaast stand in the way of our family. So I pulled a bunch of parts from the Leap Frog on Vista, and I’ve been trying to install them on this shuttle. I’m not quite finished, but I’m close, and when I’m done, we can use the shuttle to leap back and forth from here to Earth.”
“That’s great, Evie!” Jane gave Evelyn another hug, pulling away just a second later. “You know, you forgot someone on that list … of your family.”
“Who?”
Jane’s grin widened. “Joseph.”
“Joseph,” Evelyn repeated, smiling, and a split second later, she felt a pinch in her chest. “Oh no!” she added, running to the ramp to look out of the shuttle bay toward the lake.
“What?”
“It’s Joseph … I was supposed to meet him at the lake.”
“You better wear a swimsuit this time, young lady,” Jane said, a more serious tone in her voice, no doubt matching a serious expression on her face, if Evelyn had turned around to look. “If I find out you went swimming in your underwear with a boy, I’ll lock you in your room until you’re old and wrinkly.”
Evelyn felt the sadness of missing Joseph creep over her. The disappointment of letting him down—of missing out. She sighed. “You don’t need to worry about that, Jane … it’s too late. I’m sure he’s already gone.”



FORGIVEN
The breeze that had been completely absent earlier was beginning to brush away the humidity, giving some welcome relief to the stifling heat of midday. Even so, Evelyn didn’t benefit from it much as she sprinted toward to lake, hoping to still find Joseph.
Running past the few people out in the sun on the road leading through town, Evelyn rounded the corner and glanced out to the shore ahead. It was empty. Not only was Joseph not there, but it was obvious he and the rest of the group had gone off to another part of the lake, surely to get away from their parents’ prying eyes.
Evelyn slowed to a walk, looking up and down the beach and further to the forest on the north side of the shore. There was no sign of any of them. She stepped to the edge of the lake and, kneeling, splashed some of the lake’s crystal clear, cool water on her face.
Evelyn stood and looked around. She wanted to go look for them—for Joseph—but the thought that it might make her look too eager or desperate froze her feet to the sand. She felt her stomach knot, and the longer she stood there, the more stupid she felt. The heat grew in her chest, frustrated at not being able to think clearly. Then after what seemed like an eternity of arguing with herself over it, she let out a huff and stomped her way toward the tree line. Joseph will be happy to see me, she told herself, remembering Jane’s words … He’s family.
The tree line along the lake’s edge wasn’t more than a few hundred yards from the beach, but Evelyn realized she hadn’t even ventured this far from camp since they had arrived. She had been too busy with programming agribots, analyzing atmospheric and agricultural data sets, and trying to repair the power generator to take any real time to explore. As she approached the edge of the forest, she could smell the hint of pine in the air from the evergreens, and the musty smell of the rich earth, rock, and grasses ahead.
Evelyn smiled as the excitement of exploring something new grew inside her. Just as quickly as the sensation came, it fled, as she worried about what might be lurking in the woods. She glanced quickly over her shoulder at the settlement, perhaps hoping to see a reassuring face in the distance waving her onward, but there was no one. Rolling her shoulders, and taking a deep breath, she turned back and cautiously stepped into the trees, acutely aware of all the sounds around her, including those she was making as she rustled and cracked her way through the trees along the water’s edge.
After plodding along for a while, and stopping occasionally to listen for sounds of the others, Evelyn started to feel her chest and shoulders relax. Maybe it was the fact that she hadn’t seen anything to make her jump, or the realization that animals tended to run off at the sound of humans tromping through their space, but with each step, she grew more comfortable with being alone in the wilderness. Minutes later, she came to a slight break in the trees, opening to the lake beyond and a field of granite boulders, which must have slid down from the mountains, on her right. Wanting to see if the view was any better from down there, Evelyn climbed over the boulders, hopping from one to the next until she came to the lake.
The view was spectacular, and Evelyn had to remember to breathe as she took it all in. She had gone maybe a mile from the start of the tree line and could see the tents and wood shanties of the settlement far in the distance. Behind her the ridge rose gradually, majestically, to mountaintops that disappeared into the gray-blue skies above. She couldn’t see the other side of the lake from where she stood, and to her left the trees jutted out far enough that she couldn’t see but a few hundred yards. She stood still, listening for any sign of Joseph, but heard nothing. 
The clear water below the rock on which she stood seemed to be much shallower than the beach near the settlement, and Evelyn realized she could probably walk twenty or thirty feet out into the lake before the water level would even reach her knees. Thinking she might be able to see further if she was away from the shore, Evelyn worked up her courage, sat on the rock, peeled the work boots and heavy socks off her feet, and lightly stepped into the cool water.
The sensation of cool wetness on her hot, sweaty, and partially blistered feet was overwhelming. If it hadn’t been for the nagging worry over what might be in the water with her—a persistent worry of hers, she was noticing—she might have decided to sit for a while and let the water wash away the swelling. Instead, she didn’t bother stopping as she waded into the lake.
By the time the water level had come above her knees, she was easily fifty feet out from the boulders, but in getting out that far, she realized that she was actually standing on the edge of a granite shelf. Just a few feet beyond, there was nothing but blackness as the granite ended and fell away. Evelyn had no idea how deep the water was—she still hadn’t spent any time studying the lake—but given how clear the water was and how dark it was, it could have been thirty feet or three hundred feet to the bottom. She had no way to know.
Evelyn looked up from the watery blackness toward the tree line to see if she could get a glimpse of what was beyond. She still wasn’t far enough into the water to be able to see. She listened for sounds of the others and inched her way a little closer to the edge.
As she moved, she looked deeper into the water and noticed a shimmering in the darkness and then saw thousands of the tiny fish she had seen on her first day swim up from the deep, weaving in between and around her legs. They were beautiful, and Evelyn saw her smiling reflection in the water as they danced around her. Hypnotized by their sensual movements, Evelyn stared unblinking and stood unmoving for a few moments, watching the fish.
As suddenly as the thousands of fish came, they left. Evelyn figured they were again bored at their discovery. Watching them race off along the rock ledge, she felt the water swirl around her legs with the abruptness of their departure.
Still smiling, Evelyn looked back at the blackness of the deep water and immediately felt her bowels go weak at the sight of the shadow below her. Her chest constricted and her breath grew short. Whatever was swimming down there was too deep for her to see, but even from where she stood, it was easily ten feet long and thick around the middle. It immediately brought to her mind the pictures she had seen of bull sharks on Earth. Not wanting to find out if it was, and feeling a panic start to rage through her gut that heated her face, Evelyn turned back toward the shore.
Not a second later, Evelyn felt her feet slip out behind her, and she winced in pain as her shin crashed into the granite. As she plunged feet first off the edge, a new wave of panic consumed her at the thought she was heading straight for the beast in the darkness below.
Kicking and clawing, Evelyn saw the surface of the water slip further away as she sank into the cold. Images of being dragged to the bottom by the shadowy beast filled her mind. She felt something bump into her leg, pushing her sideways. She screamed through the water. Kicking harder, she felt the tips of her fingers touch the edge of the granite shelf. She grabbed madly at it, her fingers unable to get any traction on the slippery rock. Out of air and unable to think, she felt another bump on her leg, and not a second later, she felt someone grab her wrist and yank her out of the water, her knees crashing into the granite as she came to the surface.
Grabbing madly, she pulled herself up, and as she came out of the water, she saw the face of her savior. The look of panic on Joseph’s face reverberated off her own.
“My God, Evie—”
“Run!” she spat, coughing, standing, and sucking air into her burning lungs. Without stopping to think, she grabbed Joseph’s wrist and pulled him through the thigh-deep water toward the shore.
“Joseph—run!” she said again, feeling like the weight of the entire lake of water was working to slow them down.
Coming to the rocks on the shore, breathless and realizing she was sobbing as tears ran down her face, Evelyn let go of Joseph’s wrist and climbed up onto the rock.
“Evie, are you okay?” she heard as the noise of them splashing their way to safety died in her ears. She felt him gently place his hand on her back, and she immediately felt a soothing calm wash over her—the feeling of safety.
“Evie!” he said again, the obvious tone of worry causing him to yell at her.
“There’s something out there … in the water,” Evelyn said, looking at Joseph and still trying to catch her breath. He was as soaked as she was, running his hand through his wet hair to pull it out of his face.
“What?” he said, raising his eyebrows, the worry in his voice not getting any lighter. “What was it?”
“I don’t know, but it was big … really big,” she replied, rolling onto her hip and looking out over the deceptively tranquil waters.
“Is that what pulled you under?”
“No,” she said, her face flushing a little. “I slipped and fell in.”
“Well, did it do that to you?” Joseph asked, pointing at her legs, a grossed-out look on his face.
Evelyn looked down at her legs, realizing as she did that she was in a lot of pain. Both of her knees were skinned and oozing blood down her calves. Wincing as she looked at the blood, she touched her knees. It was another first for her—skinned knees—something she had completely avoided by not having a real childhood and having spent her whole life on a space station. Fortunately, it didn’t look like more than just bad scrapes to her.
“No,” she replied, again feeling her face flush, a little embarrassed to realize that she had done more damage to herself than the big fish in the lake had. “I did that trying to get out of the water.”
“Geez, Evie,” Joseph said, slapping his forehead and lying back on the rock, “you gave me a heart attack.”
“Sorry, Joseph,” she replied, realizing her knees weren’t the source of all the pain she was feeling. Remembering she smashed her shin into the rock when she first lost her balance, she rolled a little further and glanced down. Evelyn didn’t know what she expected to see, but what was happening to her leg was definitely not it.
Unlike her knees, which had been scuffed by the rock, the granite had cleaved a gash down the front of her leg, deep into the tissue. But where she would have expected to see a gaping wound with blood running everywhere, she saw silver. It was like liquid metal had settled into the space where her leg was cut, and it shimmered and moved and pulsed, and she felt it pulling on her muscle tissue, like it was holding her leg together. 
The fact that Evelyn realized what was happening didn’t keep her from being completely shocked by what she was seeing. It also didn’t keep her from feeling like she was going to vomit at the sight of it.
“Well, you don’t see that every day.”
Evelyn looked up. Joseph had propped himself up on one arm and was staring at the silvery smear on her shin with a look of amusement or wonder—Evelyn couldn’t really tell which. Quickly she tried to cover it with her hand. Gently he leaned toward her and, taking her hand, peeled it away from the spot, peering intently at her wound.
“What is that, Evie?”
Evelyn looked at Joseph, who was still riveted at the sight of her leg. He wasn’t disgusted, even though he probably should have been. “It’s the nanites. They’re trying to knit the cut back together, like sutures.”
They both stared at the cut, and as they watched, the shimmering metallic liquid in her leg seemed to shrink and tighten. Evelyn tried not to wince, but she couldn’t help it. It hurt, probably as much as if a doctor was doing the stitching. In less than a minute, the only thing remaining of the gash was a thin hairline of silver where the cut had been, the nanites having pulled the flaps of her skin back together.
“I didn’t know you could do that,” Joseph said, glancing up at her with a “wow” look on his face.
“I didn’t either,” Evelyn replied—and really, she didn’t. Even though she had programmed the nanites, she hadn’t programmed them to do that specifically. The nanites were designed to link together, like miles of wires throughout the body, allowing the brain to communicate better with the body. In Tate’s case, the nanites broke though scar tissue in the brain, making it possible for his body and mind to work as it was meant to. Even Joseph had nanites in his body, but in his case, they replaced the nerves in his lower back, which had been injured somehow when he was a child, allowing him to walk normally.
The nanites in Evelyn’s body, however, were designed to do more, but not this. It was like they had taken it upon themselves to protect her. Not her scuffed knees, as they were still red and bloody, but those injuries also weren’t life-threatening. Her leg, on the other hand, was serious enough that the nanites obviously wanted to spur the healing along.
A shiver ran up Evelyn’s spine at the thought that maybe the nanites weren’t as concerned with saving her as they were with saving themselves, given her body was their host. She quickly tried to put the thought out of her mind.
“Can I do that?” Joseph asked, looking up at Evelyn with raised eyebrow.
“I don’t know, Joseph, but let’s not find out,” she said with a little laugh of relief that her leg appeared to be okay. The pain the nanites were causing her had subsided somewhat. 
She leaned back on her palms and smiled, noticing Joseph’s mossy-green eyes had found something else to focus on other than the cut on her shin—her thigh.
“How did you know where I was?”
Joseph’s head snapped away from her leg, a hint of pink in his cheeks, no doubt realizing he had just been caught staring.
“Oh,” he said, sitting up, “I was trying to sneak up on you. We were swimming on the other side of the point there,” he added, motioning to the cluster of trees Evelyn was trying to see around when she had waded into the lake. “I figured I’d go back to camp to see if you had changed your mind about coming along, and that’s when I saw you wading into the water. I thought I’d sneak up behind you and scare you, but before I had a chance, you disappeared under the water. I ran out to where you were, and saw your hair under the water, so I grabbed for something and pulled.”
“Thanks, Joseph. I don’t know what I would have done without you. And thanks for coming to find me in the first place.”
Joseph smiled his crooked smile, and then it softened as he looked out over the water. “Did you … not want to come out with me?”
“What?”
“Earlier … you didn’t meet me … Did you just not want to go … with me?”
Evelyn felt her heart pinch at hurting Joseph’s feelings. “Oh, no,” she tried to answer quickly, “I did want to go, but I had a horrible night last night, and then I was working on some stuff this morning, and … and I just forgot.”
Evelyn watched the stab of disappointment in his eyes, and she wanted to cry for how she felt. “I’m sorry, Joseph … really, I am … and as soon as I realized I missed you, I tried to find you, but I didn’t know where you went.” She paused for a moment, hopeful that he might say something. Looking down at her hands, she said, almost to herself, “I’m just really sorry.”
Evelyn felt the touch on her shoulder. Looking up, she caught his smile. His dark hair, which had mostly dried now, was hanging into his eyes. “It’s okay, Evie, I understand … Maybe next time.”
She felt her heart sink. “So, was it fun? Did a lot of people go?”
“No,” he said, and she immediately felt a little better at the thought she hadn’t missed anything.
“I mean, yes, it was fun, and no, not a lot of people came.”
Evelyn’s momentary good feeling fled.
“It was just Titus and Autumn and Misha … and me.”
Evelyn’s heart pinched and sank deeper at the realization that Joseph had spent the day with Misha, when he could have been with her—if she hadn’t been so stupid. 
“Oh,” was all she managed to say in response.
Joseph started to stand. “Do you think you can walk?” he asked, holding out his hand for her. “We really should have the doctor look at your legs. Your knees still look pretty rough.”
Grabbing his hand, she stood and felt the dull ache in her shin and the rawness of her knees. “Yeah, I think I’m okay.” 
She walked quietly next to Joseph, unsure what to say, feeling like she had ruined any chance they may have had to be together. A few minutes passed, and as they crossed through the trees into the clearing, Joseph gave her arm a little nudge.
“You know, it’s not a day at the beach, but I’m going to take a group of the little kids to the garden after classes on Friday. They seem to like me, and as it turns out, I’m pretty good in the garden … Do you think you might want to come with me?” he asked with a sideways glance.
Evelyn’s heart leapt. He could have asked her to visit the dump and she would have been overjoyed.
“Sure,” she said, giving him a little smile.
“Great … it’s a date.”
Evelyn couldn’t contain her smile, and she felt her heart pound in her chest. She hadn’t ruined everything, and bloody knees or not, she felt like she was walking on a cloud as she and Joseph headed back to the camp together.



WORM
The smile hadn’t left her since the day before. Neither had the bubbly feeling of giddiness. She knew it was foolish, but she didn’t care. She had a date with Joseph, even if it was to work in the garden with a bunch of little kids. In all the strangeness of the new world around her, the way she felt when she was with him—maybe the way she had always felt when she was with him—was perfect.
She tightened the nut on the housing, furrowing her brow for a moment at the effort, and then noticed her reflection in the metal casing. Her smile sprang back.
Doctor Wynn had basically confirmed exactly what Evelyn had thought about the nanites. They flooded the area in her leg to pull the flesh back together, essentially sealing it so it could heal naturally. As a doctor who had seen nearly everything, Doctor Wynn couldn’t contain the surprise in her voice as she touched the area with her fingertips. She had even sent one of her techs to find Adam, the biophysicist who had developed the nanites. He came running into the tented area, breathless and sweaty, and looked like his eyes might pop out of his head he was so excited. By that time, there was little for him to see, as the swelling had gone down, and other than having a long silvery scratch the length of her shin, Evelyn looked nearly normal—except, of course, for her scabby knees, which nobody, even Doctor Wynn, seemed to care much about.
Joseph had sat with her the whole time. After an antibiotic treatment on her knees, they had stepped out of the medical tent to the shaded grove of trees near the top of the main road.
Sitting under the leafy branches, they talked about all the things they hadn’t had time to share since they had arrived. They talked about his classes with the other teenagers and the things he was doing with the little kids, and she tried to explain everything she was doing with the generator and the Leap Frog. The look on Joseph’s face told her pretty quickly she was getting too technical, so she changed the subject and spent the rest of the afternoon talking about Earth.
For all she knew about Earth, she didn’t really know it. She had spent only twenty minutes standing on its surface just before they left, and in that time, she had seen Ironhead, the slum where Tate lived, in the early hours of the morning. She had seen the inside of the orphanage Joseph called home. She had seen the inside of the chapel and rectory where Tate lived. Then she had been shot at by military personnel with orders to kill all of them on sight, and then she was gone.
Joseph, on the other hand, had lived in the slum, in the orphanage, and had never known his parents—up to the point when he left Earth, his only real family had been the kids he lived with and the priests who took care of all of them. This was especially true of Tate. Joseph talked about him often, and it was obvious to Evelyn that he wanted to go back to Earth at some point to see him again. Though Joseph never said so, it was as if he thought of Tate as his father—his real father—not just as Father Tate.
Evelyn could see there was a lot that she and Joseph had in common. Neither of them had parents. They both had strange early lives, and they both had to take on a lot of responsibility. The one thing she couldn’t understand was why he seemed so relaxed about his life when she felt totally disjointed by hers. She figured it had something to do with his relationship with Tate, but she didn’t know for sure, and she let him talk all afternoon about all the things Tate did with them while he was at the orphanage.
If it hadn’t been for the fact that Joseph had told Jane he would help her organize the search and exploration tent with Marcus, they might have spent all night talking under the stars. It was a perfect afternoon—could have been made more perfect with ice cream—and she loved her day with the green-eyed boy. Thinking of his eyes and his crooked smile had been an all-day distraction in her efforts to finish her work on the shuttle.
She tightened the nut once more, and then, satisfied she had finally finished installing the Leap Frog, she stood and stretched, arching her back. Turning to look out the bay of the shuttle, she realized it was getting late. It wasn’t dark, but the gray light of the end of the day was settling in.
Evelyn walked down the ramp of the shuttle and stepped out into the grassy area beyond. She turned toward her mountain—her lonely mountain. She didn’t feel so lonely or isolated anymore, and she felt the bubbles of excitement in her stomach again.
Figuring she might still have a chance of catching Joseph somewhere in town, she decided to take a walk, for the first time feeling like she really didn’t have to rush off to do something else.
The path from the shuttle landing area to Philips Landing was well-worn, with most of the native grasses trampled or completely gone. Since they had arrived, hundreds of people had been moving gear and equipment back and forth from the town to the shuttles to Vista, and the other way. After so much traffic, it looked like life could never grow on the path again.
It was nearly a mile walk down to the edge of town, and the outskirts were still mostly just tents encircling campfires, as the residents hadn’t worried over building shanty homes just yet. The cool nights still made for perfect camping weather. As the light faded, the lanterns in many of the tents gave off a warm glow, giving her something to walk toward. Deciding to detour through the campsite and shave a few minutes off her walk, Evelyn turned toward a cluster of tents.
She could smell the char of firewood and the pungent aroma of campfire cooking, though she had no idea by the smell what most of these people were eating. To some degree, they were all still experimenting with rough cooking, most of them having eaten nothing but processed Vista food for the past six years. Every now and then, Evelyn had smelled something that actually made her hungry, but most of the time, she preferred to just smell the campfire over the food being cooked on it. Tonight was no different.
Keeping mostly to the back side of the tents to avoid intruding on anyone’s privacy, she stepped lightly through the dark. Many of the residents were finishing their day around their campfires, eating and drinking and relaxing, and Evelyn was glad for the sounds of children and parents laughing; they were sounds she heard less and less on Vista as the years passed in transit, but more and more with each passing day on Orsus. The laugher she heard walking among the tents fed her mood, and she smiled as she walked over the trampled grass.
“I hate her, Autumn.”
Evelyn stopped in her tracks at the sound of Misha’s voice. She couldn’t help but look over her shoulder at the tent she had just passed. Through the fabric, she could just see the shadows of the girls sitting, probably on cots, but far enough away from the wall of the tent that Evelyn couldn’t make out anything definite. She could definitely hear them, though. She desperately wanted to keep walking—to ignore whatever gossip they were about to unload on one another—but she couldn’t help it. She froze and held her breath.
“You don’t even know her,” Autumn said.
“I know enough … and why do I have to know her to hate her, anyway?” Misha asked, obviously not looking for an answer.
“I’m just sayin’, you don’t have to worry about her, that’s all.”
“Autumn, he left me … at the lake. You saw it … He went back without me … and the next thing I know, he’s sittin’ with her in the trees … and I’m pretty damn sure they weren’t talking about me in my bikini.”
“Maybe next time you shouldn’t wear one,” Autumn deadpanned. A second passed and they both started laughing. 
“Yeah, maybe next time I’ll accidentally lose my top in the water,” Misha said loud enough for everyone within thirty feet of her to hear, the shadow of her hand through the fabric raised in a striptease flourish. “If that doesn’t get his attention, he’s not into girls.”
Evelyn couldn’t help but laugh. Quickly putting her hand up to her mouth, she held her breath again, wondering if anyone heard her. Another moment passed.
“God, I’m so stupid!” Misha finally said. “What am I gonna do, Autumn? Joey’s known her forever … How can I compete with that?”
Evelyn couldn’t help but smile. Joseph was hers. She knew it, and so did everyone else.
“C’mon, Mish … quit bein’ dramatic … You know he’s not going to choose her over you … She’s not even real.”
At this, Evelyn’s smug confidence completely evaporated.
“It’s, like, you … or a robot,” Autumn added a second later, though decidedly quieter than before, obviously worried someone might overhear.
Evelyn watched the girls gesticulate through the wall of the tent. Then the girls burst into laughter. Evelyn felt a sadness grip her, and a tightness constrict her chest. She wanted desperately to leave—she would have taken her chances with the beast in the lake over this—but she was stuck. Her legs wouldn’t work.
“Nobody likes her, Mish.”
“No kidding!” Misha said, again probably more loudly than she intended.
“She doesn’t have any friends. I don’t even know what she does all day … but nobody knows what she’s doin’,” Autumn said.
“Yeah … you know, I overheard my mom talkin’ about her to the council a couple days ago. Nobody even trusts her.”
“Well, all I know is she’s creepy weird … runnin’ around all over the place … always by herself … She’s a freak, Mish … a freaky science experiment.”
Evelyn felt the tears forming in her eyes. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She already didn’t feel like she belonged in the colony anyway, but this made it way worse. Apparently, everyone else thought the same. Gritting her teeth, she covered her mouth to keep from letting out a sound.
“You’re right … Joey’s probably just hangin’ around her because he feels sorry for her,” Misha said.
“Probably, but you shouldn’t. She’s not a person.”
“She sure looks like one.”
“Yeah, but she’s not,” Autumn repeated. “I don’t know what she is, but she’s not a real person. You know, I heard they grew her in a pod … like a … like a worm.”
“That’s disgusting!” Misha said with a laugh.
“Well … she’s disgusting,” Autumn replied. “We’re all stuck on this boring, stupid planet. Joe’s not gonna choose her when nobody else can stand being around her.”
“Yeah, you’re probably right,” Misha agreed. “Plus, her teeth are too big and her butt is too skinny.” At this, both girls let out a loud laugh, and Evelyn couldn’t help the tear from falling down her cheek. Does Joseph really just feel sorry for me? She knew it was only a cruel conversation between a couple of girls—and one she never should have heard—but she couldn’t shake the thought. And it made her sick to her stomach to think that most of the people in the colony didn’t trust her or even like her. How could Joseph ever want to be with me? How could I want to be with him, knowing it would make him an outcast too? The questions whirled around in her mind, most of which she didn’t want answers to.
Evelyn had heard enough. Wiping the tear from her eye, she pried her feet loose. No sooner had she taken five steps than Mrs. Vandergaast came around the corner of one of the tents.
Evelyn’s eyes went wide.
“Oh! Evelyn,” the councilwoman said, clearly surprised at finding her lurking in the dark.
Evelyn felt the panic in her chest, but she tried to breathe. “Mrs. Vandergaast.”
“How … strange … it is to see you here,” the councilwoman added, cocking her eyebrow and crossing her arms across her chest. “What exactly are you doing?”
“I was just heading into town, ma’am, to look for … someone,” Evelyn replied in a whisper, knowing she was only feet away from Misha’s tent. Dear God, please don’t let them hear me.
“Well … it’s a good thing I found you—”
Evelyn heard a rustling in the grass and glanced over her shoulder. Both Misha and Autumn had come out from the tent, no doubt hearing the conversation. They had looks on their faces like they had been asked to lick a toad. Evelyn felt the urge to vomit and was sure if she had eaten anything since breakfast, she would have. She turned back to face Mrs. Vandergaast and felt a hot sweat of shame wash over her.
“I was just coming from the council meeting, and we received some very disturbing news,” the councilwoman continued. “Are you the one who is responsible for programming the agribots? Is that part of your job?”
“Yes, ma’am,” Evelyn replied, wanting desperately to look away from the woman whose eyes seemed to be smoldering.
“Well,” she continued, taking a step closer—close enough that Evelyn could smell her stale, mothbally breath over the campfire smoke lingering in the air, “one of your agribots malfunctioned today. A field worker was tending a new area of soil and your agribot nearly ran her down. It could have killed her, if she hadn’t gotten out of the way.”
Evelyn was surprised, and it must have shown on her face because the councilwoman stepped even closer.
“Do you have anything to say for yourself?”
Evelyn didn’t know what to say. She couldn’t see how it was possible for an agribot to run down a person, given the way they were programmed. “I’ll take a look at it right away, ma’am.”
“That’s it? You nearly killed someone today, and all you can say for yourself is ‘I’ll take a look at it’?”
“Ah, no, ma’am, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”
“You should be sorry,” Mrs. Vandergaast interrupted, now glaring at Evelyn and speaking through pursed lips. “But I don’t expect you to be sorry. I don’t expect you to care. I don’t expect you to understand the value of a human life. You have to be human to understand that, and you’re definitely not human … You’re nothing but an abomination … a dirty insult to humanity and a constant reminder of what happens when scientists try to play God in a laboratory.”
Evelyn was shocked at the hate she felt emanating from this woman. Tears ran down her face. She stood as still as she could, her chin quaking, terrified that if she even blinked, the councilwoman would tear her apart.
“So, no, I don’t expect you to be anything but what you are … a tool, and as a tool, I expect you to do your job.”
Evelyn didn’t know what to say, and a moment passed.
Looking away from her in disgust, Mrs. Vandergaast turned and walked past her daughter and Autumn. “Get out of my camp, tool,” she said over her shoulder.
Evelyn was shaking. She couldn’t stop herself and she wanted to run. She started to turn away, but caught Misha’s eye before she could.
“Were you spying on us?” Misha asked, still with a look of disgust on her face, her arms crossed, leaning forward as if she might attack if Evelyn so much as flinched.
Evelyn felt terrible about listening to the girls, and in spite of the horrible things they had said about her, and the things Mrs. Vandergaast had just said to her, she knew she should say she was sorry. She started to open her mouth. “I—”
“I hope you heard everything we said about you,” Misha interrupted. The glare she gave Evelyn felt as if it was slicing through her skin. A second later, Misha turned to follow her mother.
“Freak,” Autumn added, looking Evelyn up and down before following the others back to the front of the tent.
For the second time in two days, Evelyn couldn’t contain her tears. Turning, shaking and sobbing, her hands covering her face, she ran toward her shuttle, wishing she could rip the shame she felt out of her chest before it stopped her heart from beating.



ABANDONED
Abomination … freak … Evelyn stared at the metal wall, the words relentlessly rolling over in her head. Sleep hadn’t really come for her, and with the sun already over the lake, she knew she would have little chance of getting any now.
In spite of how awful—evil—Mrs. Vandergaast had been to her the night before, Evelyn knew she was right about one thing. She had a responsibility to make sure the agribot was working properly, so she sat up on the edge of her bed—Jane’s bed actually, as it was her quarters on the shuttle she had been using—and turned to look at herself in the wall-mounted mirror.
 Disgusting worm … Her skin was pale, almost plastic, and had a sheen of sweat and oil that had oozed from her pores during her fitful night. She had never seen dark circles under her eyes, but there they were with a little purple hue to them that made it look as if Misha had punched her in the nose. Bloodshot eyes rounded out her once-vibrant, now-vacant appearance. She had seen photos of women arrested in the early hours of the morning after a night binging in an alleyway. They looked better than she did as far as she was concerned.
Stripping off her clothes as she took the single step to cross her cramped quarters, she walked into the shower closet and ten minutes later was clean and dressed, had her still wet hair pulled back out of her face, and she was ready to endure another day in the colony. Tapping her eyelids, she noticed the swelling had gone down and the darkness had left. Thank God for good genes.
Grabbing a meal replacement bar from the cabinet—less because she was hungry and more because she knew she needed it—Evelyn walked down the ramp of the shuttle and headed into the midmorning light.
Inhuman … tool … The words still bounced around in her head, ricocheting like bullets off concrete. She couldn’t make them stop, and she was looking forward to working on something in the hopes that maybe it would take her mind off the way she felt. She knew it was unlikely. As vicious as it was to be emotionally assaulted the way she had been, the most painful part about it was the fact that so much of it rang true in her ears.
The truth was that she didn’t know what she was. She sure felt human, but she knew she was different. Even at sixteen, or whatever-the-hell age she was, she knew she had responsibilities others couldn’t begin to understand. And while Mrs. Vandergaast had been right about her need to check on the agribot, Autumn had been right about Joseph, and that was making her heart feel like the full weight of her mountain was resting on top of it. 
If Joseph chose her, he would be choosing exile. She knew what that felt like, walking in the dirt, alone, but he didn’t. She couldn’t bear the thought of not being with the best friend she had known in her few short years—the boy with the messy hair and the mossy-green eyes—and the thought of him giving his crooked smile to another girl just about made her wish her heart would stop beating. But the pain of seeing him as an outcast had to be worse. She couldn’t do that to him. She couldn’t let him do that to himself.
Abomination … worm … Evelyn brushed the tears back from her eyelids and tried to keep her tired chin from quaking as she walked toward the fields—alone. It was a feeling she was determined to get used to, and as she looked over her shoulder at her mountain, sure that it had felt the sting of solitude for millions of years, she was also sure she would feel the sting of the loss of her first love for at least that long.



WRENCHED
Vista had been an engineering marvel. A space station built to sustain human life indefinitely. It had all the trappings of a prosperous society—a wooded park in the center of the biodome, shops and stores surrounding it, and labs, offices, and residential quarters surrounding those. Of course, space was at a premium on a space station, so the residents’ quarters were small, but the future colonists who were living there were determined to make the cramped conditions work.
Unfortunately, no one, including Evelyn, had expected the trip to take more than a few weeks. The device that allowed them to fold the fabric of space on itself, making it possible to travel impossible distances instantly, had been her creation. When she had finished working on it—a labor that had taken the better part of two years and billions of dollars—a brilliant if not-so-creative engineer had christened the device the Trans-Universe Relativity Drive. Evelyn couldn’t stand the notion that her creation could end up being called by its unfortunate acronym, so she renamed it. The effect the drive had reminded her of the children’s game Leap Frog, where one child would hop over the back of the other. In a manner of speaking, the drive allowed them to “hop” over space, and Evelyn figured she built the device, so she should be the one to name it. People seemed to prefer calling it the Leap Frog anyway, and the name stuck, but when it was damaged and the residents realized it might possibly take decades to get to their new home, they quickly grew restless.
Even from her first day with a body, as a person, Evelyn had been overwhelmed by data. She was responsible for managing nearly everything associated with the space station—life support, propulsion, power regulation—and before she had a body, when she had been artificial intelligence running on high-tech computer systems, it was easy. She had endless capacity for it and could manage all of it without so much as a blip.
But as soon as she had a body, things changed. Her brain could still handle the work, but her body—her physiology—had a harder time keeping up. She had moods and emotions and hormones, and she needed rest and sleep. The weirdest thing of all to her was that she needed to play, have fun, and to laugh.
The nanites in her body had acted like an antenna of sorts, allowing her to read the signals from all the electronics around her. It was like her brain was plugged in and she could speak directly to all the computer systems around her. After a month on Vista, with the billions of computer processes going on, and the noise and the chaos, Evelyn unplugged. She learned how to tune all of it out, and thanks to Joseph, she learned how to have fun.
It wasn’t easy, though. Many of the residents blamed her for the problems with the Leap Frog, and since she was the only one who could fix it, she had to spend a lot of time dealing with childish adults and doing work that was anything but childish. 
Disconnected from the technology, she didn’t have the constant noise in her brain. After the past few years—for the most part—she never looked forward to plugging back in. When she did, it was like she was trying to remember a foreign language she had once known but had long since forgotten—like she was being pressed into a conversation with someone hopped up on speed, suffering from memory loss, and who had had their personality surgically removed. And so, as she reluctantly stood over the agribot, rolling her shoulders and then her neck until it popped, she forced herself to remember how to speak “bit.”
Evelyn had forgotten about the tingle and hum in her body when she allowed the nanites to receive signals. It was uncomfortable, like she had just realized she had had too much coffee and had the jitters. Not a second later, she felt a tickle deep within her, like an itch in her spine, as the agribot came online.
The hum Evelyn felt inside her was soon dwarfed by the droning hum in the air around her, emanating from the bot.
The agribot was huge—about ten feet tall while it rested on the ground—and it was almost a perfect sphere. In many ways, it looked like a giant white ball, though a lot of the paint had been scratched and the surface gouged from laboring in the rocky earth. Other than the panel on the back, which allowed the gardeners to add more seed and fertilizer, the only visible components were the dozens of optics the bot had all over its surface.
As the bot powered up, it trained one of its optics on Evelyn, the blue hue of the scanner just barely visible in the soft light of the cloudy morning. Evelyn knew it was trying to read its surroundings; the optics were designed so that the bot could see everything around it, especially humans and animals. A few seconds later, the bot stopped its scan. If it weren’t for its size, it would have been one of the least intimidating bits of technology the settlers had—that is, until it’s legs started to unfold.
From the underside of the sphere, eight long and spindly legs started extending from mostly hidden panels, stretching out on either side of the bot. Pressing their pointed ends into the dirt, Evelyn watched as the legs continued to extend and push and lift the enormous body of the bot into the air. A moment later, the agribot stood to its full height of thirty feet, with each of its powerful legs holding its body aloft like it was a giant spider. It shifted its weight, its legs grinding into the dirt and rock as it braced itself for work.
Evelyn listened to the hum in her body as the bot ran its startup processes, and felt the flash of the code in her mind. She had engineered the bots to record their work for the scientists, so all she had to do was look for the video feed to see what had happened the day before. If the bot had tried to run down a person, Evelyn needed to figure out why—because every protocol in the bot prevented it from harming humans.
As the video feed loaded, Evelyn could see the images in the back of her mind like she was recalling a very vivid memory. It was another reason she hated plugging back in. Her brain couldn’t distinguish between her own memories and the downloads she pulled. They became part of her, cluttering her brain with more things she didn’t want or need, and she couldn’t forget them any more than she could forget her name, or how to tie her shoe, or the fact that she had, in fact, been grown in a lab.
The giant agribot locked its legs and froze as Evelyn read the video feed from the day before. It was as if she was sitting on top of it, and she felt the bot lumbering along a newly planted row of genetically engineered wheat. The long legs of the bot were surprisingly agile from Evelyn’s perspective, touching down on the crumbled dirt with much less force than she would have expected from a multi-ton spider. The long spindles from the belly of the machine were furiously tending the weeds that had cropped up overnight, and the bot was reading the life signals of the plants and nature around it.
There were very few gardeners in the fields, and for several minutes, Evelyn didn’t see anything at all of human life, but as the bot approached the end of the row, Evelyn saw a woman. Her frame was slight, wispy, and the field clothes she wore draped on her body. The wide-brimmed hat obscured her face, and her back was to the bot. Given her size, though, and the fact that there were only a dozen female gardeners in the population, Evelyn suspected it was Mrs. Telini, a widow who had lost her husband shortly after they had left Earth. Mrs. Telini was older, but the way she worked put most women half her age to shame, and Evelyn watched her through the eyes of the bot, admiring her stamina as she also worked to clear a row of weeds.
Everything seemed fine, and then without any warning, the agribot lurched, covering nearly a hundred feet in three seconds, and then stopped, slamming its leg down into the ground less than a yard from Mrs. Telini. The earth shook under the force of the blow. In a fit of panic and nearly falling over backward, Mrs. Telini screamed in terror and scampered away from the agribot’s giant mechanical leg. A few seconds passed, and then, as if nothing had happened, the bot turned back to finish its row of weeding.
Evelyn was shocked. Mrs. Telini may have been panicked, but her own heart had nearly stopped at seeing the sudden violence of the agribot’s actions. She couldn’t make sense of it and turned to look out over the field, as if seeing it through her own eyes instead of through those of the machine might give her the answer. Still nothing, but she was sure there was more to what had happened than what she saw in the video feed.
Evelyn turned back to the bot.
“Can you give a girl a lift?” she asked, more for her benefit than for the bot’s, as it was what she was telling it to do through her nanites that mattered.
The bot lowered its body, and from a panel in the front, a ladder emerged, as if the giant spider was growing a beard below its chin, all the way down to the ground. Evelyn grabbed the rungs of the ladder and climbed up onto the back of the bot. There wasn’t a seat on its back, but there was an indentation in the top—not visible from the ground—and some crossbars. As she looped her feet under one bar and sat on the other, the bot lifted its body again and started walking toward the far end of the field.
For a fleeting moment, she felt like royalty, remembering the pictures she had seen of princesses riding in carriages on the backs of elephants. But no sooner had the image come than it faded as she realized she was about three times higher and her elephant was made of hard white metal.
The bot moved into the fields, and twenty minutes later, it came to the spot where Mrs. Telini had almost been impaled.
“Lemme down, Charlotte,” Evelyn said, grabbing the rungs of the ladder and riding down to the ground as gently as if she were riding an elevator.
The sun was starting to warm the fields, and Evelyn felt the sweat start on her brow. Wiping it away with her forearm, she walked to the back of the bot. Opening the storage hatch, she slid a pair of work gloves over her hands and started looking for some sign of what caused the bot to turn aggressive. It didn’t take long.
Not twenty feet from where the bot stood, Evelyn found the hole in the ground it had made when it slammed its leg down. The hole was easily a yard deep and six inches wide, and the force of the blow had packed the damp earth around the inside. But as impressive as the hole was, it was the snake coming out of it that really grabbed her attention.
It was unlike anything she had ever seen, in person or in the wealth of pictures she had stored away in her head. The body of the snake was long, and it stretched at least ten feet out of the hole. At its widest, it looked about as thick as her thigh. It was a mottled black and brown color with a reddish belly, and the most disgusting part was the thin ridge of tiny hook-like horns down the length of its back.
Evelyn had no idea what the head had looked like, as it appeared the bot had pulverized it with its leg, and she was a little glad for not knowing. She stepped closer to the snake and curled her lip in disgust as she kicked at it with the tip of her shoe. It was most certainly dead, and as best as she could figure, the agribot had detected the snake and had raced to Mrs. Telini, not to hurt her, but to save her. No doubt Mrs. Telini had no idea she was even in danger, given the way she had reacted and how quickly she had run off.
“Is that what you were doing?” Evelyn asked, turning toward the bot, again asking more for herself than for the bot. Cocking her brow in wonder, Evelyn went back into the video, isolating the view from the eyes on the side of the bot that might have seen the snake. Again, she was shocked.
In real time, the snake had moved so quickly and had blended in with the surrounding dirt that it probably wouldn’t have been perceptible to the human eye. And it looked like the video had warped for a split second as the snake raced through the brush, moving as fast as a galloping horse. In slowing down the footage, Evelyn also got a clear look at the snake’s head. Not only was it large, but it looked like the head of a large bat, without the ears, and was just as repulsive as she thought it would be.
Evelyn felt a shiver run up her spine at the thought of this disgusting creature going straight for Mrs. Telini, and then felt her stomach flip, remembering that the snake’s image would be with her forever, stored away in the deep recesses of brain, never to fade. The stuff of nightmares.
She turned to pat the long leg of the bot. “You’re a hero, girl,” she said, climbing back up the ladder to the top. 
As the bot turned to walk back to the settlement, Evelyn couldn’t help but feel a smug sense of relief. Mrs. Vandergaast had been so cruel the night before, and Evelyn couldn’t wait to tell her she was totally wrong about the bot. Riding with the sun on her face, Evelyn imagined telling the councilwoman in front of the whole council that the bot had saved Mrs. Telini. A smile crept across her face as she wondered exactly how ugly Mrs. Vandergaast’s face might get as she learned of her mistake. It was a perfectly wonderful dream, and Evelyn ran it over in her mind, enjoying it more with each pass.
After several minutes, they arrived back at the greenfield where the farming equipment was stored. Evelyn relaxed for a moment, allowing the bot to rotate into its place. It still had to be loaded with more seed and fertilizer for the day ahead, and it was already behind in its work by a few hours. Feeling the rumble of the bot as it lowered to the ground, Evelyn stood and absently took in the view.
The school building wasn’t more than a couple hundred yards down the slope from the greenfield, and the garden wasn’t but a few hundred feet from that. She was supposed to meet Joseph and spend the day with him and the kids in the garden. She knew he would be looking for her, but she really didn’t know what to say to him. She had made up her mind about putting some distance between them, and as much as she wanted things to be different—as much as she wished she was different—she knew it wasn’t possible. Evelyn felt the pinch in her chest again, her head telling her that it was for the best but her heart screaming at her to run to him. As she sat on the top of the bot, torturing herself and watching as Joseph came out of the building with the kids, her head won out.
Not wanting to be seen, Evelyn spun around to lie on her stomach and propped her head on her hands. Joseph had gathered about a dozen of the littlest children around him and was looking toward the town. He obviously was waiting for Evelyn to show up, and she hated that he was giving her so long to show.
Ten minutes passed, and Evelyn could hardly stand it, the time seeming to drag on. Joseph alternated looking down at the kids and then out over the tops of their heads. The kids were getting restless, starting to run around and chase one another. Evelyn figured Joseph would leave with them any second. He brushed the hair away from his eyes, and then, patting a couple of the kids on the back and pointing at them to walk toward the garden, he moved away from the building with them.
Just then, Evelyn saw Misha come around the side of the building, and she felt her stomach twist at the sight of her. Misha waved and said something that Evelyn couldn’t hear, and Joseph turned to look back at her.
“What are you doing, Joey?”
“I’m taking the kids to the garden … Evelyn was supposed to come with me.”
“Oh, really … Where is she?”
“I don’t know.”
“Is she coming?”
“I don’t know.”
“Looks to me like she’s standing you up … just like she did the other day at the lake.”
“Yeah … looks like it.”
“You know, Joey, you can do a lot better than her.”
“I can?”
“Sure … Her teeth are too big and her butt is too skinny.”
“Unlike yours, right?”
“Right … I’ll show you next time we go swimming.”
“I don’t know, Mish … I’ve known Evie forever.”
“But she’s not here, Joey. I am. You don’t know it yet, but she’s not coming. She’s a stupid fool, and she knows that you’d be giving up everything to be with her. I may be shallow and vapid, but I’m here and I would never, ever stand you up.”
“You wouldn’t?”
“Not in a million years.”
“So, do you want to come with me to the garden?”
“I’d love to.”
“Great … it’s a date.”
Evelyn watched as a moment later, Joseph and Misha walked away with the kids, a lighter mood between them than what Evelyn felt in her chest. Brushing away the tears that had started to form in her eyes, she knew she had just handed over the boy she loved to the girl she despised, and with him went any chance she might have had at being happy.



FOOLISH
Shoving the tent flap to the side, Evelyn stared at her nemesis. She was in no mood to be hassled as she oscillated between being pissed and feeling sorry for herself. She had made her choice about Joseph, but she didn’t have to feel good about it, and taking her frustrations out on Ogre—Misha—Ogre—seemed both appropriate and therapeutic.
Grabbing the screwdriver off the table, she marched up to the power generator and rapped it on the cover, hard enough to feel the numbing vibration run all the way through her forearm. She jammed the edge of the screwdriver under the plate and yanked it loose, letting it fall into the dirt below. Then, kneeling, she peered through the opening at the coupling in the back. Without any regard for whether or not she might scrape her arm on the housing, she jammed her arm through the hole.
The jolt that ran up her arm laid her out, flat on her back in the dirt, and she blinked several times, feeling like she had just been punched in the jaw by a heavyweight boxer. Slowly she sat up, bobbling her head and taking a breath, and then she looked at her aching arm. She didn’t know what she expected to see, but the long silvery hair that was sticking out of the end of her finger caught her by surprise. Her brain was still a little frazzled, and she brought her finger close, inspecting it like she had a glob of some unknown goo on the end of it and was trying to decide if she ought to be disgusted by it. As the seconds passed, the silvery strand of hair disappeared into her finger, and where it had gone in, a spot of blood appeared.
Evelyn started to flap her hand, as if it might help shake out whatever it was that had just climbed into her finger. Wondering whether it was real or not, she felt a strange tingling sensation.
Her brain lumbered along like the agribot in the field, but after a moment, some thoughts started to click. She realized she had been electrocuted, and pretty severely, as she could attest by her aching teeth. The generator was hooked into a reactor on one of the shuttles, and if she had caught the full force of the jolt … She figured she was lucky to be alive.
She shook her head again and looked at the spot of blood on her finger. Another click. The silvery hair was a thread of nanites linked together that had extended through her skin. She had never seen that before and was a little weirded out by the fact that twice in just a few days she had seen the nanites in her body, when in her whole life before that, she never had.
Still wobbly but feeling a little more stable, Evelyn knelt and peered through the service panel. She caught a whiff of something that smelled like sulfur and burnt hair as she brought her face close, and this time, while trying to watch what she was doing through the cables and clamps, she reached in to loosen the nuts on the coupling in the back. A moment later, and without any more drama from Ogre, she threaded the coupling out of the generator and looked at it in the light.
It was a mess. Turning it over in her hands, she could see one side had been charred, like there had been a tiny explosion inside it that had just leaked out the side. Wrapped around the coupling and wound around the inside of the transformer was a blackened thread of nanites. They were brittle, and as Evelyn brushed them with the tip of her finger, they fell away like a blade of burnt grass turning to ash under her touch.
Evelyn struggled to understand what had happened—why the nanites would have come through her skin to make a total mess of the coupling, and then another click. Maybe they were protecting me.
She gently blew away the remaining bits of threaded nanites and looked more closely at the connection they had been wrapped around. Not only was it loose, but it was off center. Evelyn wasn’t sure, but she was fairly certain something worse than a little jolt might have happened if she had managed to get her hand all the way back to the coupling moments earlier when she had stupidly jammed her hand through the casing.
Evelyn grabbed the screwdriver and bent the nodes of the coupling back to center, and then, as carefully as she had retrieved it earlier, she threaded it back into position and bolted it back into place. She knew she still had a lot to do on this generator before it worked properly, but one jolt was enough for the day. Standing up straight, she wiped her brow. The temperature in the tent had risen considerably in the time she had been there. Evelyn turned, and as she did, the tent flap flipped back as Jane popped in.
Her hair was pulled back and her white T-shirt was dirty with sweat stains.
“Jane, what are you doing here?”
“Looking for you, Evie,” she replied, a note of concern in her voice. “Is everything okay?”
Of course I’m not okay. I just got electrocuted … and I have silver hair growing out of my finger … and apparently my teeth are too big … How did I not notice that before? … My God, I must look like a freak! … And I just lost my boyfriend to a horrible girl who’s going to take him skinny-dipping and make him forget all about me.

“Yeah,” Evelyn replied with a long and loopy tone. “I’m fine. Why?”
“Oh, I don’t know,” Jane replied, trying to brush the crusty dirt from her shorts. “I just saw Joseph as I was leaving the garden. He said you were supposed to meet him.”
“Oh, that,” Evelyn said, turning away from Jane to look at anything else just so she didn’t have to lie to her sister’s face. “You know … I just couldn’t make it. I have been so busy with the agribot and the power generator and the Leap Frog and … well … you know … with all the other stuff I’m doing. It just wouldn’t work out … I mean, for us—for me—to go help him in the garden.”
“Right,” Jane said, and even though Evelyn couldn’t see her face, she knew Jane was probably giving her a cocked eyebrow, crossed arms, and tapping-foot glare.
Evelyn looked at the tip of her finger. The blood spot was gone, but the memory of the thread of nanites coming out of her finger wasn’t. And neither was the memory of the pool of nanites in her leg suturing it back together, or the memory of logging her brain into a thirty-foot-tall agribot an hour before. She clenched her fist and gritted her teeth, feeling the heat build in her chest, certain she could never have what she wanted.
“You know, I just don’t have time for boys right now. I’m just too busy … way too busy.”
“Yeah, I bet you are. You know, it’s probably for the best too,” Jane added. “Joseph is better off with Misha anyway.”
“Yeah,” Evelyn said absently, and then realized what Jane had said and what she had just agreed to. She turned around to face Jane. “What?”
“Yeah, what?” Jane said, flipping her arms up in the air in apparent frustration. “What the hell are you talking about, Evelyn?”
Evelyn stood with her mouth hanging open, unsure what to say.
“I know Joseph’s all you think about. Every time he’s around, you turn into a puddle—and don’t think I haven’t noticed.”
The heat in Evelyn’s chest grew. Having Jane tell her exactly what she already knew wasn’t helping her.
“Knock it off, Jane.”
“I’m not gonna knock it off until you tell me why you’re being so stupid about him.”
Evelyn felt her eyes start to water. Her neck and back burned from the tension. “I’m not being stupid!”
“You are being stupid, and I want to know why!”
“It’s because I know what people think of me!” Evelyn blurted, turning away. She felt a tear roll down her cheek and tasted the salt on her lip. “I don’t want him to be an outcast … like me.”
Jane was quiet for a moment. “So you just figured you’d brush him off and he’d forget all about you … Is that it?”
Evelyn shrugged her shoulders. She wasn’t sure what she was doing. “I guess.”
“You know, Evie, you are incredibly smart—the most amazingly brilliant girl I have ever known. I can’t imagine what it would be like to even be a fraction of how smart you are, but I’m telling you when it comes to boys, you are a complete idiot.”
Evelyn whipped her head around to look at Jane. Most of the time, she could handle the teasing, but right now she didn’t have any patience for it. She started to raise her finger and open her mouth, but before she could say anything, Jane interrupted her.
“If you knew anything at all about boys, you’d know that you’re just playing hard to get, and that’s only going to make him want you more.”
Evelyn closed her mouth.
“But it really sounds like you’re not trying to do that,” Jane added, and then a mischievous smile crept across her face. “If you really want to chase him away, you should be doing what Misha is doing … hanging all over him.”
Evelyn couldn’t help but let out a laugh, and she wiped her eye with the back of her hand as she leaned against the power generator.
“Look, Evie,” Jane said, walking close and taking up a spot next to her, “I can’t pretend to know what you’re going through, and I’m not going to tell you what to do about Joseph, but I can tell you this … There is nothing you can do to chase that boy off. He’s already given his heart to someone, and it isn’t Misha.”
“You think so?”
“I know so, and I’m as sure of it as I am about me and Marcus.”
Evelyn felt the heat of frustration in her chest soften, but then, just as quickly, she thought about her conversation with Mrs. Vandergaast. Abomination … She felt another pinch in her chest.
“I just don’t know if I can … if I should … I’m just not sure who I …”
A moment passed.
“Do you remember when we were leaving Earth,” Jane said, breaking the silence, “and Tate asked me to bring all the kids from the orphanage with me?”
Evelyn rolled her eyes. She couldn’t forget anything even if she wanted to, but that night had a special vividness for her. It was the first time she had set foot on Earth, as a person, and she had had to stow away on the shuttle Jane, Marcus, and Tate were all taking to the surface, to rescue the kids from the orphanage in Ironhead. It hadn’t gone according to plan either. Not only had they been unable to find all the kids, but Marcus had been shot trying to carry one of the girls to safety. “How can I forget? Going back for them almost got us all killed.”
“Well, if you’ll also remember, I was eighteen at the time, and Tate had asked me to adopt seven kids from his orphanage … and you know how I reacted when he asked me.”
Evelyn laughed. “Yeah, I don’t think the inside of that chapel has heard talk like that before or since.”
Jane laughed. “Right. So I was terrified. I was leaving Earth forever. I had no idea who I was or what I was doing, and the thought of taking care of a bunch of kids scared me out of my mind.”
“So why did you go back for them?” Evelyn said, surprised to realize that she had never asked.
“Because Tate said he believed in me … and then I found a reason to believe in myself.”
Evelyn smiled, letting a moment pass. “So what’s your point, Jane?” Evelyn asked with a sideways glance, teasing her big sister.
“You know what my point is,” Jane said, obviously catching on but giving Evie an elbow in the ribs. “But let me spell it out for you anyway. Like I said, I’m not going to push you at Joseph—even though I do think you are perfect together…” she winked “…because this isn’t about him. It’s about you. It’s about you realizing how special you are. I don’t know what God has in store for you, Evie, but I know it’s going to be great. I just want you to know that no matter what challenges you face, I believe in you … Now you just need to find a reason to believe in yourself.”
Evelyn turned to give her sister a hug. “Thanks,” she said, her voice muffled on Jane’s shoulder.
A moment passed. Feeling lighter, and a little more confident that she may actually have a purpose, Evelyn pulled away and walked out of the tent with Jane, blissfully unaware that it would be the last time she would ever hear her sister’s voice.



DEVASTATED
With the mystery of the marauding agribot solved, and a renewed sense that she might find her place on this strange planet, Evelyn walked through the pines with a lightness in her step. She wanted to find Joseph and apologize for being a jerk. She wasn’t exactly sure what she was going to say, but she knew she wanted to see him.
Evelyn wasn’t so excited about her upcoming confrontation with Mrs. Vandergaast, however. Even though she had been a little excited about the prospect of making her look foolish in front of the council, the original thrill had worn off, and now she just didn’t want to deal with it. The council was already in session, and Evelyn figured she’d wait until it was over before she showed up to give her report. She was tired of feeling lousy, and the less time she spent around Vandergaast and company, the better. Until she absolutely had to be there, she was going to stay away, and she had just enough time to take care of something she had been meaning to deal with since they had arrived.
It was getting late, and the long shadows and thick canopy of pines completely blocked the setting sun’s direct rays from touching any part of her. It was cooler in the trees, and Evelyn relaxed as the light piney breeze washed over her skin. She laughed, remembering how nervous she had been just days before at the prospect of walking alone in the woods, and how comfortable it seemed to her now. She wondered for a moment if it might have something to do with knowing her nanites seemed to want to protect her. An image of a comic book superhero with a skintight leotard, knee-high leather boots, and a too-short skirt popped into her head, and she laughed again. Get a grip, Evie … Nanite Girl just doesn’t have much of a ring to it.
Moments later, Evelyn came through the trees into the small clearing. Sure enough, the beacon was exactly where she thought it would be—exactly where Marcus and Joseph had found it on their first day on the planet. Just under the cover of the trees on the other side of the clearing, the black cylinder sat on its tripod, blinking at her with its single red eye. Now that they were all here on the planet, the beacon would still serve its purpose collecting weather data, but Evelyn figured the power source would last a lot longer if it didn’t also transmit a homing beacon they no longer needed. A quick snip of a wire, and she would be on her way.
As she stepped across the field, she thought she heard a high-pitched whine, very quiet at first. It didn’t sound natural, and it froze Evelyn in her spot as she looked around, nervous at what she might find. The whine grew louder and her breath grew shorter, and then she realized it was coming from the settlement. No sooner had she turned her head than she heard the explosion, and a shattering rumble not a second later. Evelyn stumbled back at the force of the shock wave. It sounded like an avalanche and reverberated off the rocky mountaintops around her. Evelyn held her breath, listening, her mind struggling to comprehend what was going on, and then she saw the thick cloud of black smoke billowing up over the tops of the trees, blotting out the red halo of the setting sun.
“Oh my God!” Evelyn screamed. Dropping her tools, she bolted for the trees, trying to get back to the town. Her mind raced. Her heart raced. She couldn’t imagine what could have happened, but she was in a near state of panic, running wild-eyed through the woods, having no idea what she was going to find on the other side.
Evelyn tore through the brush, and the branches tore through her arms and legs. She didn’t care. She just knew she had to get back. The thick cover of trees and smoke made it impossible for her to see anything. It didn’t smell natural. It was overpowering, the chemical smell of rubber and fuel burning her eyes and her lungs as she ran. She found herself coughing as she slapped away branches. Her hands were shaking.
“Oh my God. Oh my God,” she heard herself saying, and then after what seemed an eternity, she came near the end of the forest.
With fewer trees in front of her, she could see the fire ahead, licking flames thirty to forty feet into the darkening sky. She still couldn’t tell where the fire was located, but as she blasted through the final trees and ran across the field, she was horrified to see the fire looked like it was coming from the camp.
Evelyn ran harder. Out of breath and still struggling to figure out what happened, she ran past the council building and rounded the corner up the main street. Then she heard the screams. Until then, Evelyn hadn’t heard anything other than the roar of the fire, but as she made her way through the crowd of hysterical people, she realized that there were actually two fires—one just ahead near the tents and then one much further off.
A mild sense of relief came over her at the thought that maybe it wasn’t as bad as she originally thought. Maybe no one is hurt—please, God, let no one be hurt. But just a second later, she realized where the fire was coming from. The power generator. Ogre was on fire.
Evelyn pushed aside a couple of kids who were standing and gawking at the smoke, and ran across the dirt. Sure enough, a crowd of people had gathered around the place where the power generator tent had been. At least a dozen men were shouting for people to stand back as the fire settled down behind them, most of the tent and its contents having already burned. Another group of men were running buckets of water back and forth, but they seemed more interested in containing the fire than putting it out. By the looks of things, it seemed like it was mostly under control.
Evelyn breathed a sigh of relief, but then, just as quickly as the calm had come, a wave of panic swept over her. Why did Ogre explode? And then it hit her. The only way it could have exploded was if it had power. Who turned on the power?
“Was anyone inside?” Evelyn screamed over the crowd, her chest feeling like it was caught in a vise grip. Men were yelling over her as she looked around frantically. Where’s Joseph … and Jane? Her mind raced, and she pushed through the gathering crowd.
“Jane!” she screamed. “Joseph!” The sun had set. Everywhere she looked in the darkness, the faces of colonists were lit only by the glowing remains of the power generator.
“Who was inside? Was anyone hurt?” Evelyn screamed again, trying to be heard over the chaos. She knew now what had happened. Someone had tripped the switch on the power generator. It had overloaded and exploded, and the back surge of power had blown up the engine on the shuttle it was plugged into. What she didn’t know was who flipped the switch or if they were still alive.
Tears started to cascade down her face, and with screaming and trying to breathe the foul smoke, Evelyn heard her voice getting hoarse and raspy.
“Jane!” she tried screaming again.
“Evie!” came the response of the familiar voice. 
Whipping around, she saw Joseph barreling toward her. Before she could say anything, he wrapped her in his arms, holding her as if he was trying to keep her from going over a waterfall.
“Evie, thank God. I thought you were in there too!”
Evelyn didn’t care that she couldn’t breathe. At least she knew Joseph was okay, and she stood there for a moment and hugged him back, feeling a sense of relief wash over her. And then it occurred to her what Joseph had just said. Reluctantly she pushed him away enough that she could see his face. It was covered with soot and ash. He looked burnt and either that he had been sweating profusely or he had been crying, as his cheeks were streaked with the telltale signs of tears.
Evelyn didn’t want to ask. “What do you mean, too? Who else was in there?”
Joseph’s chin started to quiver, and he scrunched up his eyebrows, clearly trying to maintain his composure and failing horribly. He reached out to put his arm around her, attempting to escort her away from the crowd.
Evelyn walked a few steps with him and felt the pit in her stomach grow. She stopped and turned to face him. She felt her own lips start to quiver and again didn’t want to ask the question. “It was Jane, wasn’t it?” she managed, her voice cracking and barely audible.
Joseph couldn’t help himself. The tears started running down his face, taking the soot and his composure with them. Evelyn could tell he was having a hard time speaking, as if he could keep it from being true just by holding it in. Shaking his head, clearly caught somewhere between complete despair and disbelief, he brushed his hand across his eyes and took a breath.
“They didn’t like what the council said. They wanted to meet in private to talk about going back to Earth. I was supposed to find you and bring you back to the tent also … Evie, it was all of them.”
Evelyn’s knees went weak, and she felt Joseph catch her. As she hung there on his arm, the noise around her dwindled until everything became eerily quiet. The lights began to fade, winking out as the darkness enveloped her, and Evelyn exhaled what she wished would be her very last breath.



REMORSEFUL
Like a Stargazer in full bloom, its petals gently arching, stretching to catch every ray of light, the nebula reached across the night sky. White at the outer—shimmering like the sun through dew clinging on the edge—then yellow, pink, red, deeper red, red almost black. Black. Then, in the center, merely hidden in the blackness, green, like blades of grass, bending. Dancing.
“It’s beautiful.”
“The stars?”
“The flower.”
Evelyn looked again. It was a flower. Behind it, a field of grass stretching to the limits of her sight. Then, her mountain, far in the distance, faint, but too bold not to be seen.
“It is beautiful.”
They sat together on the bench, watching the lone flower in the grass, the lonely mountain in the distance, the mild blue sky overhead, too bright to see without squinting. The flower danced in the breeze.
“Evie, I have to go.”
Evelyn felt her chest shudder. She tried to cry out, but nothing came. There were no more tears. She watched her sister stand and turn. She couldn't see her face, the brightness of the sky blinding her. She tried to stand. She couldn’t.
“I’m sorry, Jane … I’m so sorry.”
“No, Evie. It’s my time. Don’t be sorry.”
“Can I come?”
Jane smiled.
Evelyn felt her chest shudder again.
“Please, take me with you.”
“I am.”
Jane reached down and plucked the flower from the grass. Then, turning, she walked toward the mountain in the distance.
“I’m going to miss you, Jane.”
Evelyn watched her sister fade.
“I love you.”
“I love you too.”
Evelyn awoke, slowly opening her eyes to see the cold metal wall of her room—Jane’s room—in the shuttle. Jane was gone, and no amount of wishing was going to bring her back. Evelyn couldn’t hold back the tears as she cried herself back to sleep.



TORN
When she woke, he was there, in front of her, lying on the bed with his dark hair falling across his eyes. Even asleep, he looked tired, as if the sleep wasn’t actually helping or having any effect. She could smell the sweetness of his breath. She looked at the wrinkle on his brow, and his lips, just a little crooked even without the smile. She wanted to see the gold flecks in his mossy-green eyes, but she didn’t want him to wake.
She hadn’t noticed that he had come to sleep by her, but she was happy he had. It reminded her of when they were ten. Even in cramped quarters on Vista, they had their own beds, but Joseph was an orphan. He was used to sleeping with other kids. Whether it was on the streets or in the orphanage, he was more comfortable sleeping with other people around him.
Evelyn smiled a wistful smile as one of her favorite memories flitted through her mind. Joseph had been the only boy they had saved from the orphanage, and rather than have him bunk with the girls, they had given him his own room. Evelyn even remembered the look on his face when Jane showed him his room. He was grateful, but there was an uneasiness in his eyes when she said the room was all his. That night, Joseph came knocking on her door with a sheepish look on his face. He said he couldn’t sleep with nobody in the room and asked if he could sleep in hers.
Evelyn didn’t know what to think but let him in and gave him one of her blankets. He curled up in the bed next to her. She hardly slept a minute all night, but Joseph’s easy breathing never wandered from its even pace, and before anyone else was up, he quietly slipped out her door, back to his room.
The next day, Evelyn told Jane what had happened and she laughed. It didn’t seem to bother her—they were ten after all—and even though Jane tried to work it out so Joseph could bunk with some of the boys down the hall, he didn’t want to do it.
For a while, Joseph came to Evelyn’s room every night, and other than that first night, they both slept peacefully—probably better together than apart, she figured. But as the months passed, Joseph came less to her room. Occasionally he’d show up, and Evelyn could see in his eyes he’d had a bad dream or something was bothering him. Evelyn knew Joseph had led a tough life, though, and he thought about things many adults hadn’t, so she never asked him too much about it unless he wanted to talk. But they would always sleep, and each morning, he’d be gone before she woke.
It had been years since Joseph had come to sleep in her room, and this time—different than any other—he was still there, asleep. She started to bring her hand close to his face, thinking she might just brush the hair away from his eyes without waking him, and then caught herself. In the moment, every instance she remembered of watching Jane brush the hair out of Joseph’s face seemed to flood her mind, pounding her field of vision like waves breaking on a cliff. And then, like coming to the end of a picture book and stopping on the final page, the last memory she had of Jane tussling Joseph’s hair just two weeks before on the shuttle stuck in her mind.
Evelyn froze for a moment and felt her eyes start to tear. Shaking her head, she took a breath and sat up quickly, sliding to the end of the bed. She felt an ache deep within her, and as the memory of Jane and Joseph faded, replaced with the reality that her sister was gone, Evelyn felt as if someone had washed every bit of joy she had within her away.
She didn’t want to think about it, but she couldn’t help herself, and she started to shake as she sobbed quietly into her hands.
A moment later, Evelyn felt a warm hand on her shoulder.
“Hey,” Joseph said, sliding around to sit next to her, his warm arm around her shoulder reminding her of the chill she felt on her back. Probably not knowing what to say, he said nothing else, but sat there as Evelyn tucked in close under his arm.
“I can’t believe she’s gone, Joseph,” she said, sobbing all over again. “They’re all gone.” 
As the words fell from her mouth between slobbery gasps, she realized that the flickering spark may have made her an orphan too. There was still Tate, but at the moment, she didn’t know if he was alive or dead. Jane had worried over him, and despite what Evelyn had told Jane about her believing him to be alive, she wasn’t too sure. Things had been getting really bad on Earth six years ago when they had left, and the authorities had been after him even then. The chances he was still alive weren’t all that great, and Evelyn knew it. The only thing she knew for certain was Joseph was the closest person to family she had left.
“Yeah,” Joseph said quietly. Evelyn saw him rub his temples with his hand out of the corner of her eyes. “At least they didn’t suffer.”
The thought of being blown apart—shredded—by an enormous exploding machine gripped her mind. Evelyn didn’t have the heart to tell him that while they may not have suffered, they certainly felt a tremendous level of pain in their final moments. 
“Yeah,” she said, letting the moment go, and letting Joseph preserve whatever peace he may have found in the death of the closest person he had ever had to a mother.



TOGETHER
When he was asked how he wanted to bury Jane, Marcus, and Mr. and Mrs. Philips, Joseph said he wanted them to have a traditional burial. Evelyn figured it was because he grew up in an orphanage run by Catholic priests. She was happy for what he chose, but she was deeply touched when he asked the council to name the burial ground Potter’s Field. It wasn’t so much because it had personal meaning or family meaning to it, but just because it seemed so poetic.
Potter’s Field was a place in ancient times where paupers were buried—people who had died with nothing. It wasn’t that Mr. and Mrs. Philips had nothing. They had been billionaires on Earth, and they had used their wealth and influence to make the travel to Orsus possible. They had given up everything to give hundreds of others a chance at a better life, and even when they’d arrived, Mr. Philips could have assumed the standing of a king, if he had chosen it. But he hadn’t. He had allowed for the power of leadership and the design of the future to be shared. In the end, he’d died with nothing material. But he had the love of his family and the admiration of the community.
The way Evelyn saw it, Potter’s Field was that place where people were buried who had nothing but the love of the people around them to carry them on to the next life. That described the Philips family—Carson, Christine, Jane, and her fiancé, Marcus Kline—and the fact that Joseph knew that, and understood it, made Evelyn smile. He was full of surprises.
Standing in Potter’s
Field, the heavy smell of peat and earth hanging in the still morning air, Evelyn looked at the four mounds in front of her. There were no headstones. Nothing to distinguish one person from the other. And the reality was that any of the four of them could have been buried under any of the mounds, as there wasn’t much left of any of them to bury.
Evelyn couldn’t bear to be on the site of the explosion to help, and Joseph had only spent a little time there, but fortunately, there were a lot of people who cared enough to make sure that any of the remains of the Philips family and Marcus were preserved as well as they could be, under the circumstances.
No one had imagined the community would have been dealt such a loss of death within the first few weeks of arrival—though they probably should have—and the colony was ill prepared to deal with it. There were no caskets or tools that would have been useful for carving headstones. Even so, nobody was content to just bury what was left of the founding fathers in a mass grave and leave it to chance.
For a full day, everyone in the compound had stopped what they were doing to clear the land for Potter’s Field, leveling the earth and tilling the soil to make it pliable. And many of the townsfolk had hand-carved wooden boxes out of the native hardwoods to hold the remains of the four deceased. The boxes were beautiful, and even if they weren’t full size, the burial sites were dug as if they were, out of respect for the men and women they were, and would continue to be in the hearts and minds of the settlers.
Evelyn walked to the head of each mound, and reaching into a satchel she had slung over her shoulder, she laid a stone on each. The stones weren’t meant to be permanent markers, but she had found four large river rocks and had used a medical laser to engrave the stones simply with their names and the Earth years of their birth and death. She knew at some point they would have time for something more elegant, but she couldn’t stand the thought of leaving Jane’s grave unmarked, even for a short time.
The only other thing she did, almost as an afterthought—but in retrospect, she wondered if Jane was giving her a nudge from beyond—was to burn the number 91975 into the back of her stone with the laser. It was the number that was burned into Jane’s arm in the death camp. It was the reminder that she still had work to do, and it was the “forever reminder,” as Jane put it, that her life was not hers to live as she wished but was hers to live in service to others.
Evelyn wasn’t sure which mound was hers—nobody was—but it felt right for her to put her stone on the third mound, so she did. Standing, she looked back at Joseph, who was wiping a tear away with his shirtsleeve. He gave her a half-hearted smile.
The townsfolk had started to gather, but perhaps in recognizing the gravity of the moment, they held back around the perimeter of Potter’s Field, leaving Joseph and Evelyn to themselves to have a moment together to pay their last respects.
Evelyn looked out to the growing crowd of settlers a few dozen yards away and felt a moment of relief wash over her. She wasn’t ready to share the time she had with Jane with strangers—they weren’t family—and she knew that after this, Jane and her family, and the ground in which they were buried, would no longer be private.
Clearing his throat, Joseph pulled a small and well-worn black book from his back pocket. As if the spine had been broken from years of repeated use, the book fell open and Joseph began to read.
 
“‘The Lord is my shepherd; 


there is nothing I lack.


In green pastures he makes me lie down;


to still waters he leads me;


he restores my soul.


He guides me along right paths for the sake of his name.


Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,


I will fear no evil,


for you are with me;


your rod and your staff comfort me.


You set a table before me in front of my enemies;


You anoint my head with oil;


my cup overflows.


Indeed, goodness and mercy will pursue me all the days of my life;


I will dwell in the house of the Lord for endless days.’”


 
As he finished, he quietly closed the book, a look of peace on his face. Evelyn watched him look at the mounds and then at her. She felt a flittering in her chest—peace or comfort—and she smiled at him.
“We have each other, right, Evie?” Joseph said in a whisper, barely louder than the breeze that blew between them.
Evelyn looked at the boy who had always been there for her, around her, and even though she felt a sorrow in her beyond anything she could explain, she also couldn’t explain how she also felt a joy in knowing how he felt about her. He didn’t even have to say it, and she knew.
Evelyn walked around to the other side of the gravesite and let Joseph take her hand. They walked together toward the crowd, and the crowd began to walk toward them and Potter’s
Field to pay their respects.
“Yes, Joseph, we have each other.”



EXILED
It was late and the evening breeze blew cooler than any night since they had arrived. Not cold enough to feel like the seasons were changing, but enough that she wondered if a storm was on its way. She pulled her sleeves down on her shirt and went quietly in the side door of the council building. Taking her spot in the corner of the room, it was obvious the discussion had been going on for a long time.
For a few days, Evelyn had avoided coming to any council meetings. She couldn’t imagine how she might make it through one without Mr. Philips and Jane being there, and she was having a hard time keeping herself together even without the pressure of reporting on this or that or some such thing that seemed of no consequence to her.
Some moments she was fine, engrossed in doing something, like reorganizing her quarters on the shuttle for the thousandth time. But then she’d see her reflection in the mirror or the glass, and her moment of peace would shatter as she realized that it wasn’t Jane.
Evelyn couldn’t even do anything ordinary, because, especially with all of the mundane bits of life—walking down the hallway, brushing her teeth, rifling through the closet to borrow clothes—Evelyn could always expect to run into her sister. And in the million moments in the day when her brain told her Jane might be right around the corner, her heart had to remind her that she wasn’t. She never would be. Jane was gone.
With all those not-so-gentle reminders, Evelyn spent the few days since the funeral just trying to make it through the next hour without totally falling apart. And then some moments, she would sob just to let the pain out. In those moments, she would feel a little better for the release.
Jane believed in Heaven—as did Tate, Mr. and Mrs. Philips, and Marcus. Jane had talked occasionally, very matter-of-factly, about how they would all be there together one day. Evelyn felt comforted by that thought, but the doubts would always creep in. It wasn’t so much because she didn’t believe in Heaven—she knew it could exist, and was almost sure it did—but because she knew that she wasn’t exactly human the way everyone else was. She had been created in a lab, and was almost entirely human, but she didn’t know if that was enough to make it.
Evelyn’s heart told her that Jane, her parents, and Marcus were all in Heaven—and even her dream about Jane and the lily the night after they died gave her that comfort—but her head told her that she might not be able to join them when she died. And so, the momentary sense of peace she had about seeing her sister again was always clouded and made gray, followed by an aching in the pit of her stomach. An ache that she felt just then, standing alone in a corner that would never see her sister again.
“Evelyn, it’s good of you to join us,” Councilwoman Vandergaast said with less vitriol than she spat in their last conversation, no doubt to preserve her own appearance of being dignified than to genuinely be polite. Evelyn knew exactly what this horrid woman thought of her. But even if she was right, and most of the settlers didn’t trust her, Evelyn had to think they didn’t also consider her to be an abomination—at least, she hoped that was the case. And so, the councilwoman’s tact in the face of that uncertainty not only gave Evelyn the chills, but it also had her hoping the pear-shaped woman would bend over and split her pants at the seam, just so the rest of the settlers would see her to be the ass she really was.
“Thank you, Councilwoman,” Evelyn responded, stepping forward only slightly and then back to lean against the wall.
Mrs. Vandergaast returned her gaze to the other council members. “And with a unanimous decision, the council has voted to leave the seat vacated by the passing of Mr. Philips empty for a period of one year, in honor of his contributions and those of his family members to our community,” she said with a somber look and a flourish, as if she were saying it for dramatic effect.
Evelyn couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She felt a warmth in her chest, touched by the gesture she was seeing before her. It was fleeting, however, as something else inside her was bickering that this was nothing more than posturing. Whatever her motives—whether Mrs. Vandergaast was participating in this for political gains or because she really did care about the Philips family—the result was nice, and Evelyn tried to take it at face value.
As the moment passed, and she watched the councilwoman continue her performance, Evelyn just couldn’t get comfortable with the nobility of the council’s act. Something about it didn’t seem right. Maybe it would have if Evelyn knew Mrs. Vandergaast’s motives to be pure, but they probably weren’t as far as she was concerned, and then it occurred to her to ask a question.
“Councilwoman, a point of order,” Evelyn said, stepping forward.
The councilwoman turned to look at Evelyn, a cocked eyebrow and a burning stare making it clear she didn’t appreciate being interrupted. “It isn’t our custom to take questions from the floor, Evelyn, but by all means, go ahead,” Mrs. Vandergaast said, folding her hands across her waist and putting on a porcelain smile.
“I am just wondering, what is the normal protocol if a council member dies before their term is over?”
At this, Evelyn could see Mrs. Vandergaast’s face flush enough that, for a second, it even seemed her eyes had flashed red. She took a breath slowly and then responded.
“When each council member was elected, we designated a proxy to sit in our stead, until an election could be held to replace the deceased.”
“So, you each picked someone to replace you, if something ever happened to you … Is that right?”
“It is,” the councilwoman said, her glare continuing to visibly rattle nearly every member on the council and everyone in the chambers. She started to turn back to the other members. “Thank you, Evelyn, for your question—”
“And, Councilwoman,” Evelyn interrupted, “who did Mr. Philips designate as his proxy?” She knew it was probably Mrs. Philips, and since she was also killed in the explosion, there would be no one to accept the seat. But her curiosity was getting the better of her.
Mrs. Vandergaast’s head whipped around, and the icy stare she gave Evelyn was enough to bring down the temperature in the room another ten degrees. She folded her arms across her chest, and a moment later, a creepy grin crept across her face. Evelyn felt a shudder start up her spine, and she tried to hold it off.
“Mr. Philips designated you to be his proxy, Evelyn.”
Evelyn was stunned. Whatever she had been thinking floated out of her mind as she stared at the smug smirk on the councilwoman’s face. A moment passed, and then, in a desperate attempt to get her mouth to work, Evelyn blurted, “Well, what does that mean?”
As if she had just been invited onstage for an encore performance, Mrs. Vandergaast smiled a more genuine smile and addressed the room. “It’s funny you should ask that, Evelyn, because under normal circumstances, it would mean that you would take your seat up here with the council,” she said, returning her look to Evelyn and gesturing to the empty wooden chair in the circle.
Evelyn froze. She knew this was not an invitation. It felt more like a dare. Evelyn crossed her arms, refusing to move. “But?” she asked, feeling certain the councilwoman had something sinister in store for her. Feeling frustrated by it, the tone carried over into her question.
The councilwoman dropped her hand and her smile at the same time, perhaps realizing Evelyn wasn’t going to take the bait. “But, you are not eligible.”
At this, Evelyn did step forward, an anger building inside her. She wasn’t sure she wanted anything to do with the council, but the fact that her rightful place was being taken from her by this hateful woman was enough to make her want to choke her. “And why am I not eligible?” Evelyn said through a clenched jaw.
“Because, Evelyn,” Mrs. Vandergaast began whimsically with the flip of her hand, “you are not a citizen.”
Evelyn stopped. “What?”
“Yes. Mr. Philips, in his great wisdom,” Mrs. Vandergaast said with a subtly mocking tone, “never saw fit to list you in the records as a colonist—as a citizen.”
Mrs. Vandergaast turned her back to Evelyn to address the rest of the room. As Evelyn looked at the other council members, they all looked away.
“We can only guess why Mr. Philips would have done such a thing, but since you are not a citizen, you cannot hold a position within the council.”
“That’s ridiculous!”
“Oh, is it? Well, it wouldn’t matter anyway, Evelyn. The council has voted. The chair will remain empty.” At this, the councilwoman stepped toward Evelyn with a curled lip and a wrinkled brow, as if she couldn’t contain her disgust. “Further,” she added, “the council voted three days ago that there is to be a moratorium on the use of technology within our colony.”
“Three days? That was the day of the funeral,” Evelyn said, more to herself but loud enough that the councilwoman heard. 
Evelyn watched as she smirked. The full weight of what was happening was crushing her. She felt like her knees might buckle. The council had made it a point to meet at a time when they knew Evelyn wouldn’t be there to defend herself, and now, as they were being confronted with their spineless actions, they couldn’t even look her in the eye.
“Because of your mistakes, the Philips family and Marcus Kline are dead. We cannot have you continue to do what you are doing with the technology in our settlement when these are the results of your efforts. You are not a citizen, Evelyn, and your services are not required. Show yourself the door,” she added, stepping just inches away from Evelyn, “or I will have you thrown out.”
Without thinking, and faster than she knew she could move, Evelyn clenched her fist and swung, landing her knuckles just under the councilwoman’s eye, sending her sprawling back onto the dirt floor. Obviously shocked, and moaning and clutching her face from the punch, the councilwoman tried to sit up as several men around her moved to her aid.
Evelyn stood stone-faced over the councilwoman, her fists still clenched and her arms and neck straining from the rage inside her.
Mrs. Vandergaast looked up from the ground, a mix of fear and anger alternating in the one eye she didn’t have covered. “Don’t just stand there … somebody grab her … Do something!” she shouted, her voice cracking at the force.
Nobody moved. Evelyn stared at the councilwoman, her field of vision narrowing to include just her. She wanted to jump on top of the hag and punch her again, and it seemed like it was all she could do to restrain her instinct. But a second later, she unclenched her fists. 
“No need,” she said, turning her back on the council and walking through the door into the cool night air. “I’m leaving.”



STORMY
“Horrible, hateful woman,” Evelyn growled under her breath, stomping through the dirt. She was still angry enough to feel her pulse pounding in her ears, and her thoughts were completely out of control. One second she was fantasizing about smashing Mrs. Vandergaast’s face in the dirt, and the next she was wondering if the townsfolk might come after her with pitchforks and torches.
“Evie!”
Evelyn stopped and turned at the sound of Joseph’s voice, having fumed her way less than a hundred feet from the council building.
“Joseph, where’d you come from?” she asked, an unintended barb to her voice. He jogged toward her. As he came close, she felt her shoulders relax a little, but she still wanted to bite someone.
Joseph had a smirk on his face.
“Remind me not to piss you off.”
Evelyn gave a half laugh and smiled, immediately feeling a little lighter for the levity. “I don’t think you could ever piss me off that much.” Unless you go skinny-dipping with Misha … and then I’ll punch you someplace other than your face.
“I came in the other side of the building … I saw the whole thing.” His expression took on a more serious tone. “Mrs. Vandergaast is horrible.”
“I was just thinking the same thing.”
“Are you okay?”
Evelyn turned and started walking with Joseph. As mad as she was, she couldn’t tell whether she was madder at Mrs. Vandergaast’s rudeness or the fact that she had said nothing that wasn’t the truth. As much as she didn’t want to believe it, and tried to make up reasons why it wasn’t true, she knew deep down that she was the reason why Jane was dead. If she hadn’t tried to rewire the power generator, it never would have exploded, and the guilt she felt was like a sticky black smear of tar on her skin she couldn’t tear away.
“I don’t know.”
They took a few more steps in the silence, the gravel crunching under their feet in the cool night air. Evelyn crossed her arms and tucked her hands into her armpits to warm them. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do, Joseph. I can’t think straight about it. As horrible as she is, she’s right. I really screwed up,” and as Evelyn said it out loud, her mind actually hearing her admit her failure out loud, she felt her eyes start to water again.
“Evie, it was an accident,” Joseph said, tucking her under his arm. Evelyn felt the warmth on her shoulders again, comforting her against something she wasn’t sure she wanted to feel good about—not yet. “How could you know that would happen?”
“But I should have known. That’s the point. That stupid Ogre electrocuted me three times at least.”
“Ogre?” Joseph said, glancing at her with a raised eyebrow.
“I … named it,” she said, looking quickly at Joseph. “I name all of my machines. The other generator is Fiona. The agribot that saved Mrs. Telini from the snake is Charlotte, and the others are Sebastian, Hank, Pearl, and Mr. Squiggle. The shuttle we fly in is … Buzz.” 
The teasing grin stretched across Joseph’s face, and she felt herself blush, feeling more than a little stupid. She quickly looked away and tried to rescue her train of thought and her self-respect at the same time. “The point is, I should have known that it could happen—that it wasn’t safe to mess with the generator. In fact, I did know that could happen, but I ignored it.”
Joseph stopped and turned to face her. “It’s not your fault, Evie. You can’t control everything.”
Evelyn felt her blood pressure rising again. Even he doesn’t understand. “You don’t get it, Joseph. I am supposed to control everything. That’s why I was created. It’s my job—my whole purpose for being—I am supposed to take care of everyone,” she added, waving her arms in the air, gesturing to the village but at nothing in particular.
“You’re being a little dramatic about it, don’t you think?”
Evelyn’s eyes went wide, and Joseph’s eyes went wider in response. “No,” she breathed through clenched teeth, and then stormed away.
“Evie, wait. Where are you going?”
Evelyn turned back to face Joseph, who was walking slowly toward her again but seemingly with less assurance. She breathed a deep sigh. “Look, Joseph, you’re really sweet, but I have to figure out what I’m going to do. I just need some time to think.”
Evelyn quickly saw in Joseph’s expression she had said something horribly wrong. His eyebrows furrowed, and for the first time ever, she saw anger in the lines on his face.
“Sweet? I’m sweet? I may not be as smart as you are, Evie, but even I know when I’m being talked down to.” And then, as quickly as the anger had appeared, it melted, and a sadness crept across his face. Turning, he started to walk away. “Take all the time you need. Come find me when my friend Evie shows up again.”
Evelyn stood in the dirt and the dark, the chill of the night making the back of her neck feel clammy. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, wiping a tear from her face. And as much as she wanted to stop him, she couldn’t find the strength. She had too much to figure out. She just hoped he might forgive her one day.



CONTRITE
With no moon and a heavy burden of cloud cover, Evelyn could hardly see anything. If it weren’t for the scattered muted lights in the tents, and an occasional flickering of a fire in the distance, Evelyn was certain she would be completely blind. Even Joseph had disappeared into the darkness in seconds, the sound of his footsteps lasting for only a moment. But even with him gone, Evelyn had stood there alone. Whether it was for five minutes or thirty, she had no idea, her mind awhirl with scattered thoughts about where she should go and what she should do. After staring into the dark, the breeze practically blowing her over she felt so ungrounded, she drew a small penlight from her pocket, and behind a faint but steady stream of light, she started across the grass.
She walked fast, trying to warm herself, and she alternated holding the light in each hand, rubbing her arms with her free hand, trying to brush the chill from her skin. Moments later, she found herself standing at the foot of Jane’s gravesite.
Evelyn sat in the grass and switched off her light. It was completely dark, but as her eyes adjusted, she could make out the grave in front of her and even the tree line in the distance. If sitting in a cemetery after dark was supposed to be creepy, Evelyn didn’t feel it, and as the minutes passed, she felt herself relax.
“You were always there for me, Jane,” Evelyn said under her breath, staring at her hands. “You always knew what to say. You told me I was smart and beautiful … and I always felt like I fit in when you were around.
“But you aren’t around anymore … and it’s my fault … and now I don’t feel any of those things. I always thought I was the one taking care of you, but I wasn’t … You were taking care of me. And I have all of these questions whirling around in my brain about what I’m supposed to do, and only one thing makes any sense to me.”
Evelyn felt the tears beginning again and the tightness in her chest return.
“I know you wanted to go back to Earth to find Tate, but since you can’t, I’m going to do that for you. I’m going to tell him that we found a new world. I’m going to tell him you found someone you loved and who loved you back … and I’m going to tell him what happened to you,” she added, and as she did, she started to sob through thick, salty tears. “He deserves to know … and I don’t want to tell him … but I will.
“I’m sorry you can’t be the one to see him, Jane. But I will try to keep him safe … to make sure he’s safe … I promise.”
Evelyn sat quietly for a few minutes. She didn’t expect to hear anything, but as the tears faded and the tightness in her chest lifted, she felt like Jane had done what she always did—made her feel better.



JOURNEYER
The hull of the shuttle rumbled as the powerful engines reverberated off the rocky ground. No sooner had the shuttle broke free than everything quickly quieted. Like a rising balloon, untethered and released to find its way up, the shuttle rose effortlessly, circling higher and higher.
The view from the back of the shuttle was always incredible on journeys from the surface to outer space. As the shuttle rose, the rear tilted toward the ground below, giving anyone in the rear an unobstructed view of the shrinking world through the seamless window. It could be a little unnerving to watch as the shuttle rose higher, and the first time Evelyn took the time to sit and watch, she had the uncomfortable feeling she might roll right out of the back if the shuttle hit even the slightest air pocket. She knew it couldn’t happen, but it didn’t keep her from sinking deeper into her captain’s chair in the back bay, tightening the lap belt to the point where she felt the straps cutting into her hip bones.
Normally, Evelyn would ride in the back bay on flights from the surface—it didn’t matter where she sat, since she could pilot the shuttle from anywhere if she was connected to it through her nanites. But this trip was different. It didn’t matter so much that it was still dark outside; she wouldn’t have been able to see much anyway. The truth was that she really didn’t care about seeing the planet she was leaving behind. There was only one thing left there she cared about, and Evelyn knew Joseph was going to be better off without her around. As far as the rest of the settlers went, she didn’t care if she never saw any of them again, and so she sat in the cockpit and stared at the stormy clouds as they grew ever closer.
The shuttle’s nose eased into the blackness, the lights on the instrument panel casting an electronic glow throughout the cockpit, with the occasional flash of lightning in the distance brightening the cabin and casting eerie shadows around her. Moments later, the shuttle lifted out of the foggy blackness of the clouds, and in the thin air fifty thousand feet above sea level, Evelyn held her breath as the full brilliance of billions of stars winked at her from the heavens.
Evelyn powered up the shuttle’s engines, giving them even more thrust, and while she hadn’t enjoyed linking to the agribot just days earlier, she was enjoying her connection to the shuttle, feeling every bit of the surge of power as it pushed higher. The sensation was exhilarating. Evelyn felt the heat and boundless depth of the power of the engines deep within her chest, along her spine, tingling in the back of her neck, in her jaw, and in her eyes. She had noticed the sensation before on other flights, but those flights had been so routine, so tame. This was different.
Not wanting to let it go, or even wanting the feeling to lessen, Evelyn pushed the shuttle faster, feeling it pull free of the planet’s gravity. As she did, she felt another surge within her, a rawness of energy that rode up her calves and thighs, through her stomach and chest, and down her arms though the tips of her fingers. She felt her muscles flex, as if they were straining to hold the power within her. And then, when the tension was too much for her to bear, feeling like her body might tear apart, she let it go, and with it came another surge as Evelyn activated the Leap
Frog.
As if someone had shredded a screen painted with what seemed to be the reality around her, Evelyn watched as the picture disintegrated. As it did, immense heat and light pounded Evelyn’s body like wave after wave of water breaking over her in rhythm with her heartbeat. She felt her flesh being seared from her muscles and bones, but she didn’t want it to stop, as if someone was peeling away the enormous burden of being human from her body.
The light and the heat grew, and Evelyn heard a groan. As the moments passed, the groan grew louder and louder until it was a deep and deafening roar. Evelyn tried to cover her ears, but she couldn’t move, and then in a moment of pure ecstasy, she realized that the roar, now a deafening scream, was coming from her. She tried to stop the sound, but found she couldn’t, and the scream and the shuttle raged on through the light and the heat for seconds or minutes or years, she couldn’t tell. And then, as quickly as it all started, everything stopped.
Evelyn crumpled on the floor as if she hadn’t an ounce of strength to hold herself up. She heard herself moan and tried to sit up and realized that she was sweating to the point where her shirt and her shorts and her hair were all soaked. She reached up to grab the arm of the chair she had been sitting in and pulled herself up. She couldn’t focus her eyes, and she took a deep gasping breath, as if she had been underwater for several minutes. 
Evelyn took another deep breath and waited for her eyes to focus. She felt the cool air of the cabin on her skin. Her mind started to catch up. She had never experienced anything even close to that on the other two leaps they had done—the one from Earth six years ago, which brought them within years of the planet they settled, and the other just a month ago, which brought them the rest of the way. And even though she had built the Leap
Frog—invented it, even—she couldn’t explain everything about how it worked or why it affected people the way it did.
Note to self … don’t accelerate at full power before engaging the Leap Frog, or risk being blown apart by eternity. Still, she had to admit the whole experience had felt intensely incredible—she was still tingling all over—until the overwhelming feeling of remorse at letting herself get caught up in the moment hit her.
Evelyn wiped the sweat from her brow with the back of her arm and looked through the window. In front of her, the moon, and beyond it, Earth. She had programmed the Leap
Frog to take her to a spot she suspected would be uncluttered with space program debris, and knew it was unlikely that in the six years they had been gone, there would have been any more missions to the moon or beyond. After all, the country had been falling apart when they had left. It had been in a depression, and the government had been losing control of the citizenry, and it seemed hard to believe that they would have done much to reignite the space program. Even so, Evelyn didn’t want to risk being detected by any government agencies and thought it best to hide behind the moon until she could catch her bearings.
She stood on wobbly legs and walked to the instrumentation panels. Even though she felt like she’d rather lie down, she knew she needed to run her scans of the area to find out for sure if she was alone where she stood. She quickly glanced at the displays. Nothing seemed nearby. There were no signs of life, other than those that the sensors were now picking up on the surface of Earth.
Evelyn breathed a sigh of relief and fell back into the captain’s chair. She stared out of the window at the dark side of the moon and the dark side of the Earth beyond it, illuminated only by the twinkling of city lights and the brilliantly blinding yellow sun far off in the distance. She had made it safe. Now all she had to do was find Tate.
Evelyn set the scanners to search for the beacon in Tate—the signal the nanites in his body transmitted. There was a part of her that feared the scanners wouldn’t pick up anything, and then she’d have to wonder if he was still alive, but she caught herself quickly, refusing to dwell on the thought long.
With the scanners running, Evelyn stood and walked toward her quarters, peeling off her soggy clothing and leaving them strewn in the corridor as she went. Her intent was to take a lingering shower, but as soon as she saw the bed, the feeling of complete exhaustion overwhelmed her. She slipped on a clean pair of shorts and a pale pink T-shirt that read NASA – I need my space. It was a relic of the space program from decades prior. It was Jane’s favorite T-shirt; it was her mom’s favorite before that. And as Evelyn slipped it over her head, she felt the comforting warmth of the cotton against her skin, the equally comforting memories she had of Jane wearing it soothing her, and she fell asleep as she collapsed into the sheets.



SEEKER
She cupped her hands over her eyes, trying to shield them from the blinding white sun in the distance. It didn't help.
She squinted. She saw the silhouette of shapes far off. Trees? People?
She blinked. Flat red sand—the color of dried blood—as far as she could see. And then, far off in the distance, mountains.
She walked, the dust scuffing like chalk under her feet. The air so dry she felt it sucking the moisture out of her lungs. The heat making it hard to breathe.
“It’s dry.”
“The desert?”
“The flower.”
Evelyn looked at her sister and followed her gaze to the Stargazer lying on the sand. It was wilted, its petals browning at the edges. The center, scarlet, wet. It pulsed on the sand, like someone laboring while taking their final breaths.
“Will it die?”
Evelyn heard the whisper of the wind around her, watching the lily pulse slower with each breath. She looked into the hazy blinding light. Her sister was gone.
She looked back down and watched as the lily slowly stopped pulsing. And then as it lay still, Evelyn watched it melt into the sand.
Evelyn held her breath. She knelt quickly. She scooped her hand into the sand under the flower, but as she tried to lift her hand, she realized her finger was caught.
Feeling a grip of panic squeezing her chest, she grabbed her wrist with her other hand and pulled, and as she did, she felt her hand start to pull free from the sand. Something stuck to her finger. She pulled harder, unable to breathe, and then she felt her hand coming slowly out of the sand—with it something pale, smooth like a stone. More pulling, gasping for air, her finger caught in a hole in the smooth stone, and then with a final pull, she saw her finger caught in the eye socket of skull—a man’s, traces of graying hair still stuck to his temples—peeking at her through the blood-red sand.
Then, screaming. Deafening. All around her. An echo far away. A haunting wail inside her head.
She screamed.
Evelyn sat up, jerking herself upright, her skin hot, the sweat on her brow feeling cool in the recirculated vent-cooled air. She shook her head and gasped. Clutching her chest, she started to weep, finally resting her head in the palms of her hands, unsure if she was relieved or panicked to be awake.
She stood slowly, her breath shuddering in her chest. Now, a few moments later, she knew it had just been a dream, but she couldn’t get the images out of her head, and she felt herself getting pissed that her somewhat comforting dream of Jane a few days ago had been replaced by something so ugly. Shaking her head, she peeled her clothes off and stepped into the closet-sized bathroom for a shower she hoped might wash away the disturbing images still lingering in her mind.
Twenty minutes later, Evelyn stepped out of the shower, the air jets having dried her off in less than a minute. Stepping around the door, she walked over to her closet—Jane’s closet—and couldn’t help but smile. She always loved that her sister was so athletic. There was nothing frilly to be seen. She slipped on a sports bra and briefs and then grabbed a pair of deep-brown cargo pants, a well-fitting T-shirt, and some socks and lightweight canvas boots that were resting at the bottom of the closet.
Evelyn put the clothes on the table while she dressed and then sat on the edge of the bed to lace up her boots. There was a little distance now between her and her nightmare, and Evelyn was feeling better.
Standing, she went through the door of her quarters, grabbing a protein bar from the galley. She hadn’t eaten anything in what seemed like days, and she felt like her hip bones were on the verge of pushing through her skin. She peeled back the wrapper on the bar. How old it was, she had no idea. She tried not to think about it but knew it would probably stand the test of time better than she would, even if she lived two thousand years.
It was July, Earth time. Evelyn had the shuttle’s systems track the time on Earth because she knew it would be important information to know when they made trips back. What she didn’t know was where Tate was. She hoped he would be someplace cool, because if he was near Atlanta, in Ironhead, the small industrial town he was living in when they left, it was sure to be hot in the peak of summer.
Stepping into the cockpit, she sat in a captain’s seat. Through the window, she could still see the moon, only now it was fully lit from the sun behind her, which had also illuminated Earth beyond. She figured she had slept for more than ten hours, which may have been a record for her.
Evelyn glanced down at the display. She still didn’t want to link to the shuttle’s computers—she was enjoying the quiet in her head—and she figured she had time, so she read quickly, scanning her way through the reports.
It didn’t take but a few seconds for Evelyn to get terribly confused by what she read. The scanners on the shuttle were very sensitive, and she had them set to estimate the population of major cities and the country as a whole, based on human life signs. She knew it wasn’t possible, but in her head, Evelyn could only imagine the counter was stuck, as it read 129.2 million.
Evelyn stared at the number as if that might help the computer realize the ridiculousness of its statement.
“A hundred thirty million?” she said, cocking her head and her eyebrows at the same time. Given that she had the entire recorded history of humanity stashed away in her brain, she knew that number was about what the population was during the Great Depression, and about 170 million fewer people than were in the United States just six years prior.
Evelyn stood and paced around the cockpit, glancing out the window at Earth beyond. For a moment, she wondered if she had actually traveled through time. She shrugged her shoulders. She didn’t think she had, but she supposed it could have been possible.
“Buzz,” she said, speaking to the shuttle’s computer, “are there any time stamps on the radio transmissions we have been receiving since we arrived? Anything to indicate the year?”
“Multiple time stamps confirm the date is July seventh, 2042,” the electronic, distinctly male, and wholly charmless voice answered over the intercom.
“Well, that rules out time travel,” Evelyn muttered.
She looked back out the window, her arms crossed, shaking her head gently, not sure she really wanted to know what had happened. Obviously, it was something bad; however, if more than half of the population of the United States was gone in only six years.
Evelyn felt a lump in her throat as the request she knew she had to make—the one she had been stalling to ask—circled in her thoughts.
“Buzz, show me the location of Tate Philips.”
Evelyn held her breath. If he was still alive, the scanners should have detected him, but Evelyn knew, with sixty percent of the population gone, the chance Tate was still alive wasn’t good.
The screen in front of her flashed, and a map of the United States materialized with a small red dot located in Texas.
“Tate is near the town of San Antonio, Texas,” Buzz droned.
“Buzz, if you and I are going to get along, you’re going to have to work on your sweet talk,” Evelyn said, feeling a wave of relief wash over her, even though the news of Tate’s location also meant she was going to one of the hottest spots in North America during the hottest part of the year.
Evelyn sat back down in her seat. Tate was still alive, and she knew where he was. Now all she had to do was get to him without getting caught.



EMPTY
Getting to the surface undetected was going to be nearly impossible, and Evelyn knew it. There wasn’t a government agency anywhere in the world that wasn’t going to notice a flaming hundred-ton shuttle shaped like a giant bird of prey hurtling toward Earth at twenty thousand miles per hour. At least, she knew six years ago she would have been noticed, and she had to assume the same or worse today. About the best she could hope for was to give the illusion that her shuttle had crashed, and so, as the nose of the shuttle cut through the outer edge of Earth’s atmosphere, and the telltale signs of friction lit up the front of the shuttle with an orange glow, Evelyn strapped herself in for what she knew would be a terrifying ride.
In their final days on Earth, Jane had flown down to the surface under similar circumstances. She had been going back to rescue the orphans Tate had been caring for, and she had escaped from DF-23, the government-run death camp, just hours before. The military had been after them, and they hadn’t had the luxury of a leisurely controlled decent, circling their way to the surface. They had headed straight for Ironhead, letting gravity pull them, and friction slow them; the g-forces had nearly knocked Jane unconscious.
It was the first shuttle Evelyn had piloted as a passenger. She had flown plenty of shuttles from the safety of the command center on Vista, or the headquarters in Atlanta, but she hadn’t had a body then. Once she had, she knew her only chance to stand on the surface of Earth, as a human, as a person, was going to be if she went down with Jane, so she had stowed away in a locker in the storage bay, linked herself to the shuttle’s computers, and tried to keep from screaming when she realized she had made a horrible mistake.
Watching the flames lick up the sides of the shuttle and feeling the temperature rise twenty degrees in twenty seconds, Evelyn realized she didn’t much prefer the view from the cockpit to the one in the locker.
She gripped the armrests, trying to breath, her chest constricting. The air-cooling system did little to give her any sense of comfort that the shuttle wouldn’t light up like a dry leaf in a bonfire.
Evelyn watched as the nose of the shuttle punched through the clouds, and then felt her bowels go weak as she watched the southern Atlantic Ocean race toward her. The shuttle’s engines kicked in to level the craft, and Evelyn nearly vomited as the shuttle rocked and slid, like it was skidding across a lake of ice. The rockets fired, the shuttle’s computer trying to turn a thousand miles per hour of free fall into horizontal flight. In a split second, the g-forces of the change pushed enough blood out of Evelyn’s head that she felt her vision grow black as her brain struggled for oxygen.
Not a second later, Evelyn felt her heart pound, nearly cracking her rib cage as her nanites forced her heart to pump and her blood vessels to constrict, pushing blood into her head. Her adrenaline surged. She had never felt anxiety and power like that before, and she realized she was screaming louder than she knew was possible.
The shuttle carved a slow arc and leveled off just above the ocean, and Evelyn jittered in her seat, unsure if she was going to breathe normally ever again. Her blood pressure had soared high enough that it should have killed her, and she still felt her neck and temples throbbing.
The shuttle slowed to several hundred miles per hour and cruised thirty feet over the surface of the water.
Breathing deeply and running her fingers through her sweaty hairline, she looked out at the clear blue waves and laughed, and then cried as waves of relief that she had made it to the surface washed over her.
Her hands were shaking. She struggled to clear the lump in her throat and the knot in her chest. She sat still and watched the water below. She thought about Jane and how she had blacked out on similar trips, laughing to herself, realizing Jane was probably lucky to have been unconscious.
She fidgeted, her body unable to deal with the excess adrenaline, and without thinking, and seemingly on its own, her hand unclasped the safety harness and she tried to stand. On wobbly legs she stood and stepped toward the console a few feet away. Like a runner leaning through the finish line after a race ten miles too long, she fell forward, barely catching herself and grazing her forehead on an overhead cabinet.
“Dammit, Evie,” she muttered to herself, putting her hand to her forehead and looking quickly for signs of blood on her fingers. Realizing she hadn’t hurt anything but her ego, she leaned against the console and winced at the pain in her abdomen. Lifting the edge of her shirt, she ran her fingers over her hip bones and felt the rawness of her skin. Obviously, the harness and the g-forces had worked her over well enough that the nylon safety belt had bit into her skin, leaving a nasty, stinging, and surprisingly sore rash.
“Pull yourself together,” she chastised herself, straightening up and pulling her hair back into a tail. Pushing away from the console, she shook out her arms, pacing around the cockpit, trying to normalize her blood pressure.
Her head was already beginning to ache. She knew a lot about human physiology, but she had little experience with things like this and figured the headache was from a combination of ruptured blood vessels and adrenaline—nothing that couldn’t be fixed with a little time and help from her nanites—but she still wanted the ache and the stinging and throbbing and soreness to go away. She didn’t have time to deal with feeling lousy. It would only be a few hours before she was near San Antonio. Since she couldn’t just plop the shuttle down in town next to Tate, she had to work on her plan—and feeling like she had the flu wasn’t going to help.
Evelyn walked back to the galley and grabbed a bottle of electrolytes and drained it in seconds. Grabbing a bottle of water, she walked back to the cockpit.
There was still nothing but ocean in front of her, the pale blueness of the sky meeting the watery grayness of the ocean at a point far enough away that Evelyn couldn’t tell where one ended and the other began. She was still getting a lot of feedback from being linked to the shuttle’s computer, and even though she knew she could learn a lot from the radio transmissions the shuttle was receiving, she needed to disconnect just for her own sanity.
Evelyn turned off her link and immediately felt the sizzling hum in her brain—the one she was amazed to realize she had again grown accustomed to—die away. The quiet that replaced it was unnerving. At first, it felt like a void, but after a few minutes, Evelyn sat in her captain’s seat, drank her water, and thought about absolutely nothing for the first time in what seemed like forever.



FORTUNATE
The plan sounded simple enough: Fly in. See Tate. Leave. It was the details that were making things messy.
Take flying in, for example. Not only did Evelyn need to fly in undetected—something that wasn’t all that easy with a hundred-ton shuttle—but she was going to have to land it in an unpopulated area and hide it.
Fortunately, she had a place in mind—a canyon deep enough to hide the shuttle and remote enough that the shuttle’s sensors hadn’t detected any signs of humanity close by. Unfortunately, the canyon was also about a hundred miles from Tate. So with daytime temperatures reaching a hundred and ten degrees in the shade, she had to cover a lot of very hot terrain on foot.
Then there was the problem of finding Tate. Without the shuttle’s scanners running, she wouldn’t know exactly where he was, and based on the scans since she had arrived, he didn’t seem to stay put for long. She just hoped he would still be close by when she got there.
Leaving. Well, that seemed like the easy part, but everything else was making her head hurt, and as she raced toward the coast of Mexico, one word popped into her mind: improvise.
Evelyn saw the sandy beaches ahead, and within seconds, the shuttle soared over the top, just high enough to clear the trees in the forest beyond. At nearly six hundred miles per hour, everything below the shuttle was a blur. The fact that she was sailing faster than the speed of sound normally would have been a problem, but she was sticking to unpopulated areas and keeping to the valleys, so she wasn’t worried about being detected or hurting anyone below with the shock wave.
Even at her current speed, it was going to take nearly three hours to get to her canyon, so Evelyn sat back, watched the world race by, and tried to piece together anything she could about the gap she had in Earth’s history from six years of being away.
Most of the radio transmissions she had received were encrypted, and without being able to plug into Vista or the old headquarters, she didn’t have the resources to hack into anything secure. Her efforts to find anything of value were mostly met with frustration. There weren’t any broadcasts worth listening to, and after all the noise, she was only able to pick up two things. First, there had been a war, which may still be going on, and it involved the United States. Second, Dale Coleson was still president, despite the fact that he had long-outlasted the tenure of any president in history, and by now had to be seventy years old. Both revelations were a mystery to Evelyn, and she couldn’t help but mull them over in her mind, wondering how such things could have happened, or how they could be true.
As she approached the hill country, Evelyn slowed the shuttle, still flying low so as not to be detected. It was beautiful countryside, and she had never seen anything of it but pictures. She guided the shuttle over the live oak trees and sage, glimpsing the rocky sand underneath, and saw the edge of the canyon ahead.
With the setting sun casting a reddish glow on the rocks and scrub on the walls, Evelyn piloted the shuttle into the base of the canyon, bringing it to rest in a cluster of evergreens. There wasn’t much coverage from above, however, and Evelyn hoped the shuttle might look like nothing more than a giant blackish rock, because that was all the more hidden it was going to get.
Listening to the engines power down, Evelyn breathed a sigh of relief as everything grew quiet around her. She stood, taking time to look over the last scans of the area to make sure there were no people present, and walked back to her quarters. She figured she could cover about thirty miles if she walked at night. If she was lucky, she might make it to Tate in three days.
Grabbing her canvas jacket and a nylon pack, she started stuffing it with supplies to carry her through—bottles of water and electrolytes, protein packs and a few extra clothes. Evelyn grunted as she heaved the heavy pack onto her shoulders. Pulling a canvas cap over her head, she headed into the cargo hold and opened the utility closet. Inside, she found the night-vision glasses and paused as she looked at the locked box containing the rifles, pistols, and ammunition. For a moment, she imagined slinging a rifle over her shoulder and strapping a pistol to her hip—there had been a war recently after all—but realized quickly that even the thought of the extra weight was about enough to make her knees buckle.
She walked toward the shuttle’s ramp with one eye on the weapons, hoping she wasn’t making a terrible mistake by leaving them behind. Heading down the ramp, she breathed the dry evening air and closed the shuttle bay ramp behind her.
“Stay safe, Buzz,” she said, powering the shuttle down and slipping the night-vision glasses over her eyes. Instantly the dark shadows of the early evening illuminated to where Evelyn saw every rock, cactus, and shrub underfoot like it was midday. Hiking the pack further onto her shoulders, she started toward the mouth of the canyon and toward a dirt road she had flown over on arrival, expecting that it would lead her somewhat safely to the outskirts of San Antonio—and to Tate.
It didn’t take long for Evelyn to start sweating, and she stopped to take off the jacket, stuffing it into her pack. The sun had set, but the temperature really hadn’t dropped much yet, and she figured it was still at least eighty degrees. Her cap was soaked, and she took a swig from her water bottle. At this rate, I’ll stink like a farm animal by the time I get to Tate … He won’t want to have anything to do with me. Giving herself an “oh well” shrug, she picked up her pack and kept moving.
If it hadn’t been for the glasses, Evelyn was sure she would have broken an ankle within the first few miles, as there was hardly a place for her to walk without something for her to trip over. The areas that seemed clear had such loose shale that she could hardly stand without feeling like her feet were going to slip right out from underneath her. Even with the treacherous conditions, she covered a lot of ground, and after a couple of hours of persistent sweaty effort, she found the road.
Looking at it in the dark, calling it a road was a bit of a stretch, as she realized it wasn’t much more that a single dirt track about wide enough for a truck or large car to travel. It wasn’t paved, and it didn’t look like it ever had been, and strangely, Evelyn felt comforted by its lack of sophistication. Maybe I’ll get to San Antonio without seeing anyone, she thought hopefully.
She didn’t want to think much about it, but as nice as it might be to hitch a ride, this road didn’t seem like it was likely to produce a vehicle. Even if there was one, she was fairly certain she would panic and hide in bush, letting it roll by without even trying to flag it down. She imagined the headline that would never be printed if she met the wrong kind of guy out here: Teenager with skinny butt found dead in hill country by hillbillies. Police wonder why her teeth were so big.
Another hour passed. The moon overhead had completely illuminated the surroundings without a cloud to be seen. Evelyn took off her glasses and had no trouble seeing. She felt a shudder up her spine. It was quiet. Still. There didn’t seem to be even a breath of wind around her, and the lack of any other sounds only made her crunching footsteps seem that much louder.
In the distance, she heard the howl of a coyote. She felt another shudder and realized she had quickened her pace. Trying to settle herself down, she slowed a little, realizing she was on the verge of breaking into a jog. She couldn’t afford to be foolish out here, and working herself into exhaustion and anxiety with eighty or more miles to go was definitely stupid.
Come on … settle down. You can do this, Nanite Girl. Evelyn shook her head and breathed a laugh at herself. Nope, still sounds stupid … but what about the Evelynator? Nope, that’s even stupider.
Evelyn kept her eyes on the road ahead and tried to enjoy the bluish halo cast by her surroundings from the moon above, which also looked big enough to reach out and touch. Apart from the occasional howl, she didn’t hear any other sounds of wildlife, but the fact that the coyotes seemed far away didn’t keep her from glancing up at the horizon. Fortunately, there didn’t seem to be anything out there except for scrub brush and the fence line running along with the road a couple hundred yards out, which seemed to glow in the moonlight. If there was a creature out there that wanted to nibble on her, she was sure she would see it long before it got to her, but she also realized there was no place for her to hide if anyone came along.
Another hour passed, and Evelyn figured she had covered at least twenty miles. Her legs were aching. She blamed the heavy pack, but knew she was deluding herself. Twenty miles was a long walk, and it would be enough to tire nearly anyone, but she also knew if she had done anything at all to take advantage of the fact that she had Jane’s genes, she would have been—should have been—in better shape than she was. And there Jane was again, stuck in her mind, and Evelyn felt herself getting choked up again, missing her sister and realizing she had no idea what she was going to say to Tate when she found him.
Trying to keep her mind off her sore feet, and to get a few more miles in before finding a place to rest, Evelyn thought about everything she had lost in the past few days: Jane. Joseph. Mr. and Mrs. Philips, and Marcus. Her family. Her home. Her dignity and maybe even her humanity. Most of the people she cared about were gone, and with them any hope she had at being happy. The thought wrenched her gut, but the tears were cathartic, and as the next hour passed, Evelyn hardly thought about the blisters that were starting to form under the balls of her feet.
The road she had been walking was mostly straight. Apart from the gentle undulations in the countryside, it hadn’t been very hilly. From time to time, she wondered if she was actually making any progress at all. The vastness of the sky above and the barrenness of the countryside gave her the impression that she was standing still. If it weren’t for the eerie white fence in the distance tracking closer to the road at times, she was sure she would die of boredom. But as she walked, coming close to the limit of her strength for one night, she was happy to see the fence was tracking closer, thinking it might intersect with the road ahead. With so few places to find shelter, she hoped that there might be a place ahead where she could rest and that might give her some shade in the coming heat.
Evelyn picked up her pace, seeing a gentle glow on the horizon of a sun that seemed eager to grant another day of Texas heat. She glanced over at the fence, and sure enough, it was tracking closer to the road. But now with it just fifty yards away and closing in, and the early sun giving just a little more light, Evelyn realized the fence actually looked like it was made out of sticks or twigs heaped together in a mess.
Evelyn walked faster, glaring at the fence and getting an uncomfortable sensation in her gut, though she wasn’t sure if it was from the fence or the nerves of having her shroud of darkness lifting, exposing her.
She looked ahead and could see the point where the fence intersected with the road. From a distance, it looked like there was a gate of some sort with posts rising maybe twenty feet into the air. There didn’t seem to be any trees anywhere in any direction, however, but she had noticed that the shrubs had become slightly larger. She hoped one might be big enough that she might huddle underneath for some shade.
As she approached the gate, Evelyn found herself slowing. Something just didn’t seem right, and while it should have taken her just a few minutes to finish her walk, she shuffled and stared, unsure if she was really seeing what she thought she was.
She rubbed her eyes. Maybe I am exhausted. Maybe my mind is playing tricks on me. I must be more tired than I thought.
Seconds later, it clicked. She knew she wasn’t imagining things.
Horrified and terrified, but unable to keep herself from doing it, she stepped off the path and closed the gap between herself and the fence.
Ten feet out, Evelyn stopped. Putting her hands to her mouth, she let out a gasp.
The fence was made of bones. Millions upon millions of bones, and while there were skulls of coyote and longhorn cattle wedged in among the others, for the most part, they were human.
Evelyn’s mind struggled to catch up. She looked down the line and realized that nearly the entire distance she had covered—thirty miles—she had been tracking along with this grisly barrier.
She stepped a little closer. The bones had been picked clean by scavengers, were bleached white by the sun, and were piled about four feet high. Some of the bones were loose and some were intact, with the entire skeleton buried in the mass open grave, but every size of every human bone imaginable—from infant, to child, to adult—was there.
Evelyn looked back in the direction she had been walking. Near the intersection, the pillars she had seen from the distance were actually thick wooden poles. There were four—two on each side of the road—and each was about as big around as a telephone pole and stood about twenty feet tall. At the top, each was capped with a skull and had various bones, in no particular order, nailed into the post all the way down its length and all the way around. Just between the two posts on one side, the bone wall intersected with the road and then continued beyond it for as far as she could see. She had no idea how many miles the bones stretched—it could have been dozens or maybe even hundreds—but all of a sudden, it wasn’t such a mystery why the population had shriveled by a hundred seventy million people. Whether or not most of them were here was anybody’s guess, but there were enough to know that something ungodly had happened.
Evelyn felt her stomach turn, and she bent over, hands on her knees, trying to breathe, knowing that if she had eaten anything in the past few hours, she probably would have vomited right there. Instantly she remembered Jane’s run-in with the mass graveyard in the Colorado mountains just before they had left Earth.
Jane had been flying in the shuttle to DF-23, the death camp where her dad and brother had been held, and Jane had accidentally stumbled upon a dumping ground the government had been using to dispose of bodies. Evelyn had been flying the shuttle remotely from Vista, and the scanners had estimated that there were over two million people dumped in the mountain valley.
Jane had insisted that Evelyn land the shuttle so she could take a closer look, and Evelyn knew the moment had shaken Jane deeply. She thought she understood why, but standing in the dirt, in the presence of millions of people whose bodies had been so grossly defiled, she felt the full gravity of the moment crushing her chest, squeezing the life out of her.
Evelyn felt herself get a little woozy. She started to turn, catching the toe of her boot on something, and found herself moments later lying in the dirt. Dizzy, she pulled her arms out of the shoulder straps on her pack and got to her knees. She shook her head.
“Come on, Evie, pull yourself together,” she chastised herself, realizing that it wasn’t just the extreme death making her shaky, it was seeing it at the tail end of a thirty-mile hike with a thirty-pound pack on her shoulders.
Just then, she heard a grinding in the distance. She looked over her shoulder in the direction she had come, and about a mile off, she could see a vehicle of some sort driving toward her. Unsure what to do and unable to clear the fog from her brain, Evelyn felt her heart start to pound. She couldn’t think, but a swell of panic overcame her. She wanted to run, to hide, but there was nowhere to go.
Lifting herself up, she looked at the bone wall and gritted her teeth. Seconds later, Evelyn stood, took two steps toward the wall, and leapt, trying feebly to dive over it. Crashing into the top and sending human remains flying in front of her, she tumbled down the other side, careening into the dirt amid a collection of bones.
Wincing, she realized she was lying on top of something bony, and reluctantly she brought her hand back to retrieve the femur that had tried to insert itself into her pelvis the hard way.
Evelyn scrambled to her feet and peeked her head just over the top of the bones. She could see a cloud of dust billowing behind the vehicle, which appeared to be some sort of truck with an open bed. It rumbled over the dirt, and Evelyn realized she hadn’t jumped over the wall a moment too soon; just seconds later, the truck started to slow as it approached.
Evelyn didn’t think she had been seen, and she ducked back behind the wall. Dear God, I don’t know who they are, but please, please, please don’t let them find me.
Squinting and praying, Evelyn heard the truck roll slowly past, and then over the clatter of the rickety old truck, she heard a man’s voice.
“Hey, stop the truck!”
The brakes on the old truck squeaked, and Evelyn heard the tires slide to a stop on the gravelly road.
Her heart thumped in her chest, and she thought about running. She reached for her pack.
“Hold up for a second,” the voice shouted again. “There’s something in the dirt.”
Panicked, Evelyn looked around and realized what the man had seen. Her pack. In her haste, she had left it on the other side of the bone wall.
“Dammit,” she mouthed, feeling her face flush with heat and her stomach churn at the thought of being caught.
Quickly she looked around and noticed the giant sage not ten feet from her. As quietly as she could, she crept to the other side and held her breath. What am I going to do? If they take my pack, I’ll be stuck in the desert with nothing. Dammit, dammit, dammit!
She heard the footsteps just on the other side of the wall.
“It’s a pack,” the man’s voice called again.
“What’s in it?” another man called from a little further away, presumably back at the truck.
“I don’t know.”
Evelyn heard the man unzip her pack.
“It looks new, and it’s full.”
There was a pause, and Evelyn heard the man unscrewing the cap on one of her water bottles. “The water’s fresh,” he said, and then added a moment later, “There’s a bunch a girl things in here too.”
Evelyn clenched her fists, more pissed at herself for being so stupid than at him for looking through her things. The trend she was seeing of her underwear finding its way into other men’s hands—first Joseph’s, now this guy’s—was beginning to disturb her too.
“Well, grab it and let’s go … You know it ain’t safe out here,” another voice called.
Evelyn had no idea how many men there were in that truck, but she had heard at least three voices so far. Her mind scrambled. Think … think … think!
The man with her pack didn’t respond, and everything around her got eerily quiet, just as it was hours before in the darkness. Evelyn tried to peer through the bush at the bone wall but couldn’t see anything. She couldn’t imagine what he might be doing. If he was going to take her pack, she wished he would just do it.
Then she heard the click. The quiet click of someone trying to muffle the sound of the action on a pistol as they pulled it back. Evelyn felt the fear of being killed—or worse—overwhelm her, and she clenched her teeth and tried not to cry. Crouched in the dirt, she struggled to keep her herself from wetting her pants and then realized that it was only because she was totally dehydrated that she hadn’t.
“Get outta there!”
Evelyn jerked at the sound of the man shouting, and she couldn’t help the whimper that escaped. She thought about running, but she looked around and realized there was no place for her to go. She sat still, as if there may be a chance to fool him into thinking she wasn’t there.
“Get out. Now!”
Evelyn jerked again and realized she had no other options. “Okay, okay … just please don’t shoot me,” she said, hardly loud enough to hear and with a crackle in her voice.
She put her hands up and out to the side of her shrub, her head following closely behind them. As she walked around to the front, totally exposed, she saw the head of her hunter pop up over the top of the bone wall, a surprised look on his face.
“Oh damn,” he said quickly, obviously picking up on the fact that she was terrified and unarmed. Evelyn heard a click—the sound of the action clicking back to safe on his gun—and then saw him raise one of his hands over the bone wall at her.
Neither of them said anything for what seemed like hours. Evelyn stood frozen, her hands in the air, and stared, unsure if she should move and unable to take her eyes off the man in front of her.
He looked to be a few years older than she was, but she couldn’t tell for sure whether he was or if it was just sun-damaged skin that made him look older. His hair was bleached from the sun, not quite blond, but lighter than it ought to have been given his complexion. He had a thin, strong face, and while Evelyn felt her chance of dying right there in the Texas dirt was decreasing by the second, there was still a toughness in his light-brown eyes, the likes of which she had never seen before. It was as if he were staring her down, waiting for her to flinch as he sized her up. But in spite of the eyes, he had a friendly face, like someone she could have gone to school with if she had ever been a kid.
Evelyn swallowed hard and started to open her mouth—to say what, she didn’t know—and as soon as she did, she saw his eyes soften.
He heaved a single laugh and smiled. “You look like you need a lift.”
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Evelyn didn’t move except to peer slowly over the wall at the pickup beyond. There were two people in the front seat—men, it looked like from where she stood—and one more in the bed of the truck—also looking rather mannish. She may have had big teeth and all the voluptuousness of a preteen boy, but deep down Evelyn thought she was pretty enough, and her mind raced quickly to a horrible place at the thought of being abducted by four men in the desert. She froze. She looked back at the young man, still unable to say anything, thinking for a moment she still had a chance to run.
The young man turned quickly to look at the truck and then returned his gaze to her. His eyebrows lifted. Eyes that seemed capable of drilling through granite with a stare momentarily flickered with a glimpse of hurt at the implied accusation of Evelyn’s silence. He started to pull away the bones from the top of the wall.
“Look, I’m gonna make a way for you to get back through this mess … so you don’t have to climb over it again. When I’m done, I’m gonna walk back to the truck, and I’ll leave your pack right here … This is your pack?” he asked, pausing to look back up at her.
Evelyn nodded and didn’t say anything. She was ready to run. History was full of stories of guys who seemed nice and then turned out not to be, but she needed her pack if she was going to survive in the desert.
“Okay … well, I’ll leave it here for you. If you want a lift, then you can come along.”
The young man pulled at the bones, which didn’t seem to want to budge.
“Where are you headed anyway?” he said, grimacing as he pulled a ribcage loose, tossing it behind him.
Evelyn put her hands down and gently cleared her throat. “San Antonio,” she said.
For a moment, the young man stopped. His hands latched onto something on his side of the wall. “Well,” he said, raising one arm to wipe away the sweat that had started to collect on his weathered forehead, “you’re in luck. That’s where we’re headed.” The young man looked back at his handiwork and kept pulling at the bones, which appeared to be coming away a little easier now.
Evelyn watched as the barrier between them weakened, and she felt herself turning slightly, ready to run if he so much as sneezed in her direction.
Moments later, he had carved a notch in the wall at least a couple feet down, low enough for her to step through. He looked at her and held out his hand—a gentlemanly gesture in a horribly grotesque setting. “Well, are you coming?”
Evelyn didn’t move. She didn’t say anything. Finally, she felt like she might be getting her wits back about her.
The young man paused for a moment, his smile flickering, perhaps not expecting her to respond as she was. He raised his eyebrows, a clear look of concern in his eyes.
“Look … I just don’t feel right about leaving you out here alone.”
Just then, the horn honked. “Ollie, get on it!” the man shouted from the passenger-side seat.
Ollie looked quickly at the truck and returned his glance to her. “Are you coming or not?”
Evelyn took a shuffle step backward, but still didn’t say anything.
Heaving a little sigh, a clear look of disappointment on his face, Ollie lowered his hand. “Well … suit yourself,” he said, then turned, walking around her pack, which still sat in the dirt, and jogged back to the pickup.
Evelyn watched him leave. She hoped he would, but only because she wanted to see if he would be true to his word, figuring if he would leave her alone, he may be an okay guy. As he climbed into the bed of the truck, and the bald tires, looking for traction, spun in the dirt, Evelyn hopped through the gap in the bone wall and grabbed her pack. If it wasn’t too late, she was going to take a chance on Ollie.
“Hey,” she shouted, running toward the truck, “wait!”
Evelyn heard Ollie rap his hand on the metal siding. “Tanner, stop the truck,” he yelled, and the truck skidded from slow to stopped with a little cloud of dust swirling around the already dirty tires.
“Ollie, dammit, we gotta keep moving,” Evelyn heard the driver call out the window.
Evelyn ran with her pack and watched Ollie as he stood up in the bed of the truck, a grin creeping across his face. Stomping his foot down on the gate of the bed, Evelyn watched it bang open. “Well, come on,” he said, moving to the end and holding his hand out to help her. “My brother lacks patience,” he said louder than he needed to, but ensuring Tanner heard it loud and clear.
“I can’t afford patience, and neither can you,” Tanner batted back. Still a few feet from the bed, Evelyn hauled the pack off her back, heaved it into the bed, and taking his hand, let Ollie haul her up with more strength than he looked like he should have had, given his thinness.
“My name’s Ollie,” the young man said, still holding her hand and flashing his friendly smile at her.
“Yeah, I got that,” Evelyn replied through a small laugh, having heard the driver yell it through the window more than once. “I’m Evie.”
“If you two are done playin’ grab-ass back there, then sit the hell down,” the driver shouted again.
Evelyn looked at Ollie. They both laughed and quickly sat. Not a second later, the truck lurched forward as the tires ground into the dirt, apparently having caught ahold of something more solid that gravel.
Evelyn looked at the bed of the truck. There was hardly a scratch of paint left on it anywhere on the inside, and she wondered how it could even be holding together as it was, given there appeared to be more rust than metal everywhere she looked.
She also took a second to glance over at the other passenger in the bed. Now that she was closer, Evelyn realized that it wasn’t another man, but a young woman, maybe her age, with almost no hair under the filthy cap she had on her head. Her skin was pasty and pale, despite the obvious sun exposure, and she had slid down to lie on her side, her back to Evelyn. She still hadn’t said anything and hadn’t made a noise, and if Evelyn hadn’t seen her sitting upright moments ago, she may have wondered whether the girl was alive at all, given the grisly fence she had just seen.
“That’s my sister, Tillie.”
At the sound of her name, the girl lightly lifted her hand as if she were trying to wave hello but was too tired to move. From everything Evelyn had gathered, it looked like the girl was really sick, though what she had was a mystery.
“My brother Tanner is driving, and that’s my other brother Malcolm.”
Evelyn looked at the back of the head of the man in the passenger’s seat.
“He doesn’t say much, except to echo what Tanner says,” and just as before, Ollie started raising his voice, wearing a mischievous grin, making sure the driver could hear, “and since Tanner is always grumpy, they’re both just a couple a pains in the ass!”
Evelyn couldn’t help but laugh, trying to keep it mostly to herself, not wanting to insult the men who saved her from another seventy miles of walking in the heat.
Malcolm looked over his shoulder through the hole in the back of the cab with an eyebrow raised and a disapproving look on his face.
“Knock it off, Ollie,” Tanner yelled over his shoulder. “Ye’re the one bein’ a pain in the ass … makin’ us stop … slowin’ us down … if you had any sense at all, you’d be tendin’ to yer sister, not runnin’ yer mouth like a damn fool.”
Ollie gave a little laugh at the teasing, and while the smile on his lips didn’t fade, the one in his eyes did as he looked at Tillie.
“You’re gonna be fine … aren’t ya, sis?” he said more than asked, under his breath, and more to himself than to anyone else. A moment later, he looked back at Evelyn. “Yeah, well, don’t pay any attention to them, Evie. We’re just a couple hours outside of old San-An-tone, and then you can be rid of all of us.”
Evelyn smiled. Now that she got a closer look at Ollie and his brothers, they all seemed harmless enough, though she couldn’t shake the first image she had of his eyes from her memory, the moment she had seen them over the bone wall. He may be a lighthearted guy, but she was sure if anyone came between Ollie and his family, they wouldn’t live long. Even so, she felt safe around him, like somehow he had decided she was okay, and that was good enough.
“So, since we have some time to kill, why don’t you tell me what in the hell you’re doing hiking the borderlands by yourself.”
Evelyn had just pulled a bottle of water out of her pack and was taking a drink when she nearly shot the water out her nose. She hadn’t even thought about what her cover story ought to be. Her mind raced as she tried to figure out what to say, then decided to stick with something resembling the truth, just not with all the detail.
“I’m trying to find my brother. I heard he was in San Antonio, and I didn’t have anyone who wanted to come along,” she said, shrugging her shoulders and looking away as if that was all she had to say on the matter.
“So you just went out on your own?” Ollie asked, Evelyn just catching the raised eyebrows and obvious look of surprise on his face out of the corner of her eye.
“Yeah.” She shrugged her shoulders again, still not looking directly at him.
Ollie said nothing for what seemed like an hour, and Evelyn felt his stare and surprise saturating her. It was becoming clear she had said something wrong, but she had no idea what it was, and she felt her heart start to thump in her chest. Even Tillie, who looked like she was running a fever and might melt right there in the truck bed, opened an eye and looked at Evelyn with a glint of disbelief, and then, without warning, Ollie burst into laughter.
“Oh damn,” he said, seconds later, slapping his knee. “No offense, Evie, but you gotta be either tough, crazy, or stupid to try something like that, and I’m pretty sure you’re not stupid.”
Evelyn wasn’t so sure. She was clearly out of her depth with Ollie. She had no idea what was going on around her. She thought she was in Texas, but a thirty-plus-mile fence made of bones, and the fact that Ollie had just called the area they were in “the borderlands,” made her realize she was completely in the dark about what had happened in the six years she had been gone.
Evelyn smiled and gave Ollie a sideways glance. “I’m pretty sure being out here at all makes me a little bit of all three, and probably you too.”
Ollie smiled and nodded. “That it does, Evie.” Ollie sat up straighter against the bed of the truck. The dust was kicking up behind them, and the breeze tussled their hair, but Tanner didn’t seem to be going faster than about thirty or forty miles per hour. Maybe he was worried about the truck falling apart, or trying to conserve gas, but Evelyn was happy for the slower pace.
“You’re just lucky we found you,” he added, a little more serious look in his eyes. “Wouldn’t matter how tough you are if get yourself pinned down by a bunch of scodes or wasters.”
A moment passed, and Evelyn watched as the bone wall continued to get further away from the road they were traveling. She could hardly see it all—or maybe she was just imagining it was still out there, and her eyes were playing tricks on her in the morning Texas desert heat.
“So why are you heading to San Antonio?” Evelyn asked, figuring she would try to keep Ollie talking to see what she could learn about what had happened.
Ollie had taken his eyes off her for a moment, leaning back with his face in the wind like a dog hanging its head out of the window. He didn’t say anything for a second, and Evelyn wasn’t sure if he had heard her; then he pulled his head back and looked down at Tillie.
“We need to get Tillie some help … In case you couldn’t tell, she’s pretty sick,” he said, reaching over and trying to stretch the leg of her threadbare pants down over her ankle. Tillie flinched but didn’t move much, and Ollie, with no less tenderness than a father caring for his daughter, touched the skin on her leg with the back of his fingers, probably feeling to see if she was hot.
Evelyn didn’t have to touch her skin to know Tillie had a raging fever. It was already well into the eighties and getting hotter by the second with no clouds to shield them from the sun, but Tillie still shook every now and then like she had the chills.
“If you don’t mind me asking, what’s wrong with her?” Evelyn said, glancing back at Ollie but still not catching his eye, his attention firmly affixed to his sister.
“I got burned.”
Evelyn quickly looked at the almost-lifeless form of Tillie lying next to her brother and saw one eye peeking at her down her sweaty, pasty cheek. She had spoken in a crackly voice, like she hadn’t said anything in weeks and had to blow the dust out of her lungs before any words could find their way out.
“Just talking so I know I’m not dead,” Tillie added, weakly bearing a grin that also revealed her white teeth and her red—to the point of bleeding—gums.
Evelyn smiled back at her and watched as she slowly closed her eye, as if that moment had taken every ounce of strength she had.
“My sis is tough … probably tougher than me and all my brothers put together.”
Ollie looked up, and Evelyn finally caught his eye. For a moment, his brown eyes caught the sun just right, looking green, and Joseph found his way back into her thoughts. Evelyn smiled, thinking of him, and in a surreal lapse of time and space, she felt like Joseph and Ollie could have been the same guy living inside of two different people, considering they both had the same worldly toughness protecting an undeniable tenderness—a spirit that defiantly dared the world to break it.
“She got burned?” Evelyn asked, bringing herself back to the moment.
“Yeah,” Ollie started in a drawn-out sigh. “Just a freaky thing, I guess. We were relocated to the Flats once the war started. My brothers and I worked out in the dump digging up nuclear waste for the bombs them bastards were using … We didn’t know that’s what it was, but it damn sure was. We were pretty safe from the radiation because of the trucks we were in, but Tillie, because she’s a girl with delicate fingers … they had her actually touching the stuff, assembling the rockets.”
Evelyn couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She had figured the girl had the flu, not a terminal illness. “You mean she has radiation poisoning?” she asked with more surprise in her voice than she had intended, despite already knowing the answer.
“Yeah, that’s it. By the time we figured it out, the war was over, but the damage was done. Tillie got really sick, and the doctor at the plant didn’t do anything but give her a handful of pills and tell her she’s gonna die. Can’t hardly blame him, though. It’s not like they gave him much to work with. He was the only doctor for a hundred miles in any direction. What the hell’s he supposed to do?”
“But there are treatments for radiation poisoning, Ollie. The doctor didn’t say anything about getting a transfusion or chemotherapy or even getting gene therapy?”
“If that’s what you’re supposed to do for what she has, then no, he didn’t say anything about it. Just gave her a bunch of painkillers.”
“Pain pills … that’s it?” Evelyn shook her head.
“Yeah. Said he confiscated them from a patient. Said it was the only thing he had,” Ollie added, starting to grimace a little at the questions. “How do you know so much about it anyway? You a doctor?”
“Oh, no …” Evelyn said, realizing that even if she had been a doctor, her bedside manner was atrocious given her reaction to the doctor’s inept recommendation for treatment. “I just like to read,” she added, fumbling for an excuse as to how she knew what she did.
“Yeah, right,” Ollie started, crossing his arms. “Me too.”
An uncomfortable moment passed, and Evelyn noticed the landscape had become hillier. Live oaks were cropping up in clusters more frequently with each passing mile. Had she still been walking, she would have gone at least another night before she would have found a creek or trees for shade. In the moment, as uncomfortable as she was sitting across from Ollie, she was grateful he had thought enough to offer her a ride.
“So you think you can get Tillie some help in San Antonio?” Evelyn asked, breaking the silence.
“That’s what we’re hoping,” Ollie said, looking away from the scenery passing them by to find Evelyn’s gaze. “We heard about a guy … people just call him the Healer, but nobody seems to know his real name. We heard he performs these miracles. Some say he’s even brought people back from the dead.”
“Really?”
“Yeah. And you know … them damn pain pills will kill you,” he added with more than a hint of irony in his tone, “so we traded them and most of our guns for this truck, and now we’re out here trying to find him.”
“Do you really think he can do that? Bring people back from the dead?”
“Don’t know,” he said, shrugging his shoulders. “Don’t know what to believe, but I figure if we find him soon enough, he won’t have to … he can just do a regular sort a healing.”
“But, how do you know he’s there?”
“We don’t. Guess you could say we’re taking it on faith, and hell, none of us have anything to lose anyway. Before we crossed the border, we asked around and heard he had moved on to San-An-tone, so that’s where we’re headed.”
“The border of what?” Evelyn asked, and as soon as she had, she wished she hadn’t. Ollie’s expression evolved slowly from cool to confused to uncertain, and she saw him shift his weight like instinct told him he ought to make sure his gun was easy to access.
A second passed. “You sure are full of questions, Evie,” he said, a look of annoyance now weighing down his brow and causing his lips to grimace uneasily. “What do you mean, the border of what?”
Evelyn felt her pulse quicken. Her mind raced for something to say to explain herself. “It’s just … I’ve just been away … for a while. That’s all,” she said, unsure what else to say.
“Where the hell have you been? Mars?” Ollie asked, still probably looking relaxed to anyone other than Evelyn, who was certain Ollie could draw his pistol and shoot her, even from that position, fast enough that she wouldn’t even see it happening.
“No, but sometimes it feels about like that,” she said under her breath. She had yet to spend a moment apart from her sister or Joseph where she didn’t feel like some sort of alien, and even in moments when she had forgotten, it seemed there was someone like Mrs. Vandergaast or her daughter, Misha, and now Ollie close by to remind her. Mars wasn’t all that far from the truth, in terms of how close she felt to typical people, so the half-truth spilled easily from her lips.
Another moment passed, and then, as if he had realized something surprising, Ollie relaxed again.
“Wait a minute here. Were you in one of those detention facilities? The death camps?”
Evelyn felt a shudder run up her spine. She hadn’t been in DF-23, but she felt like she had. Just before the colonists had left Earth, Mr. Philips had been arrested as an insurgent along with Tate. Jane had tried to break into the prison with her help, but had been caught, and while Evelyn had worked from the outside, hacking into the security systems for the death camp, Jane had had to live though being there.
Afterward, Evelyn had seen the brand that had been burned into Jane’s arm. She had heard Jane tell the stories of the electrocutions and the torture. She had smelled the vile stench of the clothing Jane was forced to wear. DF-23 was the place people went and prayed for death, which never came soon enough. 
In the moments that passed in the bed of the rusty truck, Evelyn found herself unable to speak, tears welling in her eyes again at the thought that her sister could have survived that but not the horrible mistake Evelyn had made trying to take care of the colony’s needs for electricity.
Evelyn put her hand to her face to try to shield it from Ollie and Tillie, and bit down hard on her teeth, trying to keep her chin from quaking, to hide her unwanted display of emotion.
“Oh damn.”
Evelyn peeked around her fingers casually at hearing Ollie’s remark. His expression had changed again, his eyebrows raised in a look of concern at what he might have said.
“Hey … I’m sorry … I didn’t mean anything by it.”
Evelyn just nodded, breathing deeply and letting the emotion in her chest dissolve.
“Well, if that’s where you were, then maybe you don’t know.
“The bone wall we’ve been driving along was built by our government, trying to keep the raiders out. No one knows where all the bodies came from, but it stretches all the way from San Diego to Houston.”
That’s fifteen hundred miles from San Diego to Houston … maybe fifteen skeletons every three to four feet to build it that high … Dear God, there are thirty to forty million people’s worth of bones in that wall. Evelyn wiped a lonely tear from her cheek and looked at Ollie, shocked at the grisly reality her unstoppable mathematical mind had revealed. A moment later, she closed her mouth, realizing it was hanging open.
“It was supposed to intimidate the raiders, I guess, but it didn’t work. Only pissed people off all the more, and in the end, it didn’t stop them from beating us back.
“The border’s a few hundred miles north of here now. This may be Texas, Evie, but it sure as hell ain’t the United States anymore.”



ANNOYED
“You really don’t have a gun, do you?”
Evelyn looked at Ollie. For the past thirty minutes, she had been looking out of the side of the truck as San Antonio grew in her view. For the most part, if there had been a war in this area, it didn’t seem to have been too destructive. Most of the buildings she had seen were still standing, and those that weren’t didn’t have a look about them that said it was the war that had caused their demise. And if this land was part of Mexico again, as it had been once, centuries ago, it didn’t look any different to her than she thought it might have ten or twenty years ago.
“No, I really don’t have a gun,” Evelyn replied uneasily, as if saying she was defenseless made it more real. “Why?”
“Well, it’s just that most places in the borderlands aren’t all that safe for pretty girls.”
Pretty? Evelyn felt her cheeks start to blush, and she swallowed hard as if that might help keep it from happening. The unexpected compliment, even if it was in the context of him worrying she might be killed or worse, caught her off guard, and she felt her heart thump against her ribs.
“Don’t worry about me, Ollie; I can take care of myself,” she heard herself say, trying to sound tougher than she felt and realizing she may have pulled it off had her voice not cracked on the first syllable.
Ollie grinned and chuckled. “I have no doubt about that, but still, I wish you’d stick close until we find your brother. When I say it isn’t safe, I mean it. A girl looks like you and she’ll vanish in a heartbeat. I can’t live with that.”
Evelyn smiled and nodded, feeling her cheeks warm even more. “Sure, Ollie, thanks.” She glanced down at Tillie and realized her eye was open again, a little grin in the corners of her mouth.
“I think he’s sweet on you,” she whispered.
Evelyn felt her face blush and was sure it was as red as the stop sign they had just passed.
Tillie tried to laugh, no doubt seeing how embarrassed Evelyn had grown at the unexpected attention, and immediately started hacking weakly on the back of her hand.
“Thanks for calling me out, sis. When you’re feeling better, I’ll make sure you pay for that,” he said quickly, patting her ankle.
Evelyn looked back at Tillie as her cough calmed and her wince faded back into a grin. “It’s okay, Evie, I can’t hardly blame him,” she said with a weak wink. “If I was a boy, I’d be hitting on you too.”
Evelyn covered her mouth with her hand, unsure for a moment what to say, and then cocked her eyebrow at Tillie as she lowered her hand. “And I bet it’s pretty annoying having your older brothers chasing all the boys off. It’s obvious they’re a little overprotective.”
Evelyn saw the grin grow on Tillie’s face. Even sick, and probably closer to death than she realized, she had a simple beauty about her, and Evelyn knew her confidence and strength only added to it.
“You’re damn right about that,” Ollie said under his breath. 
Evelyn looked up just in time to catch his eye roll and just barely heard the giggle from Tillie, unencumbered by sickness and maybe remembering seemingly lighter days, which brought a tear to Ollie’s eye a moment later.
Evelyn was touched, and she felt a twinge in her heart. She knew there was little chance the healer they were seeking was going to be able to help Tillie, but she couldn’t help but hope that maybe he did have a miracle in him somewhere, saved up just for her.
“When you’re feeling better, Tillie, we’ll see if we can find a couple of cute boys … just to drive your brothers crazy.”
Tillie breathed out a laugh, and then, as if she had again tapped every ounce of strength she had in the conversation, she fell asleep, a grin on her face.
Evelyn looked up at Ollie and noticed he had a crooked grin on his face, just like Joseph’s. She smiled quickly and then felt another twinge in her chest at the thought of the boy she loved, light-years away and probably forgetting all about her in the arms of another girl. Evelyn felt her smile fade and she looked away.
The truck rolled into a gas station, the pumps guarded by three men. They were all wearing jeans, long-sleeve and mostly threadbare ropers, and hats—presumably to keep the sun off their skin, but Evelyn couldn’t imagine how hot they must be. She looked up into the faded blue sky, the sun glaring on every surface, and realized it was probably over ninety degrees already.
Tanner guided the truck to stop just in front of the men. The temperature seemed to spike with each passing second, the truck having come to a full stop without a breath of breeze blowing anywhere. Even the dust that had been kicked up from the tires seemed bored with the stillness and settled back in the spots it came from.
The older of the three men stepped toward the truck. “Y’all lookin’ for fuel?”
Tanner leaned across Malcolm’s lap. “Yeah. We ain’t got cash though, but maybe somethin’ fer trade.”
“What d’ya got?”
“What d’ya need?”
The wrinkles in the man’s brow grew as he got a thoughtful look on his face. He tipped the brim of his hat up, seeming to take in as much of the truck and what was in it as he could.
He stepped around to the bed, and even though Evelyn had her back to him, she could see his expression in the back glass of the truck. Evelyn figured he hadn’t seen many fair-skinned blonds lately, because his eyes kept gravitating back to her. She didn’t know if she should laugh or shudder at his leering, though, but she figured if he tried anything, Ollie would make sure he regretted it.
“Not sure I see nothin’ I need,” the man said, stepping back around to the passenger’s side window.
“No?” Tanner answered. “How ‘bout some bullets …? Think I could part with a few.”
At this, Evelyn saw Ollie wince, as if he was irritated that his brother would offer such a thing.
“Yeah? What caliber?”
“Forty-five.”
“Hmm,” the man said, bringing his hand up to his chin, clearly thinking about what they were worth. “I’ll give ya two gallons fer six.”
“I’ll give you six fer six gallons.”
“Naw, can’t do that,” the man said, shaking his head. “Too rich.” He paused for a second. “Can’t do any better than three gallons fer six. Take it or leave it.”
“Done.”
Evelyn watched as Malcolm dug around in his pocket and withdrew six brassy bullets, handing them to the man through the window. The man held one up to his eye, squinting at it, and then hefted it in his hand, checking the weight. “Give ’em the gas, son,” he called over his shoulder.
One of the younger men by the pump grabbed the pump handle and stepped closer to the truck. Evelyn hadn’t realized it, but the tank was just on the other side of the wall of the truck bed she was leaning against, and as the young man approached, she felt the hair raising up on the nape of her neck, realizing he was getting a little closer than he needed. She watched his reflection in the glass as he unscrewed the cap and put the nozzle in the tank, clearly paying more attention to her neck and shoulder and whatever else he thought he might strain to see than to his duties. 
A moment passed, and Evelyn felt a heat build in her chest, growing tired of being ogled by these men. Without thinking, she snapped her head around.
“Are you getting an eyeful?” she asked, staring him straight in the eye. “I think that look’s gotta be worth at least another gallon.”
The young man’s face flushed, clearly embarrassed, and he took a step back. A moment later, the man’s father burst out with a lighthearted laugh, bending over at the hip and catching himself with his hands on his knees. “I’d say it was worth at least that much, miss, but the look on his face right now’s got to be worth at least one more.”
At this, Ollie, Tanner, and Malcolm all burst out laughing, as did the man’s other son, and the ogler’s face grew even redder as he stomped off toward the station. Even Tillie managed a weak laugh along with everyone else.
Evelyn looked at Ollie, who was giving her a grin and a look that said every bit of “oh damn!” She couldn’t help herself and started to laugh too, looking down at her hands and stretching out her fingers, which she had only then realized had been balled into fists. Feeling the blood flow back into her fingertips, she looked up, still smirking and enjoying the laughter around her.
The older man stepped closer to the truck to top off the gas and then pulled the pump handle free, placing it back in the pump. Coming around the side of the truck again, Evelyn watched him as he squared his shoulders to her, apparently so he could look her in the eye.
“My son sure as hell deserved every bit a what ya served ’im up, miss, but I’ll ask ya to forgive him anyway. We don’t see many girls like you ’round here,” he added, tipping his hat brim to her. “An’ I’ll beg your pardon for lookin’ a little too close myself, but I can’t shake the feelin’ that I’ve seen ya somewhere before.”
Evelyn smiled, realizing that he was probably thinking of Jane. Evelyn had Jane’s genes and looked very much like a younger version of her. Because of her father’s celebrity as a businessman, Jane had grown up in the public view. It had been years since they left, and most people probably didn’t care about rich people or their problems, but still, Jane was beautiful and she stood out and people recognized her. Evelyn didn’t need that kind of attention, though. She just wanted to find Tate and hide.
“That’s okay, I get that a lot,” she said, and a moment later the man shrugged his shoulders, apparently satisfied that he was going to know all he was about the matter.
“I gave ya an extra gallon,” he said, walking around to the driver’s window. “It’s all I can spare, but I think you’re gonna need it. Noticed your passenger in the back looks like she’s doin’ none too well. Y’all are lookin’ fer the Healer, ain’t ya?”
“That’s right,” Tanner said. “Know where we can find ’im?”
“No,” the man said, crinkling his brow, “but I heard talk he’s down by the mission where the river crosses into town. Jus’ follow this road til ya get ta pavement, an’ then turn south on county road nineteen. If your tank wasn’t too dry when ya rolled up, I think four gallons will just about get ya there. Just make sure ya coast a little on the downhills. Sorry I can’t do more.”
“You done enough,” Tanner said. “Thanks.”
The older man stepped back from the truck, and Evelyn heard Tanner grind the transmission into gear. Slowly the truck pulled away from the pump, and as it did, the old man, not having taken his eyes off Evelyn since they started to pull away, tipped his hat to her and smiled.
Evelyn couldn’t help but smile, and in a completely unexpected gesture, she lifted her fingers to her lips and blew the man a kiss. It wasn’t often she was flattered by men, and despite his roughness, he had at least shown her the courtesy of being respectful.
“Damn, now I have two girls I’m gonna have to fight for.”
Evelyn looked at Ollie and saw the smile on his face. Letting the smile grow across hers, she blew him a kiss too.



VISITOR
Evelyn couldn’t believe her luck. Not only had she caught a ride with Ollie, which had saved her days in the desert and a lot of aches and pains, but now it also seemed the Healer was in the general vicinity of where she knew her brother had been just a day before. If he hadn’t left, which would create a whole new set of problems for her, she figured she may not have to stray too far from her newly acquainted benefactor to find Tate.
Feeling good about where things were going, Evelyn leaned against the wall of the truck bed and let the breeze cool her face.
“I keep thinking about what you said … and all the questions you were asking about the treatments for Tillie.”
Evelyn turned to look at Ollie. His face was relaxed, but his eyes told her he was worrying about something.
“You seem to know a lot about things like that, and I don’t get the sense you think the Healer is for real.”
Evelyn looked down at Tillie quickly. She seemed to be asleep again, but a more pained expression was on her face, like she was deep in a nightmare, struggling to make her way through it.
“I don’t know what to think, Ollie,” she said, and she knew she really didn’t. Everything she knew told her that when it came to things like this, most men were selling nothing but snake oil. She had a suspicion that this healer was no different and that there was little he was going to do to help Tillie. Without proper medical treatment, Evelyn knew it was going to take nothing short of a miracle for her to live, and even if she did, there was probably so much damage done by the radiation, she may forever be battling sickness. Her mind was not telling her anything she wanted to relay to Ollie, or Tillie for that matter, but then she remembered something Joseph told her about Tate.
As a child, Tate had suffered a horrible sickness—one that had nearly killed him and left him completely debilitated. The nanites Mr. Philips’s research team had injected into Tate’s spinal fluid had repaired most of the damage, though, carving their way through scar tissue in his brain and reconnecting neural pathways so his body and mind worked perfectly again.
Years later, when Tate was working in the orphanage, Joseph had come to him on the playground, unable to keep up with his friends because of his own nerve problems, which made it hard for him to walk. He was apparently feeling very down in the moment about it, and he asked Tate if he thought he might ever be able to walk normally, just like the other boys. What Tate told Joseph then had impacted him enough that he never forgot it.
Evelyn glanced back up at Ollie. “My brother says that all healing comes from God. I can’t say if the Healer is for real or not, but you said you were taking it on faith that he could help. I’d say that gives your sister as good a chance as any.”
Ollie sat quietly for a moment, and then Evelyn watched as the smile returned to his eyes, clearly appreciative that she hadn’t told him something that would have caused him to lose all hope.
“What are you going to do when you find your brother?”
Evelyn wasn’t exactly sure, and she still hadn’t given the matter enough thought. Thoughts began to swirl in her mind.
Tate had never seen her in person, other than for the few moments they were running from the orphanage in Ironhead six years ago. And he probably didn’t even know that the ten-year-old blond he saw then was her, as he had only known her to be artificial intelligence up until that moment. So before she even got to the horrible news of her being responsible for Jane’s death in a fiery explosion, she was certain she was going to have to work through the shock of him realizing that she was actually flesh and blood.
Six years’ worth of memories flooded her brain, and she felt her pulse quicken at the thought of all she had to share with Tate, and then she shook her head, trying to snap herself back into the moment. Putting her hands up to her forehead, she rested her elbows on her knees, and then she remembered Tate was a priest. If anyone will forgive me for what I have done, maybe he will.
“I really don’t know,” she said. “I’ve been gone a long time. He’s not expecting me, and he’s not going to recognize me, and I have some things I have to tell him that are going to hurt him.” Evelyn felt a tear start in her eye.
Ollie was quiet for a moment. “That may be, but he’s your brother. If it’s one thing I know, family takes care of family. He won’t let you down.”
“Honestly, I’m more worried I’m going to let him down.”
“That’s how I know you’re gonna be fine … Like I said, family takes care of family.”
Evelyn looked up from her hands and gave Ollie a half-hearted smile. She appreciated his sentiments, but she wasn’t so sure he was right.
The truck had been rolling into the outskirts of an industrial district for about ten minutes, and Evelyn knew they were getting close. She closed her eyes for a moment, concentrating on activating her nanites to receive signals. She wasn’t going to let them connect to anything electronic, but she figured if Tate was close by, her nanites might pick up on the beacon emitting from his, and she might find him faster. It was a long shot, she figured, as she would have to be within a hundred yards of him to feel him, and in the meantime, her senses were going to be on overload, filtering though the radio frequencies around her. It was a small price to pay, though, and if it gave her even the slightest edge in finding Tate, she was going to take it.
As soon as she activated her nanites, she felt an immediate surge, the itch running up her spine as the nanites quickly filtered and disregarded the frequencies around her. Her muscles tensed, and thoughts and images from deep in her mind swirled around, agitating her brain and making her body feel restless, crampy, and sick. Evelyn forced her mind to race to catch up and dominate the scattered fragments of noise that overwhelmed her, and then she pushed the hum out of her head. She didn’t know how long she could go on like this—maybe a few hours at best—but she hoped she wouldn’t have to, that her luck would hold out and she would find Tate sooner than later.
“Hey, you okay?”
Evelyn opened her eyes to see Ollie looking at her strangely, the way someone looks at someone else when they think they’re about to be sick. She fidgeted in her spot for a second, forcing the grimace from her face. 
“Yeah, I’m fine,” she answered with a weak smile betraying the way she really felt.
Ollie raised his eyebrows in apparent disbelief.
“Well, I will be fine, just give me a minute,” she added.
The truck bumbled along the dirt road into town, and Evelyn noticed the adobe buildings looked no worse for wear. Again she wondered if the war had really taken a toll on any of the cities, because the buildings, while old, looked strong enough to stand—for the most part. The people who were out also didn’t seem to be noticeably shaken, but they were clearly in poverty, wearing well-worn and sometimes threadbare clothes. It was as if the Texas she had seen in pictures had devolved to a time three hundred years earlier and had become a third-world version of what it had been.
Ollie, apparently still a little edgy, maybe not ready to accept that life in the borderlands may be simple but not all that dangerous, sat forward, his eyes darting across the buildings and people, looking for something to set off his alarms. After a few minutes of looking, though, Evelyn watched as even he seemed to relax a little.
“I stand by what I said, Evie. It doesn’t look too sketchy around here, but don’t go wandering off at night or down any of these alleyways … and you better keep your head down if you see any of those NCG thugs.”
“NCG?”
“Damn, Evie, you have been gone a while. NCG. National Civilian Guard. President Coleson, that sonofabitch, recruited thousands of them a few years back, right at the start of the war. Not sure what kind of mind-smash they went through in their training, but they’re tough bastards and they’re all kinds of violent. If you cross paths with them, you have serious problems. They may not be down here anymore, given the war’s over, but they’re all over up north. Just promise me you won’t mess with them. They’re known to just shoot people for kicks, especially if they get the impression you’re an insurgent or pissed off at the government.”
Evelyn felt her eyes widen, and she nodded. “Oh damn.”
Ollie smirked. “Oh damn is right.”
Not a second later, Evelyn felt a different kind of tingle, like the start of a sizzle in her brain, and then it settled down to a soft purr in the back of her mind. Evelyn held her breath and looked around. It had to be Tate.
Evelyn whipped her head around. “Ollie, I have to get out here. This is the place.”
“What? Did you see your brother?”
“No, but I recognize the area from the pictures I saw,” she lied, not feeling like she had time to explain. “He’s around here. I know it.”
Ollie slapped his hand on the side of the bed. “Hey, Tanner, hold up … Evie’s getting out here.”
Tanner pulled the truck to the side of the street. Evelyn grabbed her pack, stood, and started to swing a leg over the back of the truck.
“Just hold here. I’ll be back in a few minutes,” Ollie added, clearly still talking to Tanner.
Evelyn looked at him, surprised, and then hopped down to the dusty asphalt. “You can’t go with me. You have your sister to take care of.”
“Well, I can’t just let you wander off alone, especially after all we’ve been through,” he said, grinning.
Evelyn laughed. “Look, Ollie, I appreciate it. Really … it’s an incredibly nice gesture, but you should go.”
Ollie furrowed his brow. “I just don’t feel right about it, leaving you here.”
Evelyn looked around and realized it probably wasn’t a great idea for her to be wandering around alone in a strange town, which was no longer America, when she hadn’t spent more than twenty-four hours on Earth in the past six years.
“Okay,” she said after thinking for a moment. “We’re probably not too far from the mission. I bet it’s just a few miles from here, and from what the man at the gas station said, it should be on this road. I’ll look around for my brother for a while, and whether I find him or not, I’ll come down to the mission before it gets dark.”
A mischievous grin crept across Ollie’s face. “I just knew you wanted to see me again.”
Evelyn couldn’t help her smile from growing.
Ollie spun around and sat back down in the bed, slapping the side. “We’re good, Tanner. Let’s go,” he said, only glancing halfway at the cab, not fully taking his eyes off Evelyn. As the truck started to pull away, he looked back at Evelyn, his expression getting more serious.
“If I don’t see you before it gets dark, I’m coming to look for you.”
As the truck growled off, Evelyn gave him a half wave, letting the smile slowly fade, and she stepped onto the broken concrete sidewalk. The street was lined with older buildings, most of which still had the glass in the windows, and there were people wandering about, though Evelyn suspected the heat had already chased most people indoors.
The hum was still in the back of her head, and her first instinct was to close her eyes and concentrate on the sensation, as if that might help her to feel the direction it was coming from better. Quickly she knocked the idea out of her mind. A young woman who stood out like she did—pale and blond—would only be inviting trouble by drawing more attention to herself.
Evelyn pulled her cap down a little further and started walking. She figured she would just walk, and if the feeling got stronger, she’d know she was heading in the right direction.
Evelyn hiked her pack higher on her shoulders. It was still heavy, as she hadn’t had time to drink much of her water or eat anything yet, and then she realized how hungry she had grown. As if to remind her further of her failure to take care of the essentials, her stomach growled. Not a second later, she smelled the salty sizzle of meat and the sweet smell of corn as it teased her nostrils. There wasn’t any question about where the smell was coming from. Just a few storefronts down, she could see occasional billows of steam and smoke rising from an alley.
As she approached and got a better look, she realized the alley was actually only an alley for about ten yards before it opened up into a large courtyard full of vendors selling everything from scraps of cloth and clothing to eggs and fresh produce. Toward the back, she could see the source of the smoke was a group of tents in the corner with tables and chairs covered by a pale-pink-and-gray awning. Maybe it was a restaurant, but given the makeshift nature of the whole marketplace, Evelyn doubted it was anything extravagant. Even so, the smell of fresh corn and roasting chilies was enough to make her feel dizzy. Without thinking another second about it, she found her legs were bravely carrying her into the commotion.
With so few people out on the street, Evelyn was a little surprised at how many people were in the market, but she figured it might have something to do with the awnings and the welcome relief of shade they gave from the midday sun, which was directly overhead.
Evelyn kept to the shadows, more out of a desire to keep cool than because she was worried about the crowd, and as she made her way back to the grill, she didn’t get the feeling anyone even noticed her.
Ducking under the last awning and stepping closer to the grill, Evelyn was completely unprepared, overwhelmed by her senses. The sizzle of searing meat. The waves of heat coaxing beads of sweat from her brow. The billowing pungent sweetness of chilies and corn, and the chaos of the men dancing behind the grill as they threw all of the amazing things in front of her onto tortillas, handing them across the glass partition to the gathering crowd. Having spent her whole life on Vista, Evelyn’s experience with food had been tame, predictable, boring. This was like nothing she had ever experienced before, and as she stood in front of the glass, staring in awe at the wonders before her, two things occurred to her. First, she could spend the rest of her life on Earth and never come close to experiencing all of the wonders the planet had to offer. Second, she was probably going to let the wonder of the street taco pass her by as she knew she didn’t have even a dollar to buy one.
“Jane?”
In hearing her sister’s name, Evelyn froze, holding her breath. Letting a few seconds pass, she turned slowly on her heels to see who had said it.
About ten feet away from her, a man stood, leaning a little at the hip, with a confused or curious expression on his face, Evelyn couldn’t discern which. He was tall and thin, his short hair was starting to turn gray at the temples, and as was the case with the majority of the people she had seen so far, his skin was weathered and sun-damaged, making him look a little older than he was.
Evelyn immediately recognized him. It was Tate.
In her ravenous search for food, Evelyn had completely tuned out the hum of Tate’s beacon in her head, which she now realized was so profound it was drowning out her ability to think. Evelyn’s mouth wouldn’t work, and even if she could figure out how to open it, she had completely lost her train of thought. She had no idea what to say.
Tate looked at her for a few moments, his expression shifting subtly, seemingly from being confused, then to the spark of a hopefulness in his eyes, and finally to a reluctant acceptance, perhaps, that he was wrong.
“I’m sorry, miss,” he said, the flicker of a smile fading faster from his eyes than from his lips. “I just … I can’t … I thought you were someone I knew. Sorry to bother you,” he added.
Evelyn watched him walk toward the tables in the back, his once-black but now-faded T-shirt hanging off his shoulders. He sat with his back to her, and though she could see he had a plate of food from the grill on the table in front of him, he seemed preoccupied, poking a straw into his glass and staring into seeming nothingness.
Evelyn couldn’t move, and she felt like someone was twisting her heart in her chest as she watched Tate. He had recognized her, or rather, he had recognized Jane’s DNA in her, and the flickering hopefulness in his eyes that she might be Jane was torturing her, especially because she knew Tate would never see Jane again. The conversation she knew she had to have with Tate—the reason she had traveled light-years to find him—seemed impossible to her, and for a moment, with a lump forming in her chest, she thought about turning, running, and never looking back.
A thousand years seemed to pass. Knowing she had to move, Evelyn swallowed hard and forced her feet forward. Another thousand years seemed to pass as Evelyn walked around the tables, and then stepped quietly to his side.
“Tate,” she heard herself say.
Snapping out of his fog, Tate turned to look at her and the hopeful smile returned to his eyes. Then his brow furrowed, clearly unable to explain the resemblance of the girl in front of him to his sister, who obviously should have been older.
He leaned back in his chair, the plastic creaking under the weight of his back, and a quirky smile emerged. A moment later, he slowly stood.
“Jane?” he asked.
“No, Tate. It’s me—Evelyn.”



DOPPELGÄNGER
Before Evelyn was a person—when she had just been artificial intelligence—she had struggled to understand many things about people, but chief among her questions had been why people were so slow to process new information. As fast as her computer brain was then, she knew the human mind was faster, and it wasn’t even on the same scale of fast. If her super-fast processors were like a racehorse tearing across a field at full gallop, the human mind was like a shuttle flying overhead at Mach 3. Strangely, though, most people used about as much of the horsepower in their brain as the horse, while it was taking a nap, and the disconnect would often suck Evelyn into days of swirling rumination trying to comprehend why people would choose to be so dumb when they had it within themselves to be extraordinary.
Then one day, she had skin and bones and muscle tissue, and knobby knees, and a training bra, and hormones, and acne, and insecurities, and it made sense why it seemed people were so slow to process data. It didn’t take her long to realize that even her fastest ideas were encumbered with emotions, no matter how small or fleeting the thought, and the emotion triggered by the thought made the thought inefficient. Remembering back on her first days in the lab with her body, free from the purely mechanical world of semiconductors and memory chips, this was the hardest of all her adjustments to make. She no longer had the ability to process data to a conclusion, efficiently, without emotion. Emotion was there, and it was exhilarating and terrifying at the same time. It was as if, one day, she saw the door at the end of the hallway, and she walked to it and through it without care, and the next day, she saw the same door, wondered what was on the other side, worried it might be a monster, realized monsters didn’t exist, wondered if she was a monster, realized she was a girl, wondered why she was a girl and not a young woman, realized she might never become a young woman if she went through the door and a monster was on the other side, and then threw a smoke grenade in her path just so she wouldn’t have to watch if the monster—which didn’t exist—tried to eat her. 
Above all, she realized it was exhausting being human, and very quickly she understood another facet of being human, which had stumped her until then: the need for sleep, and what a blessing of the cosmos it was to occasionally sleep in.
And so, as the expression on Tate’s face morphed and mulled and struggled over what seemed an eternity, Evelyn waited—patiently, but feeling her breathing getting thinner all the same—for Tate’s brain to actually grasp what he was seeing. Then it seemed to click.
“It’s you … the girl at the orphanage, the night we escaped.”
Evelyn smiled.
“Is it really you?”
She nodded. “Yeah.”
Tate stared, and then his knees buckled as he fell back into his plastic seat. His hands went quickly to his mouth, and Evelyn watched as he quietly heaved out a sigh and his eyes filled with tears.
Evelyn didn’t know what was going through his mind, and she found herself sitting in the seat at the table next to him a moment later. She didn’t dare to touch him, so she sat and stared, her hands in her lap, and she prayed she would know what to say.
“I thought … I thought all of you were dead,” he said, wiping away his tears and working up a smile through his crinkling chin. “The reports the day you all left were that Vista exploded … they even showed video of it. At first, I didn’t want to believe it, but then the years went by and I didn’t hear from any of you, and I figured … well, I figured maybe for once the government was telling the truth.
“But you made it.”
“We did,” Evelyn said, clearing her throat, thankful it was a question she could answer simply but also knowing it would lead rapidly to things she didn’t want to tell him. “It took a lot longer than I thought it would. Part of the Leap
Frog was damaged as we were leaving, but that’s a whole other story.”
“And now you’re back? So, is Jane here too? Or my parents?” he asked, looking around the market as if he might see them.
Evelyn felt like her windpipe was constricting further with each question. She swallowed hard and looked at her hands. As her eyes filled with tears, she realized she couldn’t do it, she couldn’t say it. There was too much hope in his eyes. All she could do was shake her head slowly, wishing it was Jane in her seat instead of her.
“No,” she managed to say in barely a whisper.
A moment later, Evelyn felt Tate’s hand on hers. He didn’t say anything for a while, and then in a tone lighter than Evelyn expected, he finally spoke.
“They didn’t make it, did they?”
They did, Tate. We all did. It was incredible! We found a new home. A beautiful home on a beautiful planet. One with mountains that can look down on any here on Earth. And a lake as big as the Black Sea. And skies the color of ice just before it breaks free from a glacier. We found the perfect home, and after we landed, the people named the town after your family, for all they did, and for all they sacrificed.
And Jane? She found the love she deserved. You know she was going to be married? To Marcus even. And there couldn’t have been a more perfect couple in all of history. They were wonderful together, and the family they deserved to have … well, they deserved to have it all.
But that didn’t happen. They don’t get to have it all. They don’t get to live happily ever after. There is no light at the end of their tunnel, because I blew it all to hell.
“No, they didn’t make it,” she said, a little louder this time. It was a small lie, another sin she would ask forgiveness for later—forgiveness she was sure she didn’t deserve.
Evelyn felt him squeeze her hand, but he didn’t speak, and while she felt like all she needed was a little prick and she would erupt into a storm cloud of tears, she didn’t hear Tate sobbing inconsolably at the news of his family “not making it.”
She felt the lump in her throat shrink and her shoulders relax. Maybe she was expecting a torrent of emotion from her brother, maybe not, but she had certainly expected his disappointment to be profound. If he was upset, he didn’t seem to be showing it, and the judgement she had imagined feeling didn’t appear to be coming.
Evelyn looked up at Tate. His brow was smooth, and there was a sadness in his eyes, but it wasn’t the sadness that comes from losing someone you love as much as it was the sadness that comes from watching someone else suffer. She withdrew a hand from his, leaving the warmth behind, and wiped a welling tear from her eye.
“You’re not sad?” she asked simply, unsure how to really express her question.
Tate cocked his head, stretching his face a little to let his eyes soak up the tears that were forming. “Honestly, I’m not sure how I feel. But I buried my family years ago. I had a hard time with it for a long time, though … not knowing what had happened to them, but eventually, I had to let them go. I guess I have some distance from it now. It doesn’t look like you do, though.”
Evelyn shook her head slowly.
“I’m sorry, Evelyn. I know I can’t say much to make you feel better right now—believe me, I’ve had a lot of experience with this—but try to take some consolation in knowing Jane is with our Father in Heaven … We’ll see her again, one day.”
It was one of the things that held Jane together and pissed her off at the same time—Tate’s faith. It seemed unflappable. Even after Evelyn had obviously reopened the wound, he just seemed to have a certainty about where she was and that he would see her again, which was awesome, foolish, faithful, childish—childlike. Evelyn wanted to believe, and she did. She believed Jane was in Heaven. What she wasn’t so sure about was whether she would make it there herself.
“Thanks, Tate. I hope we do.”
Tate leaned back in his seat. “Look, you can tell me more about it later if you want. We don’t have to talk about it now.”
Evelyn nodded, and she sat back in her seat.
“You look hungry. Have you eaten anything?”
“No, I haven’t had any time.”
“Wait here.”
Tate stood and walked over to the grill, and after a friendly exchange with the dark-skinned man behind the counter, Tate returned with a paper plate with three foil-wrapped tacos and a paper cup full of something watery and pale pink.
“Eat these. You’ll feel better.”
Evelyn smiled. “Thanks,” she said as she eagerly peeled the foil away, hardly getting it, or her fingers, out of the way before she had the taco stuffed into her mouth. Her tongue exploded with sensation—the tartness of lime, the salty, crumbly cheese, the bite of the chilies. She couldn’t believe she could taste so many things at once. It was enough to make her completely forget her manners. As she voraciously stuffed another much too big bite of the taco in her mouth, she looked up. Tate still hadn’t taken his eyes off her. He had a quirky smile creeping across his face as he watched her tear into her taco like a hyena into some unfortunate prey.
“You’re staring,” she said through a mouthful of food, barely getting the back of her hand up to cover her mouth.
Tate shook his head and chuckled. “Oh yeah, sorry about that. I just can’t get over how much you look like Jane. It’s like you’re her … just younger.”
Evelyn tried to chew faster, swallowed quicker than she would have liked, and nearly choked. She grabbed her drink and took a sip—a watery watermelon drink that may have been the most refreshing thing she had ever tasted—and then wiping her mouth with a paper napkin, she tried to pull herself together enough to regain her manners.
“I have her DNA. The scientists in your dad’s lab used Jane’s DNA when they made me.”
Tate sat back in his chair. He still hadn’t touched his food, but he sipped his drink. “I just know I’m going to love this story,” he said, smiling.
Evelyn smiled. “There’s not much to tell, really. Your dad knew a long time ago that if I was going to continue to exist, I was going to need a body … There’s only so much you can do with semiconductors. He knew it before I knew it, or even wanted it, frankly, but he didn’t want me to be some sort of robot that nobody could relate to. So he put a research team together, they took Jane’s DNA, used cloning technology and growth hormones, and voila, I’m here,” Evelyn added with a flourish.
Tate chuckled. “But how did you get in there?” he asked, gesturing lightly to her head.
“Oh, well that’s a little harder to explain,” Evelyn started, and then paused for a second to think.
“When my body was growing, the researchers put the nanites in me early, and they threaded throughout my body and into my growing brain. For you, the nanites were programmed to break down the scar tissue in your brain, and then to help your brain transmit the signals to the rest of your body that weren’t getting through.
“For me, the nanites were programmed to amplify the learning process. They took the information in the databanks of my artificial intelligence and relayed it into my rapidly growing live brain, and they packaged the information in a way the neurons in our brains remember things. After a year … after my body had grown enough, my brain had absorbed everything I was, and when they disconnected the growth hormones and woke me up, I was me.
“In some ways, we’re a lot alike, Tate. We both have nanites that help make our bodies run better, but mine were implanted early enough that they taught me to learn faster than normal people. Though, honestly, sometimes I wonder if I’m actually using any of my brain at all with some of the stupid things I do.”
Tate nearly spat his drink back into his cup, obviously caught off guard by his laugh, which had come out of nowhere.
Recovering, he wiped his mouth and set down his cup. “You know, you sound a lot like her. Jane was always really hard on herself too. She never wanted to cut herself any slack at all. You two could be sisters … or twins even,” he said, nodding as the thought occurred.
Maybe an evil twin … probably more like her doppelgänger.
Wait … that’s it! Doppelgänger Girl … She can control computers with her mind, she has super-intelligence and super-healing, but rather than using her superpowers for good, she uses them to destroy her nearly perfect sister and the rest of her family. That settles it … I’m not a superhero, I’m a super-villain.
You’re a priest, Tate. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll perform an exorcism and send me back to the new world before I blow you up too.
“Yeah, something like that.”
“So, I guess that means you’re my sister too.”
Evelyn smiled again and shrugged her shoulder. “Yeah, maybe a sister of equal or lesser value,” she said through a smirk.
“I don’t agree with you being lesser, but the sister part I’ll accept.”
“Thanks, Tate,” she said. For a moment, the torrent of self-berating thoughts flitting though her mind stopped, and for the first time ever, she knew what it felt like to be a girl who was getting to have lunch with her charming and handsome big brother.



DELIVERED
Evelyn crumpled up the foil from her last taco and dropped it on her plate. It took her less than two minutes to eat the remaining two, and as she looked up at Tate, the look of shock on his face was enough to make her giggle.
“I’m sorry,” she said, still trying to swallow and feeling her face blush at the attention. “I was really hungry.”
“I gathered that.”
“And I don’t have any money.”
“I figured that too.”
“Thanks again for lunch,” she added, now feeling a little self-conscious at making such a pig of herself.
“You’re welcome, Evelyn—”
“Evie … My friends call me Evie.”
Tate smiled. “I’m happy you have friends, Evie.”
Evelyn quirked the corner of her mouth and her eyebrow. It seemed a strange thing for someone to say—to be happy she had friends—but then it occurred to her that the last he knew, she was just artificial intelligence. What does a computer need with friends?
“Actually, I really only have one friend, and he calls me Evie, but I’m not so sure he’s still talking to me after the way I left.”
“He?” Tate asked with a loop of mischief in his tone and in his eyes.
Evelyn felt the blood rush into her face, and she couldn’t help the smile from forming.
“Yeah, Joseph actually,” she said, hoping that Tate might find some happiness in hearing one of his orphans was okay.
“Joseph, really? Looks like he may be more than just a friend.”
“Yeah, I mean no, I mean … I don’t really know,” she stammered. “He was always my friend. He’s my best friend … He’s really my only friend. But I think I really messed things up. He’s probably moved on to someone else by now.”
Tate leaned in closer, the mischief leaving his expression, and a calm spreading over his face. Evelyn was startled at how quickly he seemed to go from being brother to priest, and she froze.
“Evie, I’m a pretty good judge of character. I’m not supposed to have favorites, but in the orphanage, I knew there was something special about Joseph. He doesn’t just move on, and I can say with certainty that there are few people in the world who are as special as you are. It sounds like you and Joseph are important to one another … whatever’s going on, you’ll work it out.”
Evelyn smiled and felt a flutter in her heart, but not a second later, she had doubts, remembering Joseph walking off to the garden with Misha and knowing that girl wasn’t going to give up on him very easily.
“Yeah … I hope you’re right,” she said, and was shocked to hear herself admit that she really wanted Joseph, even if it meant he might also have to live as an outcast. She remembered the night on the beach and how he had kissed her and the taste of sugar on his lips. It’s his choice. He can choose me, if he wants. I’ll let him … I hope he chooses me.
Evelyn felt a warmth in her chest like she hadn’t known before. It was as if she had just given herself permission to love the boy she loved, and she felt the shudder run all the way down into the soles of her feet. It was perfect—a perfect feeling—if there was such a thing, and she didn’t want it to fade.
But it did as soon as she looked up to see Tate looking over her shoulder, a wrinkled brow and the start of a frown forming.
“What?” Evelyn asked quickly. “What’s the matter?”
“I think I just saw a couple of NCG rangers.”
Evelyn remembered what Ollie had told her about the NCG and how brutal they could be. She whipped her head around to see where Tate was looking and then quickly turned back to him.
“Are we okay?”
“I don’t know,” he replied, and then shifted his glance back to her. “You know about the NCG?”
“Not really, but I heard they aren’t guys you want to mess with.”
Tate’s eyes opened wide. “That’s an understatement,” he added, grabbing her hand and staring into her eyes with a cold enough expression to send chills up her spine. “Listen to me carefully, Evie. If you ever see those guys—even if you just think they’re around—you need to leave. We—you and me,” he added, toggling his hand between them, “but you especially—are not safe when those guys are around.
“I’ll explain more later, but right now, we have to go.”
Tate stood, grabbed Evelyn’s pack, slung it over his shoulder, grabbed her hand, and started pulling her toward the other side of the market, and a narrow alley at the end.
“What do you mean, me especially?” she asked.
“I mean, you’re not safe,” Tate said, obviously paying more attention to where they were going than to what he was saying. 
As they approached the end of the alley, Tate peeked around the corner and down the street. Still having her hand anchored to his, and now to his hip as he pulled her closer, Evelyn took a half step forward to peer around the corner, trying to see the men who had Tate in such a panic.
Evelyn had imagined she might see a couple of men dressed in fatigues or black battle gear, carrying rifles and wearing helmets or armbands or breastplates emblazoned with some sort of NCG insignia. In retrospect, she realized that was foolish—the product of having seen too many news clippings of combat troops—because what she did see wasn’t even close.
About twenty yards out, the two men Tate had identified were still walking away. They were dressed similarly in cargo pants—one tan and the other dark brown—and T-shirts—one black and the other a dark green. Both had close-cropped hair, which was short enough to see their scalps around the sides and back, and was slightly longer on top. But neither wore a uniform, and if Tate hadn’t suspected them of being NCG rangers, she wouldn’t have thought anything about them. Except now that she was looking, she could see what it was that tipped Tate off—it wasn’t what they were wearing so much as how they were carrying themselves.
Evelyn didn’t have to see them up close to know that if it was possible to have negative body fat, these guys were there. Even from twenty yards away, Evelyn could see the muscles in their backs and necks through their T-shirts. It was as if their skin had been stretched too far around their muscles for them to be comfortable, and they walked like it, like they were irritated by it, and even more, like their muscles were so amped and angry that they might spasm at any second and send the men bounding through a brick wall.
Evelyn stared at them for all of three seconds, and then, as if she had just broken a bone, she felt nauseous. The surge of a horrifying aching shudder ran up her spine. The sensation was so deep and penetrating she almost retched, but quickly whipped her body back into the alley, pressing herself against the hot brick of the wall.
Evelyn couldn’t think. Her mind was in a complete panic. Horrible thoughts—her worst nightmares—were projecting into her field of view. She couldn’t breathe, and then one word came into her mind. Nanites.
A second later, she felt a pinch in the back of her mind, she collapsed onto her knees and found Tate kneeling next to her.
“Evelyn, are you okay!”
Her mind started to clear. “Nanites,” she said, and then absently she reached up and grabbed the back of Tate’s head, felt the snap of a spark, and heard him groan.
“What’re you doing?” he said, rubbing the back of his head as she pulled her hand away.
“Are they gone?” she replied, crawling toward the corner of the wall, shaking her head and sucking in air as if that might help the fog in her mind dissipate. 
She peered around the corner. The men were still standing in the same spot, looking around as if they had heard something, and as the seconds passed, Evelyn could see them getting jittery, like they were expecting to get into a fight and were getting more frustrated that it didn’t happen.
The one in the green shirt let out a loud grunt and seemed to tighten every muscle in his body as he did. It was then that Evelyn noticed the bulge at the lower back of both men. They were carrying pistols, but hiding them.
A second later, green shirt shoved black shirt in the shoulder. With reflexes and moves fast enough that Evelyn saw little other than a blur, black shirt rolled his shoulder away and then brought his fist up, punching green shirt in the ribs. It was loud enough that Evelyn could hear it—probably hard enough to have broken the ribs of a normal person. Green shirt grabbed his ribs, danced sideways for a few steps, and laughed.
The men started walking away, and Evelyn leaned back against the wall, glad there weren’t any other people around other than Tate. Her mind started to clear.
“Evelyn … answer me. Are you okay?” Tate said, kneeling next to her.
“Yeah, I think so,” she said, putting her hand to her forehead.
“Tate, those guys are enhanced with some serious tech. I think they have nanites … like you and me, except theirs are … I don’t know … militant … It’s scary. I picked up on the signal. I don’t know where they got them, or who programmed them, but the signal those nanites are emitting is toxic.
“I don’t know how they can live with that tech inside them, Tate. That would drive any normal person insane. It’s no wonder those guys just want to fight. Those nanites are pushing them to be on the edge all the time.”
Evelyn looked up at Tate, realizing she had been rambling. She had a lot of questions, was missing a lot of answers, and she knew most of them weren’t going to help her feel any better.
“What are they doing here, Tate? If they’re part of a U.S. military group, and this isn’t the U.S. anymore, why are they here?”
Tate stood and peered around the corner to make sure the men had left. He offered Evelyn his hand, and she stood, a little shaky but feeling better.
“I don’t know. But it seems like wherever I go, they’re not far behind. It’s why I’ve had to keep moving over the past six years. It doesn’t seem to take more than a few weeks of me being anywhere before I catch sight of guys like them. I thought by coming this far south, I might be rid of them, but it doesn’t look like it.”
“You don’t suppose they’re still looking for you, do you?” she asked, realizing her shoulders were tensing at the thought.
Tate looked around the corner again. “Come on,” he said over his shoulder, waving to her, “I think we’re okay, be we can’t stick around here anymore.”
They walked quickly across the street, dust from the dry day kicking up around their feet. The sun had lazily wandered directly overhead and was beating heat onto every surface. Evelyn felt the dry air draw the moisture out of her breath, and the dust draw it out of her skin as they walked. Maybe if she had been more hydrated, she would have been sweating, but as it was, she could feel the sizzle of the sun frying her shoulders pink through her mostly dry shirt.
“Stay with me,” Tate said as they quickly ducked between a couple of adobe walls.
Moments later, the alley opened to a concrete channel that seemed to go on for miles. Evelyn knew it was an open culvert, which would have been used to channel flash flood waters away from the city, though in the moment, as her lungs felt like chalk and she could feel the life drying out of her skin, she wondered in what world such a thing would have ever been necessary.
Tate stepped quickly down the sloped concrete bank to the open channel below, and Evelyn followed closely. Reaching the bottom, Tate slowed to a walk as Evelyn caught up.
“It’s hot,” he said, barely having to catch his breath after their run down to the channel, “but nobody’ll come down here in the middle of the day. We should be pretty safe.”
Evelyn looked back over her shoulder and realized that from their vantage point, they would be able to see someone from miles away, though she wasn’t sure what they would do exactly, or where Tate thought they would go if they saw anyone.
“You didn’t answer my question, Tate,” she said, having expected him to have said something by now and getting a little irritated by it.
“What?” he asked, giving her a confused look, which quickly changed as he seemed to pick up the trail of their earlier conversation. “Oh yeah … sorry. Is the government still looking for me?”
Tate furrowed his brow as they walked quickly.
“I can’t say for sure,” he started, staring at the ground as they walked, obviously remembering something from his past. “Honestly, I don’t know why they would be. I mean, I know we all escaped from DF-23, which would be reason enough for us to be on the government’s Most Wanted list. But even when we came back to get the kids from the orphanage, nobody knew that I stayed behind.”
Evelyn absently kicked a sludge-covered rock with the tip of her shoe and watched it skip into the stagnant iridescent green water in the center of the culvert. Her mind was going over the events of that morning years ago, and Tate was right. Marcus had been shot in the back trying to get Jane, Joseph, and two of the youngest girls out of the orphanage and onto the shuttle. But just before all the shooting had started, when Tate thought everyone was going to make it safe, he had bolted into the forest. He’d stayed behind because some of his kids from the orphanage were lost, and he knew he couldn’t leave them behind. Evelyn hadn’t seen him leave—she had been trying to stuff a hose in Marcus’s lung to keep him from drowning in his own blood—but she didn’t see how it would have been possible at that early hour for anyone to have seen.
“It seems strange, doesn’t it? As far as anyone knew, you were with us on the shuttle or on Vista, and when we activated the Leap
Frog and left, there is no reason why they should have thought you were anywhere else. The government might have reported to the public that Vista was destroyed and all of its inhabitants killed, but they must have known the truth … that all of us escaped, including you.”
“Right. I tried to go back to the orphanage later, but the soldiers were all over Ironhead. Eventually, I found my boys from the orphanage, and they were safe. They were staying with one of their older brothers on the streets, but I couldn’t take care of them any longer, with no place to stay, and I couldn’t bring them with me. I didn’t want to bring trouble on anyone in Ironhead, and I didn’t want to give the authorities a reason to look for me, so I left town.
“I tried to maintain my life as a priest, but everywhere I went, when I found a church and a community of religious, it didn’t take long for the rangers to show. After a few times of seeing them appear, I began to suspect that I had something to do with them showing up. I couldn’t stand the thought of people getting hurt because of me, so I left the priesthood behind, and I have been wandering ever since.”
Evelyn was stunned. Walking in the dirt with a black T-shirt and jeans and a long day’s worth of stubble on his face, Tate didn’t look any more like a Catholic priest than she did, but she could hardly remember a time when he wasn’t one. “But being a priest is all you ever wanted to do, Tate. You just walked away from it?”
Tate smiled at her. “In a manner of speaking, yes. I left the order, and the routine I had, and I don’t celebrate Mass or pastor a church as I did. But I am still a man of God, Evie. I still keep my vows of poverty and chastity, and I am still in service to Him … I go where He leads me.”
“And He’s leading you down a filthy spillway in hundred-and-ten-degree heat?” Evelyn asked, a smirk running across her lips. “What do you suppose He has in mind, Tate?”
Tate laughed and put his arm around her. For a moment, Evelyn appreciated the fact that her shoulders were getting a break from the blistering heat.
“Well, I don’t know. He doesn’t tell me all that much about what His plans are, so I have to wing it a little … but I suspect I may have overstayed my welcome again. I just need to collect a few of my things.”
Wherever they were headed, Evelyn still couldn’t see any buildings ahead to give her a sense as to how far they had to travel, but they had wandered to the opposite side of the spillway, which had some shade from trees overgrown at the top of the culvert. It was still hot enough that the waves of heat rising off the concrete were making it look like it was simmering, but at least the direct heat of the broiler overhead was blocked.
“Before I forget, I need to tell you something about those rangers, Tate.”
Tate glanced at her briefly. “Okay.”
“I could sense them, and I’m almost sure they could sense us too. I don’t know that they realized it, but I think that’s why they stopped in the street, and maybe that’s why they keep showing up where you are … Maybe they are tracking you or drawn to you somehow. But that might also explain why you’ve been able to stay one step ahead of them too … you sense when they’re around.”
“Well, that’s good to know,” Tate said, an unsure smile creeping across his face.
“Yes, but you won’t be able to do that anymore. I shut down the receivers in my nanites without thinking. It was terrifying feeling the rage in their bodies. I shut off yours too. If they were homing in on you because of the beacon in your nanites, they won’t be able to do it anymore, but you may not be able to sense them anymore either.”
Evelyn looked back at Tate. The furrowed brow had returned, and he seemed deep in thought.
“I just wanted you to know … I didn’t mean to worry you.”
The flash of a smile flickered across Tate’s lips and in his icy-blue eyes—the same eyes Jane had also had. For a moment, Evelyn felt a lump in her throat at the thought she could also lose Tate if those NCG goons ever caught him.
“No, Evie, you didn’t worry me. I was just wondering about something else.”
“What’s that?”
“Why?”
“Why are they looking for you?”
“No … why did God bring you back here to me?”



DECEIVED
Tate was right about there not being anyone, other than themselves, stupid enough to walk in the open during the heat of the day. For thirty minutes, they walked and nearly finished all the water Evelyn had packed, and it wasn’t until they reached a low adobe building with a makeshift sheet-metal roof that Evelyn had any sign of where they were headed.
Mission San Antonio, it read in faded red paint along one long side. As they climbed the crumbling concrete steps out of the culvert, Evelyn couldn’t help but shake her head and laugh.
“What?” Tate asked, taking her hand to help her over a concrete barrier inconveniently situated at the top of the steps.
“I just can’t get over how things seem to be working out.”
“How so?”
Not sure her choices were going to meet with big brother’s approval, Evelyn gave Tate a sidelong glance. “I hitched a ride to get here,” she said. As his eyebrows raised and before he could open his mouth, Evelyn went on. “They were really nice, Tate, don’t worry. Three brothers and their sister. I rode with Ollie and Tillie in the bed of their truck, and they dropped me off near the market where I found you. Ollie didn’t like the idea of leaving me alone in the city—”
“Oh, he didn’t?” Tate interrupted, his disapproving eyebrow cocked in her direction.
“No, he didn’t. He was very gentlemanly … a little rough around the edges, but a really nice guy.”
“Hmm,” Tate replied, not releasing his suspended brow. “Sounds like you have more than one admirer, Evie.”
Evelyn blushed. She knew it was probably self-imposed, but she couldn’t help but feel like she had a spotlight trained on her as she was being scrutinized by her priestly brother. “Yeah—well—maybe,” she stammered. “But I told him—them—I told them that I’d meet them down here at the mission before dark.”
“Well, maybe they aren’t all that bad,” Tate said as the hint of a smirk edged its way across his lips. “If they were coming down to the mission, I’ll wait before I pass judgement on them,” he added.
Stepping to the door, Tate grabbed the old iron handle, and Evelyn couldn’t help but flinch, sure it was going to pull right out of the mostly rotted and completely dried wood if he yanked too hard. Much to her disbelief, it held, and she stepped into the cool, dark room.
It took a moment for Evelyn’s eyes to adjust, but it didn’t take her other senses more than a fraction of a second to know the building was old. The combination of odors from dirt and sweat floated up her nostrils, and weren’t so repulsive as to make her gag but were enough for her to know that bathing wasn’t high on the list of priorities for the people inside. She was also surprised by the lack of noise. Based on just the outlines and shadows, she knew there were dozens of people in the large room, but it was strangely quiet for that number of people.
For a moment, she felt dizzy, wondering why it felt like she had been in that building before, and then as her mind and eyes steadied, it snapped into focus. The dirt floor. The low ceiling. The rustic nature. It was much larger, but the mission had all the charm and atmosphere—and the smell—of the council building in Philips
Landing, and before she had time to stop herself, Evelyn had to unclench her jaw as thoughts of her archnemesis, Councilwoman Vandergaast, clouded her vision.
Evelyn felt Tate press his hand into the small of her back. “This way, Evie,” he said, leading her toward the side and back of the room.
As her eyes adjusted further, Evelyn realized that what she thought, at first, were crates or boxes or low-slung tables were actually cots. “Is this a dormitory?”
“It is now,” he said. “I heard the building has been many things … apparently, it’s over two hundred years old. But the walls are adobe and they’re about a foot and a half thick. The room stays cool, so the local mission is using it as a respite for the homeless and the infirmed.”
They skirted the outside of the room, and Evelyn noticed that every bed had at least one occupant. Tate kept pushing, and getting a little irritated at his rush, Evelyn tried to slow her pace enough to look around, but Tate only pushed her harder.
Breaking free and feeling her face flush, she stopped. “What gives?”
Tate stopped, turned, and with a look of surprise, or embarrassment, he started to open his mouth.
“Father Tate.”
Evelyn watched as Tate’s head sank a little. She glanced to the center of the room to see who had deflated her brother with something so little as a friendly greeting.
Coming quickly, waving and skipping his way through the cots, was a squat man. The wisps of hair combed across the top of his balding head hadn’t done much to protect his scalp, and even in the semi-darkness of the mission, Evelyn could see the top of his head had the reddish glow of having been burned. He wore glasses, and his robes weren’t much heavier than well-used bedding, though they covered him from neck to ankle. 
“I’m so glad you’re back, Father,” he said, a combined look of admiration and awe in his eye.
Evelyn glanced back at Tate and had to suppress a giggle, realizing that even though he was a priest, even Tate had limits to his patience with certain people.
“Brother Antonio,” Tate said, turning to the man and leaving his scowl behind.
At this, Evelyn couldn’t suppress a laugh.
Hearing her laugh, the man’s attention immediately shifted from Tate. “Well, who is this?” he asked, stumbling and catching his footing as he reached out to shake her hand.
Evelyn grabbed the man’s overly warm and unfortunately damp hand, more to keep him from accidentally grabbing another part of her that would have caused nothing but embarrassment for all three of them.
“Brother Antonio, this is my sister, Evelyn … Evelyn, Brother Antonio. He’s in charge of the mission here in San Antonio.”
 “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Brother Antonio,” Evelyn said. 
The little man’s head moved back and forth between Tate and her with such excitement that it almost made Evelyn dizzy, and again, she felt a lightness in her chest just watching the man.
“Oh no, Evelyn, the pleasure is all mine, all mine indeed. It has been such an astounding blessing to have Father Tate here with us, and now we get to have his sister!” At this, the little man let go of her hand, reared back with open arms, and proceeded to wrap her in an uncomfortably one-sided hug.
Being a few inches taller than Brother Antonio, Evelyn could feel the heat from his burnt crown on her face, and she started shaking, trying to keep from laughing. Glancing at Tate for some help, he also started to laugh under his breath, apparently getting some juvenile enjoyment out of watching her get the air squeezed out of her by the silly little man.
Finally releasing her from his grip, and still with a grin wide enough that Evelyn worried his chubby cheeks might pop from the pressure, he stepped back and hammered on. “Oh, I just can’t believe you’re here. It really is just such a treat to have you. Of course, things have been quite busy around here, quite busy indeed, but having Father here with us has just been an absolute godsend! I don’t know what we would do without him.
“I hope you’ll stay with us. You are welcome to stay with us for as long as you like. Yes, that’s just what we need. A nice long visit.”
“I’m afraid we won’t be able to stay,” Tate said, trying to manage the little man’s affections. “It’s time for me to move on. I just came to collect my things.”
“Oh no, no, no. You can’t leave us now, Father!” Antonio said with a gasp, the color and animation in his face all but melting away. He reached out to grab Tate with both arms.
“Father, you must stay with us. You just must stay. Please … at least for a few more days … There is just so much to do and so many more people to help.”
Evelyn watched as Tate winced. She knew he had given his whole life to helping the destitute and the helpless, and Brother Antonio wasn’t making his decision to leave any easier.
Tate gently shook his head. “I’m afraid it’s just not a good idea, Antonio. I’m sorry.”
Evelyn felt her stomach knot, figuring the little man was going to put pressure on Tate and realizing how uncomfortable things were about to get.
“Brother Antonio,” she blurted, trying to help, “I’m sorry to take him away from you so suddenly, but my brother and I have to attend to some family matters. That’s why I’ve come for him.”
Evelyn watched as the little man deflated even further, and she couldn’t help but feel a pinch of sadness at having sucked so much life out of him. But as quickly as he drooped, the little man bounced back with a smile.
“Oh, my dear, I completely understand. It would be selfish of us to keep Father here any longer than absolutely necessary.”
Turning, Antonio took up Evelyn’s hand and placed it on his arm to escort her toward the back of the room. “But maybe you and I might entice him to help out just one more family before you go.”
Evelyn had never met a more relentlessly persistent person in all of her life. If the Philips clan was bullheaded, they had nothing on Antonio. Evelyn turned her head quickly to see that Tate was following and shaking his head slowly. She couldn’t see any way out of this, so she smiled the unsure smile of someone who was completely clueless about what was about to happen.
“You see, they just arrived earlier today—”
“Antonio … really … we can’t stay,” Tate pleaded, though his tone sounded as if he had said exactly that phrase a thousand times before and it had been ignored exactly that many times.
In just a few paces, they had reached the back wall of the room and were approaching a doorway, the frame of adobe cracking and chipping from years of neglect. The door was missing, and in its place hung a multicolored striped bedsheet that had been strung across the frame like a curtain.
“Really, Father, I know I’m imposing on you, but this family is desperate … They need a miracle,” Antonio said as he reached for the sheet and gently pulled it aside for Evelyn and then Tate to duck inside.
A single exposed bulb burned overhead, casting a dim and dingy light on the mostly barren and tiny room. Evelyn’s attention was immediately drawn to the center of the room, where the form of a wispy person shuddered violently on a cot under a dark woolen blanket.
“Evie?”
Looking away from the suffering person before her, Evelyn glanced toward the back corner of the room in hearing her name. Despite the bulb, there was too little light for her to see much, the shadows shrouding whatever contents they could, and then she saw a face emerge, and to her surprise, one she recognized.
“Ollie?”
“Well, what do you know?” he said, standing and grinning at her. “I knew you’d come … couldn’t stop thinking about me, could you?”
Evelyn couldn’t help but blush, and even though there was hardly enough light to see the walls, she was sure the blood rushing to her face was perfectly visible to everyone.
“You just keep telling yourself that, Ollie,” Evelyn retorted, hoping to recover a little of her dignity.
Ollie stepped closer and looked over her shoulder. “And it looks like you found your brother.”
Evelyn whipped her head around. “Oh yeah. I did. Ollie, this is my brother, Tate.” Quickly she glanced at Antonio, who had already swept around to tend to whom Evelyn now realized was Tillie.
Just then, two more shadows emerged from behind Ollie. It was his brothers. With all three standing together, there was no doubt they were related. They all had the same square jaw, penetrating eyes, and easy smile.
“Tate,” she said, turning quickly to him, “this is Ollie and his brothers, Tanner and Malcolm. They’re the ones who gave me a lift into town.”
“Thanks for taking care of my sister,” Tate said, reaching out and shaking all three of their hands in turn. 
If he was skeptical about them before, it didn’t seem to have stuck with him, as Tate was as relaxed around the brothers as she had ever seen him.
“Oh, it was nothin’ really,” Ollie said.
“You ought ta know,” Tanner added, addressing Tate, “yer sister wasn’t all that keen on hopping in the back of a truck with the bunch of us roughnecks. Took my brother more than twenty minutes to coax her out from behind her bush. I’d say she’s got some brains about her … which is more than I can say for ol’ Ollie here.”
Tate laughed. “Tanner, you have no idea how true that is … the part about how smart my sister is anyway.”
“Yeah, yeah,” Ollie interrupted, obviously taking the teasing in stride. “I’m just glad Evie found you, though. It seemed like she had the weight of the world on her shoulders wondering if she was going to find you or not.”
Evelyn smiled and glanced back at Antonio. He was busy tending to Tillie, who seemed to have stopped shaking as he touched her brow with a damp cloth.
Evelyn looked back at the boys. “How’s Tillie doing? Did you find the Healer?” she asked, not sure she really wanted to hear the answer.
Ollie pursed his lips, looked down at the cot his sister was resting in, and started to shake his head. “No. Not yet. Nobody has seen him since yesterday. Not sure when he’s gonna come back either, but I hope he does soon. I’m afraid Tillie doesn’t have a lot of time left.”
“Oh, he’s back, Ollie.”
Evelyn, Ollie, and his brothers all turned to Antonio. He was still wiping the sweat off Tillie’s forehead, and he very obviously hadn’t missed any of the conversation to that point. But as a smirk crept across his lips, he gazed up and past all of them. They all turned just in time to see Tate wander distractedly into the corner.
“He’s standing right behind you.”



DEFENDER
Though the man in the corner of the room stood still, he changed. It was an illusion, perhaps, or maybe a trick of the mind. It was the subtle transformation something has, not because its nature has changed but because your perception of it has. It was like watching a sister change into a hero as she defends your honor in a room full of bullies, or a friend turn into a love with a sugary kiss. Only, now Evelyn couldn’t wrap her mind around the change that was taking place. The questions were there, but they were so ethereal, she didn’t know how to put them into words.
Evelyn had known Tate since he was a baby—rather, the data she had about Tate began when he was a baby. She knew him. She knew about the fever that had wreaked havoc on his brain tissue. She helped program the nanites that restored him. She taught him about computers and helped educate him as he grew, and she helped protect him as an adult while he tried to live his life as a servant to humanity, knowing there were people who would rather kill him for the technology he possessed within him. And after thirty years of life together, the gap of the last six years notwithstanding, Evelyn stared at the man in the shadows and shuddered for a second as he transformed into a complete stranger.
Evelyn’s heart pounded in her chest. Even she had gotten her hopes up for Tillie at the thought that maybe there was a treatment that could save her. But Tate was a priest, not a doctor. And definitely not a voodoo witch doctor. As far as Evelyn knew, other than prayers, Tate had little to offer, and the doubts she had and the growing certainty that Tillie was going to die wrapped Evelyn’s brain in a cold, damp, smarmy gray gloom.
Nobody said anything. It was as if the air had been sucked out of the room, and everyone was holding their breath in anticipation of some miracle, as if Tate was going to grow wings and a halo, or burst into heavenly flames. And he stood there in the corner, facing the wall but not really looking at it, his fingers on his chin, as far removed from them in thought as he might be if he were standing on the moon.
What are you up to, Tate?
Moments passed, and then Tate turned to face the group. “Ollie, we need to talk,” he said. “You too,” he added, looking at Evelyn. Without another word, he turned and walked through the curtain, back into the main room of the mission.
Evelyn turned to Ollie. He seemed to be caught somewhere between being concerned and confused, but Evelyn could tell there was an excitement inside him somewhere giving a spark to his eyes, even in the semi-dark.
“Why didn’t you tell me your brother was the Healer?” he asked, stepping closer to her and losing just enough of his bravado to reveal a vulnerability that completely disarmed Evelyn.
“I didn’t know, Ollie … really,” she said, shrugging her shoulders, still trying to figure out what was going on.
Ollie stepped even closer, putting his back between his brothers and Tillie. It didn’t take but a few seconds, and Evelyn watched his expression change, the vulnerability melting away and the boy of the world returning. “You don’t think he’s gonna be able to help Tillie, do you?” he asked in a whisper.
Evelyn had her doubts that Tate was going to be able to help Tillie, especially after what Ollie had told her about her condition, but she didn’t want to say it.
“All I know is that my brother has more secrets than I thought.”
Ollie gave a nervous-sounding chuckle and held the curtain for her as they stepped into the other room.
Tate was standing along the wall near one of the windows, and as they came though the doorway and walked to join him, he looked up and smiled.
“Tell me about your sister, Ollie,” Tate said in a hushed tone, leaning in slightly and crossing his arms.
“Well, Father, she got burned.” Ollie looked at Evelyn quickly as if to double-check he was saying the right thing. “She has radiation poisoning. We were assigned to the waste-processing center up in Colorado during the war, and she got sick. The doctor said there wasn’t much he could do. Then we heard about you and hoped you might help her.”
Evelyn watched as Tate’s expression fell and his brow furrowed. “I see.”
Perhaps hearing the change in Tate’s tone, Ollie stepped closer. “Look, Father … Tillie means the world to me and my brothers … She’s all we have left. When our parents died, we all kind of found our place taking care of her, and there’s nothing we wouldn’t do to help her. Hell, if we thought taking her to the moon would help, we’d find a way to get her up there.
“I don’t know much about God, but from what your sister says, He’s the one who’s doing the healing. So I guess what I’m saying is, if you think God might just send us a miracle, then we’ll be forever in your debt … and we know there isn’t any way to repay a gift like that. But if you don’t think you can help her, maybe you could just give her a blessing … and make sure she’s right with God an’ all that …”
Evelyn saw the tears forming in Ollie’s eyes, obviously getting choked up as the words came out. After a moment of clenching his jaw, trying to keep his lip from quivering, she saw the steely resolve return to his eyes, his skin getting thicker with each passing second, and the steady return to his chin. He cleared his throat.
“…because Tillie doesn’t have much time left, Father, and if there’s nothing to have hope over, I think we’d just as soon know it so we can make peace with it … and say our goodbyes.”
Evelyn couldn’t help the tears from trickling down her cheeks, and she quickly caught herself and looked away, wiping them away frantically.
Nobody said anything for a moment, and then Tate broke the silence.
“Ollie, will you please give me a minute with my sister.”
“Yes, Father,” he replied, and Evelyn heard Ollie walk back to Tillie’s room.
She didn’t want to look at Tate. Something about all this terrified her, like she was going to open her eyes and he would reveal himself to be a charlatan—a gypsy with a purple turban standing in front of a cart full of lies. The thought of Tate not being the man she thought he was—the man she needed him to be—brought a lump to her throat and made it hard to breathe, hard to swallow.
“Evie, look at me,” he said.
Slowly Evelyn opened her eyes and looked at Tate. He still looked like the same guy, but she needed to know. “Can you even help her?” she heard herself ask.
Still with a concerned look on his face, Tate put his arm around her. “Let me ask you something, Evie. What are you doing here?”
The non-answer to her serious question with a question that seemed completely out of place was more than a little unnerving. Feeling a spark of frustration, Evelyn stopped and pulled away. “Come on, Tate. Answer me, because I’m really getting the feeling that you … they … I’m just … She is really sick,” she stammered, unable to find the words she wanted to say. She felt herself dig her feet into the dirt, like she was bracing herself for something bad.
“And how can you do anything about it anyway?” Evelyn continued, the questions becoming clearer and the irritation rawer. Even though she couldn’t explain why, she was feeling incredibly defensive over the girl she had only met that morning. “I’m pretty sure you didn’t go to med school while we were gone, Tate. So what, you just read a few how-to books on healing the terminally ill, and now you’re a miracle worker?”
Tate stepped closer and put his hands on her shoulders. “I will answer your questions, but you need to answer mine first. I know you came here to tell me about my parents, and about Jane, and we still have time to talk about those things, but what are you doing here? Is there some other reason you came back to Earth?”
Evelyn paused for a second, her mind skipping through thoughts but unable to connect with anything relevant. The image of Joseph kept popping into her head, but so did Jane’s words—her wish—to run shuttles back and forth between the planets and rescue more people from Earth. The truth is she had been so confused about what she was going to tell Tate about Jane’s death, and was so worried about how he was going to react to it, she hadn’t thought about life beyond that terrifying conversation. Her mind wandered.
“I … I don’t know what to say, Tate … I really don’t know what I’m going to do.”
Tate smiled. “Do you think you can get us back to Vista?”
Evelyn’s mind stopped again. She felt like Tate kept dipping her brain in goop, and every time she had some traction on a real thought, he’d slop it all up again. Tate stayed on Earth six years earlier because he wanted to help people, and he put his life at risk to do it. Now he was asking to leave. The scrambling of her brain continued as she struggled to connect the few bits of information she had.
“I guess,” she said with a loopy tone that sounded more like a question than an answer.
Tate cocked his eyebrow. “Is that a yes?”
“Yes, that’s a yes,” she said, trying to sound as convincing as she could. “I can get us back to Vista.”
The flicker of a smile came across Tate’s lips but was quickly replaced with a more determined look. Tucking Evelyn under his arm, he started to escort her back to the room where Ollie, Tillie, and their brothers waited.
“Come with me, Evie … We don’t have much time, and Tillie needs our help.”



WITNESS
“I think I can help your sister …”
Ollie squirmed a little, and Evelyn could tell he was trying to suppress a smile. She didn’t blame him. She still had no idea what Tate planned to do, and she didn’t want to get her hopes up either.
“…but I have never tried to help someone as sick as Tillie is. She doesn’t have something as simple as a virus, or an infection, or even a tumor. If it were any of those things, it would be easier.
“The treatment is going to be really hard on her … She’s going to suffer … and because the damage to her cells is so severe, there is a chance the treatment will kill her. But I think she will survive, and I am willing to try.”
Evelyn looked at Ollie and at his brothers, who had stepped next to him. Tanner spoke up.
“Tillie isn’t a stranger to suffering, Father … If you give her a chance to live, she’s gonna take it. But if something happens, and she doesn’t … well, we’re just grateful you’re giving her a chance. Maybe you could just make sure she’s right with our maker before she goes.”
Tate smiled. “I will, and now I need all of you to leave the room,” he said, not wasting a second in shooing the brothers and Antonio out of the room. Evelyn started after them. “Stay, Evie, I need your help.”
Evelyn stopped mid-stride and turned. By her programming, she knew how to perform every medical procedure ever devised, but unless Tate was going to reveal a secret compartment full of IVs, plasma, and a truckload of chemicals, she didn’t know what she was going to be able to do.
Tate knelt at the head of the cot and brought his lips close to Tillie’s ear. Evelyn still hadn’t moved from her spot, and she couldn’t hear what he was saying, but a moment later, she watched as he closed his eyes, bowed his head, and placed his hands on Tillie’s head.
Still Evelyn couldn’t hear, and even though she had never seen it before, she was certain she knew what Tate was doing—he was administering Last Rights and trying to prepare her, as Tanner had asked, to meet her maker.
Another moment passed, and Tillie still hadn’t so much as flinched since Tate approached her. If it wasn’t for the faint rattle of her raspy breath, Evelyn wasn’t sure she would have been able to tell that she was even alive. The doubts about whether Tate could help this girl continued to swirl within her. As the moments passed, and Evelyn watched her brother praying over her, gently cradling the back of her head in the palm of his hand like a doctor holding a newborn baby, Evelyn felt the knots in her stomach fade. She had no reason to believe it, and she had no idea what was going to happen, but she felt a warmth of comfort wash over her, and in the moment, standing there in the dingy and dark mission, something came over her. She just knew Tillie was going to be okay.
Another minute passed, and Evelyn realized she was holding her breath, wondering why Tate was taking so long to get started with whatever it was he was going to do. Confused, she took a step closer. “Tate … is there something I can do?”
Slowly, as if he was waking, groggy after a deep sleep, Tate turned and smiled. “Yeah. Help … me,” he slurred, and then, as his eyes rolled back into his head, the Healer collapsed into the dirt.



CARETAKER
Evelyn raced to her brother’s side just seconds too late to prevent his head from making a sickeningly dull thud as it slapped the dirt floor. “Tate!” she gasped, sliding her hand quickly under his head. She put her ear to his lips and heard a faint breath covered by a low moan, and then felt him shake, like he was having the start of a seizure.
“Tate!” she screamed again, lifting her head. Her hands were shaking, and she struggled to steady them as she gently pried his eyelids apart, looking for signs that he was still conscious. Even in the low light, she could see his pupils were dilated.
Evelyn heard footsteps running up behind her. “Evie!” Ollie said, nearly tackling her as he slid in the dirt. “What happened to him?”
Her shaking hands had become a shaking all over. “I don’t know!” she said, bursting into tears and grabbing at his arm, looking for some sign of life.
Then she saw the blood all over the tips of his fingers.
“Oh damn!” she heard, looking quickly over her shoulder to see Ollie bolt over to Tillie. Seconds later, Tanner and Malcolm were on the other side of her. “Till … hey, Till … come on and wake up …”
Evelyn couldn’t see, her eyes were so full of tears, and she could hardly hear over her own cries. All she could think about was the fact that she had already lost Jane and now she was losing the last remaining family member she had in the entire universe. “Tate,” she heard herself say softly, and then she felt him squeeze her hand.
“Please … calm down,” he said through a tired exhale.
“Tate, what the hell did you do?” Evelyn heard herself gasp through sobs.
“It’s okay, Evie,” he said. “I gave her my nanites.”
“You what?” she yelled.
“Ollie … boys … let her rest … She’s gonna need you soon enough,” Tate said, trying to prop himself up on his side, only to roll back onto the dirt, seemingly having spent the little energy he had left.
Then it all started to click, and Evelyn’s world stopped spinning, though she still felt the aftermath of being on the verge of hyperventilating shuddering in her lungs.
“What do you mean, she’s gonna need us soon enough?” Ollie asked with a note of frustration in his voice. “Seems pretty obvious she needs us now. She’s not moving.”
“Explain it to them, Evie,” Tate said as he slowly propped himself up, bracing himself on the edge of another cot, which had blended into the shadows. “She just needs … time.” He patted Evelyn’s hand, tiredly, gently. “Go to her.”
Evelyn turned, and letting go of Tate’s arm, she slid over to Tillie and put her ear to Tillie’s lips. She could hear her breathing. She put her hand to her forehead and felt the clammy heat coming off her skin. The fever was there, but now that she knew what Tate had done—apparently what he had been doing to heal people—she knew the worst was still on the way.
“Tanner, Malcolm,” Evelyn said, snapping her eyes quickly at them. “Go find Brother Antonio and bring some water … and anything cool you can find … and ice if there is any. We need to keep Tillie hydrated.”
As Tanner and Malcolm ran off, Evelyn looked at Ollie. Her mind raced. How am I going to explain this?
Ollie cocked his head, and the flicker of trust he had in his eyes seemed to fade. “Come on, Evie, tell me what the hell’s going on here.”
“You know how I said before that all healing comes from God?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, sometimes God uses science. My brother has millions of these things inside him called nanites. They’re robots, but they are so small you can’t see them without a microscope. His are programmed to heal,” unlike some others, apparently, she thought as she remembered the beefeater rangers they saw earlier that day, “and he transferred the nanites to Tillie.”
The look on Ollie’s face told her she hadn’t lost him, but he also quirked his brow as if she was reading to him from a pulp science-fiction magazine. “Damn,” was all he managed to say.
“He transferred them to her through her skin, and right now they’re flooding through her body, collecting data, and figuring out what’s wrong with her.”
“Okay, and then what?”
“Well … then they go to work. For your sister, the nanites are going to act like a fever. When you’re sick, your body temperature rises as it tries to kill off the disease. So that’s what the nanites are going to do. They are raising her body temperature to kill off any bacterial infection that’s present.”
“Well, that doesn’t sound so bad.”
“It’s not, but they’re also going to attack all the dead and mutated cells—everything that’s damaged in her body—and given how sick she is, that’s a lot, Ollie. And all those toxins and disease are going to have to come out of her, somehow.”
Ollie grimaced.
“If you think you’ve seen Tillie sick before, just wait … the next few days are going to be rough.”
Ollie pursed his lips and nodded. “Okay. So then what? Is she gonna live?”
Evelyn looked back at the pasty form of Tillie, twitching under her blanket. The girl was tough, and it was going to take every bit of her strength, but the nanites were programmed to heal, not kill, and even though she might look like she clawed her way out of a grave, the nanites would save her. She was as sure of it as she was that Tate was going to wither away without them.
“I think she’s going to make it.”
Ollie nodded, a flicker of hope again in the steels of his eyes. He took a long look at his sister and then turned back to Evelyn.
“How do you know so much about all this anyway?”
Evelyn thought for a second and realized they had lost all hope of being incognito the moment Tate blasted a million microscopic robots into Tillie’s bloodstream.
“I’m the one who programmed the nanites, Ollie.”
“You?” he asked, standing, the loop in his tone making it clear he was struggling to wrap his mind around that bit of information.
Evelyn stood. “Yes, me,” she said with a hint of indignation, furrowing her brow slightly. “I’m pretty smart.”
Ollie laughed and pulled back, the easy smile returning to his lips. “Damn straight you are, darlin’. A pretty face and a brain to match. If I’d known I was gonna meet the girl of my dreams when I woke up this morning, I would have put on a clean shirt.”
Evelyn laughed. Even standing in the dirt, fighting to keep his sister alive, he still had a lightness about him, and a mischievous twinkle in his eye.
“Ollie, you’re sweet—”
“No, no, no,” Ollie interrupted, holding up his hand and teasing her, Evelyn was sure. “Some things are best left unspoken.”
Evelyn felt her face flush again, and putting her hands on her hips, she looked down and shook her head. As the moment passed, Evelyn walked back over to Tate. He was still in the dirt, mostly asleep, leaning against the side of the cot. She patted his shoulder gently. “Come on, Tate. Let’s get you into the bed.”
A second later, Ollie was behind them both. Looping his hands under Tate’s armpits, he pulled, and again with a strength that didn’t seem possible given how thin he was, Ollie hoisted Tate into the cot.
“There you go, Father … Get some rest.”
“Thanks, Ollie,” Evelyn said.
Evelyn sat on the edge of the cot near Tate’s feet, and as she did, she realized she hadn’t slept in thirty-six hours. As if the knowledge alone triggered a yawn and a nearly overwhelming feeling of exhaustion, Evelyn slumped. She leaned against the wall and closed her eyes.
“Ollie,” she said, having only the effort of her exhaling breath to fuel her words. “It’s gonna be a long night … You may want to sleep a little.” If Ollie responded, she didn’t hear it, and the fog of sleep overwhelmed her.



HELPLESS
Evelyn woke to the sound of retching. Rubbing her eyes, letting them adjust to the dim light, she could see that Tillie had fallen out of the cot, was weakly propped up on her arm, and had vomited water and bile into the dirt around her. Gasping for breath in between heaves, her hands shaking helplessly, she was sobbing silently, tears and sweat running down her filthy face, and trickles of blood coming from her nose, the vessels in her sinuses having ruptured from the violence within her.
The room reeked of sickness and death, like rancid cheese bathing in sewage, and it was all Evelyn could do to keep from retching herself.
Evelyn and Tillie’s brothers all bolted to her side, trying feebly to provide her some comfort. It didn’t help. Nothing could help.
The healing had started.



WISE
 “Is he okay?”
The question came from the dark and from a voice she hadn’t heard much. Evelyn turned around to see Tillie, unexpectedly sitting upright in her cot, her filthy blanket wrapped around her despite the fact that it was plenty warm in the room. Her hair was matted to the side of her head—and it was anyone’s guess how long it had been since she had bathed—but the fact that she was awake and not vomiting and carrying on a conversation seemed like a miracle.
“You’re awake,” Evelyn stated, turning and sitting cross-legged in the dirt, an overwhelming sense of relief washing over her.
“Yeah.”
“Are you okay?”
“I feel horrible.”
Evelyn sort of understood the response, and she cocked her eyebrow, wondering if the girl was actually doing as well as her voice sounded.
“I feel horrible that y’all have had to care of me.” Tillie opened her blanket and looked down at herself, grimacing—no doubt at the stench. “I mean, have you ever, ever, had to deal with anything more disgusting than me. I want to throw up just looking at myself.”
“Please don’t.”
Tillie laughed, and Evelyn could see her teeth had spaced apart from the receding gums—all things that were results of the sickness and that were likely to correct themselves as she continued to get better.
“But how do you feel, Tillie?”
She shrugged, a grin on her face. “Probably pretty bad, but worlds better than I did … I don’t think I’m ready to go for a night out on the town with you, though.”
Evelyn laughed. Even when she met Tillie in the bed of the truck, she had her sense of humor. This was one tough girl. “You will be soon enough.”
“So, is he okay?” Tillie asked again, nodding and looking over Evelyn’s shoulder.
Evelyn glanced at Tate on the cot. He was asleep, even though it was the middle of the day. He hadn’t been awake for more than a few hours at a time over the past two days.
“Yeah, he’s okay.”
“He doesn’t seem like it. I know I’ve been pretty out of it, but I can’t remember seeing him anywhere but that cot.”
“He’s just tired.”
“You aren’t telling me something.”
Evelyn rocked her head back and forth. Tillie was going to have to know at some point, and given they didn’t have a whole lot of time left for explanations, now was as good a time as any to tell her the truth.
“The nanites Tate gave you … he needs them too. Without them, his body won’t work right.
“When he was very young, he was sick, and the nanites helped repair some of the damage, but they couldn’t fix everything. Without the nanites, his body just doesn’t operate as well.”
“Well, I’m starting to feel better. Let’s just give them back to him.”
“That’s what he has been doing—loaning them to people, if you want to think about it that way—but most of the time, the diseases he’s helping people get over can be destroyed with nothing left behind. Things like cancer. Once the nanites get to a tumor, they destroy it and it’s flushed out of the body. Infections are the same way. But radiation sickness is different.”
Tillie sat straighter in her seat, obviously realizing that just because she was feeling better, it didn’t mean she, or Tate, were in the clear.
“The radiation messes with your cells at a very deep level. It can screw up your DNA, the stuff that makes you you. So you’re going to need to keep the nanites.”
Evelyn could see by Tillie’s reaction she was getting worried, looking at her hands as if they seemed different to her somehow.
Evelyn laughed. “Don’t worry, Tillie, you’re not going to turn into a cyborg or a robot or something.” She paused for a moment and then leaned in with a whisper, “I have them in me too.”
Tillie’s eyes went wide, and she let out a little “huh.”
“You’re going to keep feeling better, and you will probably get to a point in the next several weeks where you feel better than you ever have. Basically, the nanites are going to help your body run the way it should. Trust me, it feels pretty good,” she added, only then realizing she had no idea what she was talking about. She had never known what it was like to live in a body that didn’t operate exactly as it was supposed to, in perfect health. Still, she didn’t want to stumble over her thoughts with Tillie, so she went on.
“So you’re going to keep the nanites.”
“But what about your brother?” Tillie said, standing.
Evelyn’s train of thought stopped. She couldn’t believe the girl was on her feet. Not a day before, she could hardly move on her own. She had lost about ten pounds of dead cell tissue as her body purged it from her system, and the girl didn’t have ten pounds to lose. In fact, she was so emaciated from being sick, there wasn’t a rib in her body that didn’t look as if it wasn’t about to press through her paper-thin skin. But here she was, standing and getting some color back to her cheeks.
Evelyn didn’t know why she should be amazed by it. She had programmed the nanites, after all, and she knew what they could do. I guess when you’ve seen technology bring someone back from the edge of death, it puts life in perspective.
Evelyn marveled at the girl, speechless.
“Evie, what about your brother?” she said again, a note of irritation in her voice as she took a step toward her.
“Oh, sorry … We’re going to have to get him some more nanites.”
“Is he going to die?”
“No … I mean, not from not having nanites,” she added, realizing quickly that wasn’t exactly the most comforting thing she could have said. She blushed. “Sorry, I mean, no. But he’s not going to have the strength to do much until we get him more. As soon as we know you’re going to be okay, we need to leave.”
Tillie’s mouth was hanging open, and she turned her back to Evelyn.
“What?” Evelyn asked.
Tillie was quiet for a moment. “I … I just can’t believe he would do something like this for me.”
Evelyn didn’t know what to say. No doubt it was a lot to take in—the idea that someone would essentially give up their own health, maybe their life, for yours.
“I don’t deserve it.”
“It’s a gift, Tillie. It’s a waste for you to feel guilty about it.”
“I don’t know what to say. How can I ever repay him?”
“You don’t have to. Tate doesn’t do things like this because he expects to get something out of it. He does it because that’s who he is.”
Tillie turned and sat next to Evelyn in the dirt. She curled up with her arms around her legs. “Thanks, Evie.”
A moment passed as they listened to Tate gently breathing on the cot behind them. Evelyn smiled and nudged Tillie in the arm. “You know, on second thought, there is something you can do for us.”
“What? Anything,” Tillie said quickly.
“Know anyone with a truck we can borrow?”



DEFENDED
Stepping through the door of the mission after two days was a shock. Not only could Evelyn not see from the blindingly bright midday sun, but even the smell of the dust in the air made her realize how awful the stench was inside. Evelyn squinted and then gave up. She closed her eyes. It was going to take longer for her eyes to adjust than she thought.
“Are you comin’, Evie?”
“Yeah, just give me a second,” she said quickly. Despite not wanting to be blinded again, she squinted, her eyes aching from the light and watering a little but reluctantly adjusting anyway. Putting her hand up like a visor to shield her eyes, she looked at Ollie, his form shimmering into view.
“It’s really bright out here.”
“Well, that’s what you get for being a hermit … That’ll teach you to help people.”
Evelyn laughed. “Who’s helping who, Ollie? You’re the one who’s escorting me to the gas station.”
“Yeah, well, I’m not really helping you. This is actually a date.”
Evelyn laughed and skipped to catch Ollie, who was a couple steps ahead, and then felt the heat of foolishness in her chest as she realized how unintentionally twelve she had just behaved.
“That’s funny, I don’t remember being asked on a date.”
“That’s because you haven’t been listening, darlin’. I’ve been asking you on a date ever since you started flirting with me over that bone wall in the desert.”
“I’ve been flirting with you?” Evelyn asked incredulously.
“Yeah, and I figured since you weren’t taking no for an answer, I might as well do something to get you off my back.”
Evelyn could see the mischievous smirk edge across Ollie’s jaw, and she just caught the tail of his sidelong glance. “You just keep telling yourself that, Ollie,” she said, shaking her head.
Ollie shrugged his shoulders. “Hey, you can’t blame a guy for trying.”
“No, you can’t,” Evelyn agreed, and then she felt a little pinch in her chest. It had been over a week since she last saw Joseph. And it didn’t seem to matter what she thought about him, there was always an ache, like in knowing him she’d bruised herself, and it wasn’t a bruise that would heal. Whether she was thinking selfishly about being with him or thinking about him being with Misha, it led to more pain, ache, and torture, and so she felt her smiles for the green-eyed boy turn to frowns, knowing that with each day, any hope of things ever working out between them were getting further and further away.
She sighed, looking up from her shoes to the sidewalk ahead. The sun was beginning to set over the tops of the hills in the distance. The glow of the sun across the dust looked like it had scorched the tops of the adobe buildings. Probably true enough, she thought, putting her hands in her pockets, feeling a chill on her skin despite the heat coming off the broken asphalt.
“You have someone back home, don’t you?”
Evelyn looked at Ollie as he gave her elbow a nudge.
“That’s an easier question to ask than it is to answer.”
“I think you just answered it.”
Evelyn laughed. Whether he accepted it or not, her heart still belonged to a boy on the other side of the galaxy. “I’m sorry, Ollie.”
“There’s nothing to be sorry about. I hope he knows what he has.”
He does … I’m the one who’s being stupid about it. “You know, Ollie, I don’t want this to sound weird, but you and your family could come with us if you want.”
“You mean I can come with you and watch the girl of my dreams run off with another guy?”
“Ollie,” Evelyn said, casting him a sterner look. The flirting had inflated her ego enough, and she was tiring of letting him down.
“Okay, okay, I’m sorry. I appreciate the offer, Evie, but I don’t think we’re ready to race across the galaxy with you. Tanner has a wife and a kid somewhere. They got separated awhile back—war messes with people’s heads. I think he wants to find them, so we’re gonna make our way back to California. It may not be the U.S. anymore, but it’s still home.”
Evelyn nodded.
Home. It was something completely foreign to her. Can a space station be home … or a planet she found where she had spent less than a month … or Earth, where she had stayed less than a week? For all the knowledge she had, the idea of “home” seemed like something she would never understand.
They continued down the broken walk, enjoying the relief of the shadows as the sun set and the better-than-ten-degree drop in the temperature that came with it.
“What about Tillie … and Malcom?” she asked, feeling bad about wondering about the girl, maybe her first girlfriend, and almost forgetting about the quiet brother.
“Well, I’m sure Tillie will go back to raisin’ hell, just like she did before. She was always a little wild, you know, but she keeps us in line,” he added with a grin.
Evelyn smiled and laughed, only imagining the trouble that pretty girl must cause her brothers.
“And Malcolm? He’ll just keep on being Malcolm, I guess. He kind of does his own thing, but Evie, I’m telling you, he takes care of all the rest of us.”
Evelyn cocked her eyebrow, unsure she really heard him correctly. She hadn’t heard Malcolm say two words in the last two days and knew next to nothing about him. He seemed to keep to himself mostly, and other than a look at her every now and then, he usually seemed to be turning things over in his mind mechanically without focusing on much of anything.
“Really?”
“Yeah, really,” Ollie said with a grin.
Evelyn shook her head. “Your whole family is just full of surprises.”
“Look who’s talking, Evie.”
Evelyn laughed again. There was something about Ollie that put her at ease. Maybe it was his causal nature. Maybe his confidence. Maybe it was the fact that he seemed to know life on the streets, even though he hadn’t been on these streets before. She felt safe with him around.
They walked across the dirt lot of the gas station, kicking up little swirls of dust as they went, and as they got close to the pumps, Ollie unslung the plastic gas can he had been carrying around his shoulders.
“Hey, pump … need a gallon,” he hollered into the dim service station office.
From out of the station, a man hobbled with enough skin and years to have covered two old men.
“Eh?” he shouted back, even though there couldn’t have been twenty feet between them.
“You the owner?”
“Yeah … what’s left of him anyway,” the old man said, grinning his toothless smile and standing straighter at his cleverness.
“Could use a few gallons for the lady here.”
“Son, if you’re trying to impress a pretty gal like that with gasoline, ya need ta learn a thing or two about women.”
Evelyn blushed. I like Texas.
“Yes, sir,” Ollie said, laughing and glancing at Evelyn.
“What d’ya have?” the old man asked.
Evelyn reached in her pocket and pulled out the two small silver coins she had taken from Tate’s pocket. He said one of them would be enough to fill the gas can, and she hoped he was right. She didn’t know what they’d be worth, but given the fact that currency was scarce, and the dollar wasn’t well respected south of the border any longer, it was all she had to bargain with.
Evelyn walked closer to the old man, not wanting to shout across the dirt what she had. “I have some silver, sir,” she said in a whisper, holding out one of the coins for him to see.
“Well, well, that ya do,” he said, taking the coin and turning it over in his gnarled fingers, feeling its weight. “I woulda filled it up for a smile, miss, but this’ll work too,” he said, winking at Evelyn and tucking the coin in his pocket.
Evelyn smiled again at the man. “My brother and I need to fill up a truck. Will you be open in the morning?”
The old man stood up after filling the plastic can and toggled his head between her and Ollie, a confused or amused look on his face. “Boy, did I have you two figured wrong.”
Ollie laughed again, and Evelyn looked at him, quickly realizing the mistake. “No, no,” she said, her face flushing with embarrassment. “This isn’t my brother. He’s down at the mission.”
The old man smiled and then lost it just as quickly as he looked over her shoulder at the street. “Well, ya best be gettin’ on back down there, miss. Looks like there’s some trouble comin’.”
Evelyn glanced over her shoulder. The sun was down, but the cloudless sky still had enough light trapped for them to see. The few people still outside seemed to be moving hurriedly, keeping to the shadows as they went. Just watching them gave Evelyn the jitters, and she turned quickly to Ollie. He was looking over the top of her head in the same direction.
“Son, you take good care of that girl there … now get on,” the old man said, turning and shuffling his way back to the service station.
“Time to go, Evie,” Ollie said, picking up the gas can and grabbing Evelyn by the elbow. They were heading out the side of the lot, Ollie obviously not wanting to go back onto the main street they had been on if there were people there they needed to avoid. They were still tucked too far back in the parking lot to see down the street, and even though she didn’t really want to look, Evelyn couldn’t help herself from taking peeks over her shoulder as they got further away.
Ollie was walking quickly, and Evelyn was having to jog to keep up with him. “We’ll cut over a block and then circle back to the mission,” he said. They crossed the street, and in the half minute they had been walking, Evelyn was shocked to see that whatever people had been out were gone. It was as if they had been made of smoke, given how quickly they had vanished. The old adobe buildings took on a decidedly ghostly appearance in the waning light.
Ollie pushed Evelyn along by the small of her back. They were just about to the corner.
“Hey!”
The guttural shout from behind them made her jump, her pulse quickening and skin crawling at the same time. The man’s yell may as well have been a bullet for all the force it carried. As they rounded the corner onto the back road, Evelyn caught a glimpse of their pursuers.
“Hey!” the man yelled again, even louder.
“Oh my God, it’s those NCG guys, Ollie,” she said, forcing the words from her mouth.
“Figures,” Ollie said. “Just keep walking and quit looking back, would you? You’re slowing us down.”
Evelyn felt her heart pound in her chest. She hadn’t turned her nanites on to receive signals, but she still felt the same horrid rage emanating from the two men stalking them from behind the corner. It was in the man’s voice, in their pounding footsteps, and it was all Evelyn could do to keep her breath steady.
They had only gone another twenty feet when she heard the rangers’ steps come around the corner.
“Stop!”
“Just stay behind me,” Ollie said, gently pushing Evelyn forward a few more steps. As they both turned around, Ollie set down the gas can and moved his body between her and the rangers.
Evelyn felt the panic well within her at the sight of the two men—the same two men she had seen a few days before. But while it was horrifying to see them at a distance, seeing them up close brought her to a whole different level of terror. They were both huge, and they were still wearing the same kinds of clothes: T-shirts and cargo pants with heavy-soled shoes. The taller of the two stood a foot taller than Evelyn and had a few inches and at least a hundred pounds on Ollie too. He seemed to be twitching, almost imperceptibly, but enough that Evelyn could tell the nanites in him were pushing his body beyond its natural limits, blowing enormous levels of adrenaline and testosterone through his veins. Even the veins in his neck were popping, and it was a wonder how he wasn’t having a heart attack, standing there with his blood pressure beyond the limits of sanity. But even as intimidating as this guy was, the shorter of the two was even scarier. He was still big, about the same height as Ollie, and outweighed him too, but it wasn’t his bulging muscles that made her short of breath. It was the look in his eyes. Evelyn knew what the nanites were doing to their bodies, and while the big guy seemed to be containing himself—barely—the leader seemed to be controlling it, relishing in the power, even if it was eating him alive from the inside. 
He stared grimly, hardly taking his eyes off her, barely acknowledging Ollie’s presence. As Evelyn stared back, she realized there was no bottom to their blackness. If there was ever a place where there was a window from Earth into Hell, this man’s eyes were it.
The bigger goon pulled his tether out of his pocket and quickly glanced between the screen and Evelyn, his eyes jittery as they moved back and forth.
“It’s definitely her,” he said.
Without looking at his partner, the leader grinned and started to reach behind his back. “You’re coming with us.”
Evelyn saw the glint of his gun barrel, and then faster than she could blink, Ollie had two pistols trained on the rangers, hammers cocked. The look of surprise in the rangers’ eyes at having been outdrawn was only matched by the surprise Evelyn felt at the ranger’s earlier remark. 
Who do they think I am? she wondered, and then she started to panic at the thought that maybe they knew, somehow, who she really was. The whole reason why they had to leave Earth as quickly as they did six years earlier, the reason Mr. and Mrs. Philips and Tate had been imprisoned and tortured, and the reason why Jane had broken into the prison was because President Coleson was after artificial intelligence. He wanted her—Evelyn—and the memories of the things Jane and her parents endured to protect her smothered her thoughts.
“That’s not gonna happen, range,” Ollie said, shifting his weight slightly onto the balls of his feet.
The ranger, obviously not used to having someone stand up to him, stopped, and for a split second, Evelyn saw the shadow of a flinch in his eye. Ollie and the ranger were just a few feet apart now, and they stared each other down. Perhaps realizing he was about to get a fight out of someone, the ranger’s eyes steadied, and a malignant grin crept across his face as he stared down the barrels of Ollie’s twin slide-action pistols.
“Your girl here is wanted for questioning. She’s a fugitive. We’re bringing her in.”
“And I said that’s not gonna happen.”
The ranger’s arm hung by his side, holding the pistol. Evelyn couldn’t help but feel like she was watching a group of pit bulls size one another up, just seconds before they made a bloody mess of each other. She watched the ranger’s thumb move and then heard the telltale click of the hammer as he cocked his pistol. A second later, she heard another click from behind him, the sound of his partner cocking his pistol as well.
“Stand down, boy,” the ranger said, taking an easy step toward Ollie. “You don’t want to brush up with me. I’ll rip you inside out.”
Just then, Evelyn saw a shadow move from around the corner and heard two more hammers cock. It was Malcolm.
At the sound of the hammers, the rangers whipped their heads around.
“Gonna be damn hard for ya ta rip anyone when ye’re full of bullets,” Malcolm said as he pointed both his revolvers at the leader.
The ranger gritted his teeth. Even at fifteen feet away, Evelyn could see the muscles in his jaw straining under the pressure of his bite. His eyes seemed ready to burst into flames with the fury they held within them. But it was the bigger of the two who seemed like he was about to burst. He was groaning and twitching and starting to shake. It was obvious these guys never had anyone get the jump on them, and neither of them were handling the situation well.
Evelyn watched Ollie train both pistols on the leader. Refusing to take his eyes off them, he moved his head almost imperceptibly toward her.
“You better get on back, darlin’. I have some business to attend to here.”
Evelyn’s mind whirled, and she started to step back.
“You know we can’t let you leave,” the ranger said, flipping his eyes quickly to Evelyn and then back to Ollie with a savage grin.
“Yeah,” Ollie said with a sigh. “That’s what they all say.”
No sooner had the words floated from his mouth than Evelyn watched the rangers turn into a blur before her, moving faster than any man had a right to. She was blinded by flashes from the barrels of guns, the roar of gunfire all around her. She heard herself scream. She jerked her head back, smashing it into the plate glass window behind her, and then tumbled to her hands and knees as her legs tangled together.
And then it was quiet. Evelyn looked up, her ears ringing. Ollie was pressing the barrel of one pistol against his shoulder, his other pistol trained on the two rangers, who were weakly shifting on the ground at his feet, absently grabbing parts of their bodies. Malcolm was also pointing his revolvers at the men, the haze of smoke blurring her view of him.
Ollie quickly turned back to Evelyn. “You hurt?” he asked, a serious edge in his voice, obviously amplified by the pain he was feeling in his shoulder.
If she wanted to say anything, the words weren’t coming. She tried to feel if she had been shot, knowing full well that even if she had, the shock might keep her from registering any pain. As the seconds passed, she felt reasonably sure that other than the lump that was forming on the back of her head from bashing it into the glass, she was unharmed. Unable to speak, she nodded her head.
“You’re okay?”
“Yeah … yes,” she said, finally pushing her breath through her larynx.
Ollie turned back to the rangers. “Damn…” he breathed though clenched teeth and wincing “…those sonsabitches keep getting faster.”
Malcolm moved around the side of the men, still pointing his guns at them. “Maybe you’re just gettin’ slower.”
Ollie laughed and winced again as he lifted his elbow, looking at the damage to his shoulder.
“Ya hurt bad?”
“No,” he said. “I just got clipped. Stings a bit, but I’ll be alright.”
The men continued to squirm in the dirt.
Another flash of light and a roar of gunshots, and Ollie had put another bullet in each. Their bodies went still.
Turning away from them, he walked quickly toward her, slipping one gun in the front of his pants and another at his back. Maybe it was because his chest was twice as broad as his waist, and his shirt floated around his middle like a flag waving in a breeze, but Evelyn felt foolish and more than a little naïve for not having noticed he was carrying two pistols in his pants. Evelyn sat up on her knees, her nerves frayed and unsure what to do.
Ollie held out his hand to her. She could see the blood soaking his T-shirt from where he had been “clipped” by the ranger.
“You killed them,” she managed to say.
“Better them than us,” he said.
Evelyn just stared at him, unable to move.
Ollie knelt down beside her. “Look, Evie, them ranger boys don’t stand down. They don’t walk away. They’re trained to fight and kill, and the only thing they like more than the sight of blood is the taste of it. That bastard was right … there was no way they were gonna let us walk.”
Evelyn put her hands on her thighs and took a breath. She swallowed hard and nodded.
“Actually, if you really wanna think about it, we did them a favor.”
“A favor?”
“Yeah. You saw the way the big guy was twitching, eyes buggin’, looking like he was about to pop … he was getting ready to snap. They all do eventually, and it’s not pretty when they do. They snap and they take down anyone they can.”
Evelyn was hearing Ollie, but she felt like she had electricity flowing through her muscles, and she couldn’t move. “I’m just … I just never saw anything like that.”
Ollie stood and reached under Evelyn’s armpit to help her up. “And I hope you never do again, but we have to go now. We can’t hang around here. It’s not safe, and I don’t know if there’s more of them around or not.”
Malcolm sidled up next to Evelyn on the other side. He had already tucked one of his revolvers away and had picked up the gas can but still let the other pistol hang heavy in his hand. “We best be gettin’ on back,” he said.
Evelyn looked over her shoulder at the dead men in the road, and she shuddered. It was hard to believe that a little bit of programming could turn the technology she helped create into something so lethal. It hadn’t occurred to her until then that even though there had been other companies working on nanite technology when they had left Earth, none had been so advanced as the tech she had developed. A question started to take shape as she wondered how the government got ahold of her technology. She thought about it only for a second before she realized that had Ollie and Malcolm not stood between her and the rangers, they might have taken her. Evelyn’s mind was dragged into a horrible place at the thought of what they might have done, and she wiped a tear from her eye, the emotion of the moment catching up with her. Not a second later, she realized that if Malcolm hadn’t appeared, seemingly out of thin air, Ollie would probably have been killed also.
She looked at Malcolm. “Where did you come from anyway?”
Malcolm smiled, taking a moment as if to measure his words. “Just out for an evening stroll, miss,” he said, sending her a sideways glance and a mischievous grin.
Ollie chuckled, and in it Evelyn heard the easy laugh of a brother, the hardened laugh of a criminal, the bold laugh of a patriot, the wayward laugh of an outlaw, and she knew these boys were all those things and more. Her earlier suspicions about Ollie had been right. These brothers watched out for one another, and there was no length they wouldn’t go to to protect one another. She also knew there was no other place she’d rather be on the streets of San Antonio than right between their shoulders, bloody or not.
A moment passed as they walked quickly toward the mission, and Evelyn looped her arms inside theirs. “Thanks,” she said quietly, knowing there was no way she would ever be able to repay that debt.
“You don’t have to thank us, darlin’,” Ollie started, and then as if to finish a thought they had shared a thousand times, Malcolm added, “Family takes care of family.”



SPLIT
In her desperate attempt to convince Tate to leave Earth behind, Jane had stowed away in her father’s shuttle. Locking herself inside her quarters was the easiest way for her to get to the surface, and she had known the shuttle would be going to Atlanta with all of the residents on Vista who had decided, for one reason or another, not to leave Earth forever with the rest of the colonists. In the hours that followed, Jane had heard cries and wails from people who were leaving friends and family members behind, and they all knew that they might never see one another again. From what Jane had told Evelyn, it was all she could do to keep from screaming into her pillow. The sounds would not be quelled, and the sorrow had flooded the cabin of the shuttle faster than the heat as the shuttle entered the atmosphere.
Even on the ground, though, Jane’s troubles weren’t over. The shuttle had taken her to the Atlanta headquarters of her father’s company. But Ironhead, the slum on the outskirts of the city where Tate had lived, wasn’t close. It would require transportation to cover the fifty or so miles she’d have to travel, and so, as any intelligent person might do, Jane had headed to the parking garage and broken into one of the company’s service trucks.
At the time, Evelyn had been on Vista. She had been in her body for a few weeks, but other than the scientists deep within the Vista lab where she had been created, nobody knew. To the residents, and to Jane, Evelyn had still been the all-knowing, all-powerful, all-mighty artificial intelligence, which could monitor and track and control all of Vista’s technologies with just a pulse of electrons and a little “flick” of the code.
At the time, Evelyn was still all that, but the body she had, seemed like more of a distraction to her than anything else. Everything was strange, and she had feelings, which were entirely bizarre and mostly unwanted, and she had found herself struggling between being the person she had become, and desiring to be the thing she was before. Even so, she had sat atop her perch in the sky—a perch she had never left in her short human life—and watched the computer displays through her new strange eyes, displays she had once known only in her artificial mind.
She was still in control of everything, all the life support, all the functions and operations and calculations, and billions of dollars’ worth of technology. Thousands of lives were reliant upon her. And she didn’t think any more about it then than a gas hand might have thought about pumping fuel into a patron’s tank. It was what she was. It was who she was. She was a highly sophisticated caretaker.
And so, as Jane had settled behind the wheel of the corporate truck, thinking it was equipped with autopilot, and declared that she was ready to be taken to Ironhead, Evelyn had rolled her eyes—a first for her—and had had to keep from insulting Jane for her own fleshy frailties.
She couldn’t drive the truck for her, Evelyn had told Jane, and the revelation that she was going to have to learn to drive if she wanted to get all the way to Ironhead had apparently whumped Jane like a brick on the head. Over the intercom between them, Evelyn had heard Jane’s frustration in the grumble she exhaled, and could almost hear the self-deprecating barbs she was mentally unleashing on herself. But Evelyn had little compassion then. She was barely human and was having her own problems dealing with emotions she had, until then, only understood through words. She hadn’t ever felt anything, the way she was then, and with the level of patience only a computer can lack, she had told Jane to suck it up and drive or get her butt back to Vista.
In the moments that followed, Evelyn wasn’t surprised—she knew Jane’s bullheadedness had the potential to be the stuff of legends—but she was impressed at how quickly Jane had cast her doubts aside and driven. She stepped on the gas. She drove across the corporate lawn. She rammed the truck through a fence to avoid being seen by the authorities, and even though the chance was slim that she was actually going to get all the way to Ironhead on back roads, even with Evelyn navigating, she had done it. It was the first time Evelyn saw Jane as anything more than a pampered, somewhat spoiled, and definitively naïve girl. Jane had become her sister—her big sister—and her determination to win in spite of the odds affected Evelyn in a place she hadn’t really known had feelings—her heart.
That was Jane. Stubborn. Foolish. Passionate. Strong. All the things Evelyn didn’t feel she was most of the time, for the better and worse. As they coasted along the dirt road, her in the back of the truck once again, she was glad the irony of chastising her big sister when Jane had had to drive for the first time hadn’t landed her behind the wheel of this broken-down pickup, with no more skill than Jane had when she needed to step up to the challenge. Instead, her backside was getting sore as the hard metal plate of the truck bed vibrated underneath her, and once again she was reminded that she could use a little fat and some curves in certain places.
It didn’t much matter that the headlights in the rusty pickup had long since burned out. The moon was bright enough in the cloudless sky that the only difference between the night they drove through and the day they had left behind was the fact that everything looked more blue and less burnt.
Ollie and Malcolm had seen to it that she made it back to the mission okay, and after a short discussion in which they seemed to ignore all of her input, the boys decided to hand deliver her and Tate to the shuttle. Evelyn was nervous to drive the pickup, and she was glad the original plan for her to drive herself and her brother out to the landing spot was scrapped. After what happened with the rangers, the boys just couldn’t let them try to make it on their own, especially with Tate in a constant state of feeling like he had just scaled a fourteener. The boys were going to make sure she and Tate made it, so they lay low in the mission for the day, and as the sun started to set, knowing they’d have the cool evening and the dark for cover, Ollie, Tanner, and Malcolm loaded Tillie, Tate, and Evelyn into the truck, stopped for a fill-up paid for with what Tate had left for money, and they headed into the scrub.
Now, an hour past the wave and nod goodbye from the old man at the filling station, they rumbled through the hill country, the ghostly glimmer of the bone fence running alongside them far in the distance.
“You know, Ollie,” Evelyn said absently, thinking about the endless miles they had ahead of them, “we can fly all of you out to California.” She knew it would be dangerous to detour halfway across the country, just to make a pit stop, but she figured it was the least she and Tate could do. “You’d have to leave the truck behind, though … There’s no way to get it back to the shuttle.”
“What, and leave all this behind?” he asked, waving his arms around the rusty bed of the pickup with a flourish.
Evelyn laughed. “I think you can do better.”
Ollie grinned, gave her a thoughtful nod, and let a moment pass. “I appreciate the offer, but I think we’re all set. This heap ain’t worth much, but it’s worth something, and we aren’t in that big of a rush to get back.”
“And Ollie’s afraid of heights.”
Evelyn looked at Tillie. She was leaning against the cab alongside Tate, a mischievous grin and a spark of trouble in her eye. It was amazing how quickly she was improving, and every time Evelyn looked at her, she saw more strength and color return to her body. Even in the thirty-six hours since she had first sat up in her cot, Tillie had regained a lot of strength and was eating and drinking as much as her brothers did. And even in the dark, Evelyn could see the delicate features in her face, her thin cheekbones and narrow jaw, had a beauty and strength about them that made it obvious exactly how much trouble she had been for her overprotective brothers.
Evelyn snorted a laugh, her face flushing with heat at the sound, and she looked back at Ollie, who was shaking his head slowly, pursing his lips.
“Really?” she asked, wondering how a man could stand in front of military-trained killers with guns drawn without a hint of fear in his eyes but couldn’t climb on board a shuttle.
“Who can explain the mysteries of the mind?” he said thoughtfully. He looked at Evelyn and his grin returned. “I trust you won’t hold it against me. You know, my ego is rather fragile.”
At this, Evelyn, Tillie, and even Tate, who had been trying to rest in anticipation of the hike to the shuttle, all burst into laughter.
A moment passed and the grin on Ollie’s face faded. He looked down at his hands, as if he was considering whether they were really his or not, and then he cleared his throat.
“So, do you think you’ll be coming back at all? I hate to think this might be the last time we’re going to see you.”
Evelyn could see Ollie was bothered, and she felt the muscles tighten in her chest. She knew it was strange to feel such a way after only a few days, but she had never felt safer in her life than she had felt with him. She knew it was probably just an illusion, a trick of the mind, that it was only because she had watched him put his life between the rangers and her, but a part of her ached at the thought of never seeing him again.
He looked quickly at her, and Evelyn just caught the glint of the moon in his coppery eyes. The ache went deeper. She faltered. She knew she had little reason to go back to Orsus—she had completely abandoned Joseph and she had no family there anymore. The only thing she had to look forward to was more abuse from Colette Vandergaast and the rest of the settlers, with barely a shred of hope that Joseph might forgive her.
Evelyn knew almost nothing about this boy in front of her, but she knew he’d kill for her, die for her, and in the moonlit moment, the rest seemed trivial, like all she knew about him then was all she ever needed to know. Evelyn didn’t want to breathe; the gravity between her and the boy just feet away drew the ache deeper into her belly, leaving behind a growing, sweltering heat in her chest.
Yes, Ollie … I’ll come back for you.
The truck hit a rut, and Evelyn felt the sharp smack of steel on her tailbone, shattering the fragile stillness of the moment. Evelyn breathed, trying to hold on to it, but is was gone, and she remembered what she had to do. She was going to take Tate to Vista. She was going to return him to Earth with enough nanites for himself and as many other people as he wanted to help. But after that, she didn’t know whether she would pick up the mantle of her sister to help refugees escape Earth or travel with Tate in his quest to heal the world. Maybe it would be something else entirely, and if she’d be with Joseph or Ollie or all by herself, she didn’t know, but in the moment, she knew she couldn’t leave him wondering.
“I think this is where we have to say goodbye, Ollie,” she said, her voice cracking slightly, unexpectedly. Her gut wrenched as she abandoned the longing ache deep inside her, leaving it to twist with nowhere to go. She quickly looked away. Catching Tillie’s gaze, she saw the smile, which didn’t light in her eyes, and knew it was the unspoken thank-you from one girl to another for not stringing her brother along. For letting him down easy.
Out of the corner of her eye, Evelyn saw Ollie nod his head and sigh into a deep breath.
“Well,” he said, forcing the smile but not the wink, “it’ll be good to get rid of you. Pretty girls are nothing but trouble anyway.”
“You got that right,” Tate said, still resting against the cab with his eyes closed, his grin nearly stretching from ear to ear. “Why do you think I became a priest?”



AIMLESS
There were tears as Evelyn hugged Tillie and her brothers and kissed Ollie on the cheek. Ollie had insisted that he escort Tate and her back to the shuttle, and Evelyn had to all but slap him back into the truck. In the end, Tillie laughed and Ollie relented, reasoning that they couldn’t get the truck any further into the country given its condition, and it didn’t make sense for his family to wait ten hours for Ollie to hike in and hike back out. He had insisted on giving her one of the slide-action pistols they had taken off the rangers the day before, for safety, he said, but the cold heft of the pistol never felt anything but alien next to her skin, so she stashed it away in her pack. She figured if they happened upon a rattlesnake or a bobcat or another pair of robo-rangers, they’d just have to do her the courtesy of letting her unpack her .45 before they messed with her or Tate.
By Evelyn’s estimation, they had covered about eight miles in their first four hours of walking, stopping frequently to let Tate catch his breath. At their current pace, Evelyn figured they still had about an hour to go. The purple halo over the wallowing plains behind them told her the sun was still a while away from rising. If they didn’t hit any snags along the way, they should get to the shuttle by about the time the sun was coming up. Then a quick blast across the galaxy with the Leap
Frog, and Tate could be rejuvenating with new nanite tech in the infirmary on Vista before breakfast.
Evelyn sat on the rock, looking up at the starry sky. Without the clouds, she could see billions of stars, the faint fog of the Milky Way galaxy stretching out like a moonlit river dancing with fireflies. She wondered what else was out there, beyond what she had seen.
She took a sip of her water bottle and then looked at her brother. There were so many wonders out there in space and right on the rock in front of her.
“I’ve been curious about something, Tate,” Evelyn started, latching on to one of the many questions she had flittering around in her thoughts. “How did you figure out you could heal people?”
Tate looked up at her from his rock. Even in the cool dark, she could see he was still sweating. Without his nanites, his body just couldn’t run well, and he struggled to catch his breath even over short distances. His dark hair fell in thick strips over his forehead, but the effort he had exerted hadn’t diminished his spirits. He smiled, sat straighter, and took a sip of his water.
“I’d tell you it was an accident, but there really aren’t any accidents with God. He just reveals things to us in surprising ways, sometimes.”
He took another sip. “A few years after you left, I had moved out to a shelter near a Navajo reservation in New Mexico. There had been territorial battles in Arizona and Texas, and many of the survivors had fled into New Mexico. The shelter I went to was for children who had lost parents.”
“That sounds like you, Tate.”
Tate smiled. “Well, I was walking some of the children to the shelter from the depot where they were coming in on busses, when a car rolled up to the checkpoint. Apparently, they were immigrants trying to get clear of the war. I heard afterward that they probably didn’t know their car was wired to explode.”
Evelyn was almost speechless. “What about the kids?”
“Well, I also heard afterward that the car bomb probably wasn’t meant to go off in the center of an orphan relocation center, but it did. Still, the only fatalities were the people in the car, and other than the guard, who had some burns and a concussion, one little boy was hurt. 
“He had wandered closer to the gate at the sight of the yellow car, and when the car exploded, the front wheel blew loose and hit him in the chest.”
Evelyn gasped. “Oh my God!”
“That’s exactly what I said. I ran over to the boy, and it was obvious he couldn’t breathe. I think the wheel had crushed his ribcage when it hit him, and he was on the ground, gasping for breath. He wasn’t bleeding much other than a few scrapes from being hit by the wheel and hitting the ground, but he was scared. I was sure he was going to die right there in my arms, so I placed my hand on the back of his neck, and I held his head, and I started giving the boy Last Rights.
“And then the strangest sensation came over me. It’s hard to explain, but I felt like my strength, my life even, was flowing out of my body, through my fingers, into this boy. I opened my eyes, and he was looking at me with a surprised look on his face. I don’t know, maybe he felt it too, and then I saw his chest stretch back. His lungs inflated. He breathed. It was a miracle. God had used me to deliver a miracle to this little boy.
“By then there were people standing around us. They were shocked. I was shocked. I didn’t know what to say. I mean, can you imagine that? Me … a priest … at a loss for words in the face of a miracle. But I was. A doctor and a couple of nurses rushed over from the medical tent and brought the boy to the infirmary, and I was mobbed by the onlookers.
“Most people were surprised. They thought I was an angel. Some called me all manner of other things—demon, devil, you name it. All I knew was God chose me, and I was exhausted. I went back to the dorm we had available to us as missionaries, and I slept. Twenty hours later, I woke up, still exhausted, and not feeling like myself, and then I started to have my suspicions about what had happened.
“I went back to the medical tent, and sure enough, the boy was recovering as if by a miracle. The medics didn’t have much technology to monitor his progress, given where we were, but I knew. The nanites I had in me had flowed into him. It was then that I realized my fingertips were sore, where the nanites had gone through my skin into the boy.
“I didn’t want to interrupt his healing, so I didn’t touch him. I was worried the nanites might not return to me, but I was more concerned they would leave him too quickly, so I just prayed over him. The Lord had delivered a miracle through me. He just used the science in me to do it.
“A few days later, the boy was doing well but people were asking a lot of questions. I knew it was time for me to leave. So I placed my hands on the boy and I felt the nanites return to me … and then I left.”
“And the legend of the mystic Navajo healer was born,” Evelyn finished.
“It was,” Tate said with a smile. “I couldn’t be a priest … at least, not the way I was … but God helped me find my purpose.”
Tate stood and gestured blandly with one hand, nodding in the direction they had been walking, indicating he was ready to walk some more. Evelyn snapped up and slung the pack over her shoulders.
The cloudless night was bright, but it still didn’t give them enough light that they could walk carefree through the scrub. They kicked along for a moment to find their rhythm again, her in front and him just behind, and waited for the canyon to move closer.
“So after that, you just went around the country, laying hands on people and healing them?” she teased.
Tate laughed. “Not exactly. I got it in my head that if I could get more nanites, I could just give those to people who were really in need. I knew I couldn’t help everyone, but I figured God would put the people in front of me I needed to help the most.”
Tate paused, and something about his tone, the way he finished his thought—something—grabbed her attention. She glanced behind her and caught Tate’s grin. She turned back around. “Who’s helping who here, Tate?” she muttered under her breath.
“I hadn’t ever gone back to the headquarters in Atlanta after you left,” Tate began again, perhaps satisfied Evelyn had caught the innuendo, “but I figured if there were nanites left here on Earth, they would be there.”
“Did you find them? Most of the original nanobot technology was developed there … In fact, we left all of the first-generation tech … the same tech you had … in an underground storage facility,” Evelyn added, trying to be helpful.
“Unfortunately, no. I couldn’t even get near the campus. It was under military control. Guards. Drones. The works. I never got a straight answer from anyone I talked to about it either, but the suspicion is that President Coleson had the military confiscate the facility after Dad left.”
“Yeah,” Evelyn half chuckled, “Mr. Philips has a way of getting under people’s skin.”
“A truer thing may never have been said, Evie,” Tate agreed with a laugh. “But … the country was already in a bad place. We weren’t at war yet, but things were bad and getting worse, and after Dad—and you—” Tate added, thumping Evelyn lightly on the back, “slipped through his fingers, I think the president just lost his mind. It was as if the whole country sank into a horrible depression, and then there was war.”
Tate paused for a second. “But the nanites were out of reach. I couldn’t get to them if they were still there. If Dad left any technology behind, I’m sure Coleson has it now.”
And as Tate finished his thought, it all made sense to Evelyn. The NCG rangers, and the tech she felt reverberating inside them … Whatever nanite technology they had left behind had probably been confiscated, reprogrammed, and used to develop super-soldiers.
“Stupid, stupid, stupid!” Evelyn said, clenching her teeth and balling up her fists at the realization of what had happened.
“What’s the matter, Evie?”
“The nanites, Tate! We were so careful to scrub all the servers in the headquarters before we left. I even programmed a very specific virus to destroy all the research and data we had about me, Miss Artificial Intelligence herself, but we didn’t destroy any of the hardware. We left the original nanite technology behind, and now President Coleson and his goons are using my technology to create killing machines.”
A shudder ran across her shoulders as she realized that she hadn’t just been responsible for Jane’s death and the deaths of her family. She stopped in her tracks and whipped around. “Oh my God, Tate … all the people those rangers have killed over the years … it’s all my fault!”
A furrow crept across Tate’s brow. “Just because you helped develop the technology, doesn’t mean you’re responsible for the way evil men use it.” He looked at his hands and then showed her his palms. “You’ve seen the good your work can do, Evie. If you want to take credit for anything, take credit for that. Your intentions were good.”
“Yeah, my good intentions,” she said, kicking a rock and then sitting in a huff, but no sooner had she sat than she bolted upright. “Ouch!” she said, reaching around her now-tender backside, realizing she had just tried to assume The Thinker’s position on top of a Horse Crippler. “Dammit!” she spat, feeling her blood pressure rising. 
She turned to Tate. “My good intentions … you saw that bone wall, Tate. My good intentions probably put millions of people there. My good intentions probably led to countless millions more who have been terrorized by those monsters parading around as patriots. My good intentions have wreaked a wave of death and destruction upon humanity, and it was my good intentions … that got Jane killed.”
Tate cocked his head, obviously confused.
“I thought you said she didn’t make it to the new planet,” he said, his tone making it more of a question than a statement.
Evelyn hung her head and felt the breeze blow across her face. She was out of time. In a couple of hours, Tate would be on Vista and he’d hear the whole truth from someone, and she knew it would be better for it to come from her. She owed Jane and him that much.
“I’m responsible for her death, Tate,” she started with a sigh. “Actually, I’m responsible for all of their deaths … Mr. and Mrs. Philips, Marcus … Jane. I was trying to connect one of the power generators to the power supply on a shuttle so the whole settlement could have electricity. I thought I knew what to do, and I … I don’t know what happened. One minute she was there, and the next … they were all dead.”
Evelyn was quiet for a moment, and she felt her brother place his hands on her shoulders. He pulled her in closer, wrapping his arms around her. She felt the side of his cheek rest on the top of her head, and the strength of his chest as she pressed her cheek into him. She smelled the salt from her tears as they made his shirt damp.
“You know, you should watch where you sit out here,” he said as a moment passed. “Those cacti are murder, and the Navajo healer can’t spare any more nanites to repair your posterior.”
Evelyn slobber-laughed but didn’t move. “How can you make jokes, Tate? Everyone’s gone … Your mom and dad and sister … they’re all gone.”
“Why do you say that, Evie? Why do you say your mom and your dad, or Mr. Philips and Mrs. Philips … You’re my sister, and you’re Jane’s sister, which makes them your parents too. So why don’t you call Mom Mom and Dad Dad?”
Evelyn was quiet. However she thought this conversation was going to go, it hadn’t, and she didn’t know how to answer his question. She thought for another moment and then shrugged her shoulders in his embrace, answering the only thing she could. “They never said it was okay.”
Tate finally pulled away, and he looked in her eyes, like he was searching for an answer somewhere within her. “Why did you come here, Evie?”
“What do you mean? Isn’t it obvious? I came here to find you,” she added, a little irritated at the question.
“I know that, but why? Why did you want to come and find me?”
“Because I wanted to see you again. And I knew I had to tell you about Jane.”
“Is that it?”
“Well, no … Jane also talked about flying shuttles back to Orsus. She wanted to help more people. I suppose I was thinking about doing that too.”
“Okay. And now that you’re here, what are you planning to do?”
Evelyn knew Tate was going somewhere with all the questions, but she didn’t know where and she was losing her patience. “I’m taking you to Vista, and then I’m bringing you back.”
“And then what?”
“This whole little thing you’re doing is starting to get on my nerves, Tate. What are you getting at?”
“I’m getting at the fact that you have no purpose.”
“Thanks for that.” She crossed her arms and turned sideways, keeping her more colorful words to herself.
“Okay, so maybe I could have said that better. Give me some grace, huh? My nanites are on the way to California.”
Evelyn laughed, and Tate continued.
“What I mean is you are searching … you don’t know what your purpose is. It’s obvious you feel responsible for Jane and Mom and Dad, and maybe that’s why you feel like you need to take up their cause. And Lord knows I would love to have you with me when I come back to Earth, but in the end, you have to figure out what your purpose is.”
“Figure out what I want to do,” she mumbled. The concept was completely foreign to her.
“Sort of, but I’m talking about your purpose. Sometimes it’s what you want, but not always. If you had asked me when I was a teenager what I wanted to do, living a life of poverty and chastity as a priest would not have been my first choice.”
Evelyn laughed again.
“But I knew that was my purpose. It was the reason God made me. What I’m trying to say is, God created you for a reason too. He has a purpose for you. You need to figure out what that is.”
More carefully this time, Evelyn sat on a rock, wincing just a little from being stuck just moments before. “I’m not so sure about that.”
“What, that God has a purpose for you?”
“No … that God created me.”
“I see,” Tate said, crouching in front of her and taking her hand in his.
“What?” Evelyn mumbled.
“You don’t think you’re a real person?”
“Honestly, Tate, I don’t know. My body was grown by scientists in a lab. My brain was programmed by engineers. I don’t know what I am.”
“But you’re alive, right?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, all life comes from God, Evie. It doesn’t matter how He gave it to you or whether it was in a lab or not.”
Evelyn wasn’t convinced. “I don’t know, Tate. I wish I didn’t have so many doubts about all that.”
“You know, the truth is I do too,” Tate said, sitting down beside her. “I may be a priest, but that doesn’t mean I don’t have doubts. I don’t know for sure what happens when we die. Nobody does. That just makes us human.”
Evelyn shifted in her seat, still unsure. “So how do I figure out what my purpose is?”
“God will tell you.”
“That’s not helpful.”
“That’s the truth.”
“Still not helpful, but thanks,” she said, still irritated, but knowing the truth of it anyway. Tate wasn’t going to be able to tell her what her purpose was any more than Jane would have been able to. She knew she was going to have to figure that out for herself. Evelyn stood and tiredly gestured to Tate. “Come on, we still have a galaxy to cross.”
They started walking toward the opening of the canyon, which seemed to appear out of nowhere as the morning sun reflected off the tips of the hills.
“I don’t get the sense you feel better about any of this,” Tate said.
“No … I do a little. I guess if there was any evidence about my humanity, it’s in the fact that I’m as confused as everyone else.”
“There you go,” Tate said, patting her on the back and then squeezing her into a sideways hug.
For a few minutes more, they walked together quietly. Rounding the edge of the canyon wall, Evelyn saw the grove of trees ahead, and even though the sun hadn’t brightened the inside of the canyon, she could make out the hulking black shape of her shuttle. A wave of relief washed over her at the thought they would soon be on their way—she and Tate—and soon would be in the safety and comfort of the space station again.
Evelyn caught another whiff of herself. She had mostly been ignoring her odor, but after five days without a real shower, and rotating through her clothes in the hopes they might freshen up on their own, she was disgusted with herself. She wasn’t sure if she would wait to get to Vista or not, figuring a hot shower on the shuttle would feel heavenly and might brighten her spirits. Tate wasn’t exactly fresh either, but if he was smelling her too, he would probably be grateful for her taking a shower also.
Shower. Sleep. They were the only two words that seemed to have much meaning to her after her last several days and a long night of walking. Despite how tired she was, Evelyn’s mind was awhirl with questions. If she could figure out how to stop her mind from running away from her, she knew that would at least be a step in the right direction. But as it stood, she felt insufferably confused about what her purpose was, and then as if to compound her anxiety, she remembered the gunfight in San Antonio. The agent had been looking at his tether when he said, “It’s definitely her.” Whatever that meant—whomever they thought she was—Evelyn still didn’t know, but she was grateful to be leaving.
“How about we take our time coming back to Earth, Evie?” Tate said as they cleared the last of the trees, the shuttle just another fifty feet beyond them in the clearing. “Maybe we can spend some time together flying around the galaxy.”
“I’d like that,” Evelyn said, smiling at the thought of some carefree days ahead. Figuring it was about time to get Buzz the shuttle warmed up for their ascent, Evelyn activated her nanites so she could open the shuttle bay. She felt them warm and hum inside her, and she felt the familiar itch as they connected to the shuttle, waking it from its sleep, and then as if she had been kicked in the gut, she felt an overwhelming feeling of sickness wash throughout her body. She knew that feeling. Immediately her eyes went wide.
“Rangers!” she screamed. She whipped her head around and realized Tate had stopped walking ten feet back. He had a blank look in his eyes, his shoulders were slumped, and then he collapsed, muttering something incoherent as his face smashed into the dirt.
Evelyn rushed to his side. “Tate,” she gasped, sliding into the dirt next to him, and then, not a second later, she felt a horrendous pinch in her side, like she had just been stung by a wasp the size of a hummingbird. She grabbed absently around her middle and pulled a dart from between her ribs. She felt her mouth go dry. Her peripheral vision started fading. She looked up and could just make out the shapes—people coming toward them—blurry against the trees. She could hear their laughter. She wanted to vomit. As if someone was hanging on her head, trying to weigh it down, she slowly turned to look back at the shuttle, not twenty feet away. Her thoughts were stunted. She knew she needed to get there, but she couldn’t move, and the feeling of sickness in her belly grew as the world faded to black around her.



TAKEN
White light. Black shapes. Cold. Icy cold and numb.
Too bright …
“She’s waking.”
Can’t move …
“Is she restrained?”
“Yes.”
“Good. Make sure they’re tight.”
Ouch!
“Something’s wrong here.”
“What?
“I don’t know. The flight controls aren’t working.”
“Well, fix it.”
“I’m trying, but something keeps activating the autopilot. It’s trying to course-correct us into orbit.”
“Help … me,” Evelyn heard herself say through a groggy exhale. Her eyes couldn’t focus, and she felt the room spinning around her.
“Shut her up, will you?”
“What for?”
“Just do it—”
“What’s … happening?” Evelyn asked, trying to lift her head.
Evelyn winced at the pinch in her neck.
“—if I can’t deliver Carson Philips, I’m gonna deliver his daughter, and I don’t need a reason to shoot her before we get there.”
Evelyn’s world began to fade again.
“Aha … there we go … Autopilot’s finally offline.”



GUEST
Darkness surrounded her, like that of a night without a moon, inky black and murky, the hint of shadows looming. Then, far in the distance, a jagged blackness thrust upward without limit.
She walked.
Swirls of blackness became gray around her feet and then scattered into the blackness again.
She walked. She searched. She wondered.
“You are close.”
Evelyn stopped and turned. It was her sister, standing at a distance, impossibly far away, her voice just a whisper. 
“You are closer than you think, Stargazer.”
“Closer to what? What am I close to?”
“Yourself.”
“I don’t understand.”
Jane vanished as if she had never been there.
Evelyn turned back around. She saw nothing.
“I don’t understand. What do I do?”
“Follow the stars.”
Evelyn stood still. Before her, the ground fell away into nothingness, and the murky smudge around her cleared. She could see everything. There was no light, but everywhere she looked there were stars.
Evelyn felt the cool softness of the pillow under her cheek. Slowly, as if to preserve the feeling, she opened her eyes. Light was streaming through the two-story window, refracting hauntingly through the sheer draperies that hung down the sides. The light was bright, unfiltered, and her eyes ached as if they hadn’t seen light in ages.
Her eyes searched the wall around the window. She lifted her head slightly to peer down the bed. A table and chairs in the distance. A door beyond. A tapestry on the wall. She recognized nothing, and then her mind was flooded with the last moments she spent with Tate.
The rangers! Where am I?
She sat up quickly and felt the room spin. She looked around. The room was huge—at least thirty feet long and twenty feet wide—and the ceiling above must have been at least twenty feet high. The wood floors were generously covered with plush oriental rugs, and the dressers, tables, and finely upholstered chairs had a distinctly old-world feel to them. The window she had noticed was just as big as she had thought at first glance, easily rising from just above the floor to a few feet shy of the ceiling. It was flanked on either side by two others equally as grand. Even the bed she found herself in was dreamy—a stark contrast to the cots she had grown accustomed to.
Evelyn looked at the wall behind her, and at the great wooden door, which she assumed was the entrance to her room.
Her mind was still struggling to grasp what was happening, and in a daze, she stood and stumbled as she lumbered her way toward the door. The confusion she felt was profound. Nothing made sense. She tried turning the knob. It didn’t move. It occurred to her then that she didn’t know what she would have done had the door opened, given she wasn’t wearing anything but clean white linen pajamas.
Another thing struck her about her current condition, which hadn’t been immediately obvious to her a moment ago, but as she looked down at her sleepwear, she realized something was wrapped snugly around her neck. Bringing her hands up, she felt around her throat. It felt like a thick band, not like a bandage, but hard, smooth, and wide, at least two inches thick and sticking out from her neck at least a half an inch. She tried to fit her finger underneath it, but couldn’t get anything more than her fingernail between it and her skin. As tight as it was, it didn’t seem to be affecting her ability to breathe, but even so, Evelyn felt her pulse rise at the thought of having something stuck around her neck.
She glanced around the room. Figuring the door on the opposite wall was a bathroom, she headed toward it quickly, navigating through the room’s furnishings. The door opened easily enough, and was fortunately a bathroom. As Evelyn clicked on the light, she wasn’t sure she wanted to see herself in the mirror. Slowly she stepped around the corner. She held her breath. She looked at her reflection.
It was her. And she breathed a sigh of relief as her inventory revealed she still had all the right parts in all the right places, even if she was still lacking volume in certain areas. On further inspection, she realized she was correct in that other than her pajamas, the only article of clothing she was wearing—if she could call it that—was the collar around her neck.
She reached up to touch it. It was smooth and black and was completely nondescript, other than a thin crease that ran vertically through its two-inch width from the top to the bottom. She felt another crease with her fingers in the back, and she figured the two pieces of the collar were locked around her neck—by whom, she still didn’t know. Looking around the right side of the collar, she saw the faintest green light emitting from the top, casting a yellow-greenish light on the pale skin just behind her ear.
Once again, she tried to fit her finger underneath the edge of the collar but got nowhere. It felt like the collar was a bandage stuck to her skin, and there wasn’t any way to pull it away.
At least it’s not the tracker Jane had, she thought, remembering the horrible torture device Jane had had implanted under the skin in her forearm when she was taken to the DF-23 death camp. The tracker had burned Jane’s arm. It vibrated under the skin, giving the sensation she had a worm crawling through her muscle tissue, and electrocuted her for misconduct. The collar Evelyn wore seemed tame, by contrast, but she let her hands fall to the pedestal sink, reluctant to tamper with it.
Figuring there was nothing she could do about it in the moment, she left the bathroom and thought she’d see if she could get her bearings on where she might have been taken.
Coming to one of the windows, she pulled aside the sheers and immediately felt the stalling thoughts of shock settle over her as she gazed out the window. It was obvious to her now. She was no longer in Texas.
The window she peered through was clearly on the second or third level of the building she was in, which was situated in the belly of a great valley, surrounded by soaring snowcapped mountains on all sides. By the look of it, the building ran in both directions from her window for at least a hundred yards and then jutted out into the valley, leaving a great gravelly courtyard below. The building seemed to be made of stone, with slate tiles on the flanking roofs. It reminded Evelyn of pictures she had seen of homes in northern France, except the building she was in was much larger. If it wasn’t for the fact she had been abducted to get there, she realized she might have been impressed by the grandness of her room and the home she was in—if it was a home.
Below her in the courtyard, dozens of military personnel were milling around, coming and going in open-air troop transports to the fields of the valley beyond. And while the sight of all the military personnel made her nervous, it was what was in the fields that made her freeze in her spot. Two rows of no less than ten shuttles each stretched into the distance, and the trucks were driving out and back, loaded with men and equipment, obviously preparing for something.
She remembered seeing the colonists flying into Philips
Landing on the first day, and how that had felt like an invasion, even though it had only been a dozen shuttles filled with research teams and settlers. Here in the valley before her, she saw the same shuttles, originally designed by Carson Philips and his company CP Interstellar. Evelyn had been responsible for designing the engines for these shuttles—back when she was just artificial intelligence. She knew their specifications down to the switch, and she also knew that based on what she was seeing, each of these shuttles could carry dozens of fully-armed men and their equipment.
If those men are the rangers I keep running into … Her stomach flipped at the thought of what might happen to the people who were wherever these men were going. Then it struck her, a momentary feeling of peace before the thought materialized. She didn’t feel nauseous. She was a good distance away from the men who appeared to be members of the National Civilian Guard—but she was close enough—and there were enough of them that if they were rangers, she knew she’d be doubled over and vomiting. Her nanites were definitely active, but there weren’t any offending signals coming from the men below to set off her alarms, and in the moment, she was relieved but even more confused.
A knock at the door and a leaping heart, Evelyn turned quickly to see a shapely woman enter. She wore a plain white lab coat, and credentials on a lanyard around her neck. Her red hair was pulled back into a tail, and as she walked one foot in front of the other on her high heels into the room, Evelyn wondered how she managed to keep all of her chest and hips going in the same direction when she walked like she was balancing on a tightrope.
Behind her a very slight and mousy young woman entered, holding a covered silver tray that seemed much too large and heavy for her.
“Oh good,” the redheaded woman boomed, startling Evelyn with her volume. “You’re not dead. Sometimes we don’t come soon enough when we have VIPs, and then I have to call the cleaning crew.”
She stopped, seeming to take inventory of the room, and then looked at the girl. “Just set that down over there,” she said, gesturing toward the table. Evelyn watched as the girl continued with the tray and then brought her attention back to the woman.
“You are probably wondering why you are here,” she said, clasping her hands in front of her, accentuating the size of her chest. “I assure you, dear, you’ll find all that out in due time. For now, I want you to make yourself comfortable. This is your room. If you feel like freshening up, you have the bathroom at your disposal. There are clothes for you to wear in the wardrobe. They should fit you well enough, and for pity’s sake, eat something,” she added, shaking her head, looking Evelyn up and down. “When they brought you in here, I didn’t know if I should have my nurses bring you girls’ clothes to wear or boys’.”
The woman’s directness took Evelyn by surprise, but she looked at the table anyway. The young woman walked away with the cover, leaving behind an assortment of foods that Evelyn couldn’t identify at a distance.
The woman stepped closer, and Evelyn shuffled a step backward.
“You will not leave this room,” she continued. “There is a guard standing outside the door … He’s there for your own safety. And under no circumstances are you to tamper with that collar. If you do, you’re dead … and I don’t mean that in the figurative sense, like ‘don’t do it or you’re dead,’” she added, wagging her finger at Evelyn with a smirk. “I mean, you’re really dead. A lethal dose of strychnine—”
“Strychnine?” Evelyn mumbled.
“Right. Strychnine … my own little concoction. I know it’s a little old school, but these collars were originally designed to terminate the rangers in our enhanced soldier program. The convulsions the strychnine causes are the only thing that can keep a ranger who is suffering a psychotic episode from killing everyone within arm’s reach. Of course, it isn’t the most humane way to do it, but it’s cleaner than the detonators we used to use in the collars … You can probably imagine.
“So, as I was saying, tamper with the collar and it will inject you with a lethal dose of strychnine, directly into your carotid artery. You don’t want that. I really don’t want that. Nobody wants that.”
Evelyn was horrified. The research she had seen on strychnine poisoning was enough to make her speechless. People had been known to dislocate their backs and necks from the spasms as the toxin worked on their nervous system; it led to a slow and painful death, sometimes taking hours to finally kill the victim. Without thinking, Evelyn found that she had reached up to touch the collar again as she realized she had something far more sinister strapped around her neck than what Jane had implanted in her arm.
“I mean it,” the woman sang, “don’t do it.”
Evelyn dropped her hand, letting her arms hang lifelessly at her sides.
“That’s better. Now, if you want a shower, that’s fine. The collar can get wet, and you’ll probably want to take one. I had my girls wipe you down when you got here, but trust me, you need a good soak in that shower.
“And just between us girls,” she said, leaning in as if to share a secret, “believe me when I tell you that you don’t have any privacy in this room, so you may want to practice modesty … Although, given that you aren’t hiding much under there anyway,” she added, standing straight, her eyes focused squarely on Evelyn’s chest, “you may not be all that worried about such things.”
Evelyn’s mind whirled at the compounding insults and overwhelming information, which still hadn’t answered any of her questions.
The woman continued. “You have a guest coming this afternoon, so do what you need to do to clean yourself up. I’ll see you again, and then we can talk some more … I am so very excited to have you … here, I mean.” With that, the woman gave a plastic smile and turned to follow her assistant out the door.
Tate, Evelyn thought, just realizing she hadn’t thought of him until then, and chastising herself for it.
“Ma’am,” she said quickly, stepping toward her, surprised at her own hoarseness.
The woman stopped and turned on her heels. “It’s Doctor. Dr. Eleanor Pritikov, but you can call me Dr. Pretty if you like.”
“Sorry, Doctor, but what about my—” she started, stopping short as she realized she didn’t want to give away Tate’s identity if they didn’t already know it. “… The man I was with … do you know if he is okay? Is he here too?”
The woman smiled. “Yes, he’s here too, and yes, he’s fine … though he doesn’t seem to have the same pep you do,” she added, furrowing her brow. “In fact, the last I checked, he was still asleep, but that’s been a while ago now.” She cocked her head, speaking more to herself, adding, “Oh dear, I do hope he hasn’t done anything stupid with his collar. It would be a shame for us to have brought him all this way only for him to accidentally kill himself.
“You’ll excuse me,” the doctor said, shaking her head slightly and turning. As she exited the room, her words trailing behind her, she added, “Please do try to eat something too, dear. Can’t have you wasting away … You’re going to need your strength.”
With a click, the door closed. Evelyn heard the bolt lock, and with it, her hopes that she and Tate might make it back to Vista alive melted into the vacuum Dr. Pretty left behind as she sucked all the air from the room.



ENABLER
Despite its commonness, the food on the platter left Evelyn feeling as if she was looking at something alien. It was a sausage. A staple of European and American cuisine dating back centuries. Something that had been made in as many varieties and flavors as there are animals and spices. A thing that had powered soldiers and educators, commoners and kings, for as long as there were written records, and yet, with as prolific a food as the common sausage was, Evelyn had never been confronted with one openly. She was at a loss.
She had picked her way through the fruit and the cheese on the plate. She had finished off most of the water, she had eaten the crackers, and even enjoyed—though she hated to admit it given her present whereabouts—the jam-filled butter cookies. But the sausage just seemed like it was going to be too much to handle, and so she pushed the paprika-and-pepper-scented tube of cured meat to the far end of the table and stood.
She had thought for a while about whether or not she wanted to shower, given what the doctor had said about there being prying eyes in her midst, but in the end, she relented. Someone might get a show out of it, but she wanted to feel the warmth of the water on her skin and face. And so, having left her sleepwear on the bathroom floor, she smashed her body into the corner of the shower, facing the wall, and she breathed the steam and imagined herself back on Orsus, standing next to the lake in the heat of the day with Joseph by her side.
How much time went by, she had no idea, but the water never got cool, and neither did her thoughts about Joseph. The longer she stood there, the more desperately she wanted to find a way back to him. Reluctantly she turned off the water, and maybe for the first time in her life, as she stepped out of the steamy shower, she felt unconcerned about her appearance. She still didn’t want to give anyone any more to look at than she needed to, so she quickly covered herself with the bath towel and stepped back into her boudoir.
Twenty minutes later, she looked like she was ready to go horseback riding, and if it hadn’t been for the hundreds of military personnel and shuttles on the grounds, she might have imagined herself going for a ride across a European countryside. She had her hair tied back, was wearing some remarkably well-fitting khaki riding pants, boots, and a short-sleeved black collared shirt. But instead of riding across faraway lands on horseback with Joseph, she was staring at a sausage she was surprised to realize she had no desire to eat. 
She wondered about the food at first, thinking it could be poisoned or drugged, but quickly dismissed it, partly because she was ravenous and partly because she couldn’t figure out why they would bring her all the way there and pamper her with a nice room and a shower—even if she had been outfitted with a lethal collar—only to kill her.
As the minutes and then hours passed, Evelyn found herself moving around the room—lying on the bed, sitting in all the chairs, stretching out on the floor—and she knew she was right about the food being okay to eat, but her thoughts were still troubled.
Her mind worked like a machine, and even though she didn’t have to think consciously about the calculations, she knew the results. There was very little chance, given what she knew, that she would survive being there, and there was virtually no chance for escape. Any attempt at escape would make death certain. As much as she didn’t want to think about dying, she was spending less time trying to solve her own imprisonment problem and more time thinking about saving Tate and undermining whatever hideous plot was being developed in the enormous country home she found herself trapped within.
It wasn’t until hours later, the waning light of the long day cascading through the windows, and after being completely lulled into a fog of isolated thought, that there came a rap at her door.
Evelyn sat up straighter in her seat at the coffee table, realizing, to her surprise, she was hoping it was going to be the familiar face of the completely-lacking-in-bedside-manner Dr. Pretty. It wasn’t, and the nerves in her stomach grew as an older man entered. He was distinguished looking and trim, wearing a dark tailored suit that accentuated his fit frame. His hair may have been thinning and gray, but it was cropped so cleanly it was hard to tell. He wasn’t wearing a tie, and the only splash of color he had was the breathtaking blue of his shirt, which was perfectly accented by the cool blueness of his eyes.
Evelyn recognized him immediately from the countless hours of video and news clippings she had stored away in her gray matter. It was obvious—his presence filling the enormous room even as he entered—why he had been elected to office so many decades ago and how he still had so much power. He may as well have been king for all the years he had served in office. In the ominous presence of President Dale Coleson, Evelyn felt like she was shrinking into the velvet of the seat cover as he approached.
It was hard for her to put her finger on it, in spite of feeling both terrified and awestruck, but something about him didn’t seem quite right. The disconnect between what she thought he should be and what he was made it impossible for her to regroup her thoughts.
Evelyn tried to stand.
The president smiled and waved her down. “Oh no, please sit. I’ll come to you.”
The president sat in the chair opposite her as she returned to her seat. He had a relaxed look about him, and for a few moments, he said nothing. She felt his penetrating eyes as he looked at her, as if he was trying to discern something about her that he didn’t understand either. As uncomfortable as she was, though, she had no idea what to say, if anything, and so she sat and waited for him to speak.
In the silence, up close, she realized that President Coleson was remarkably handsome and appeared much younger than his years. And then Evelyn realized that was the thing bothering her. It wasn’t the fact that she was sitting across from a man who had hunted down Mr. Philips and called him a traitor. It wasn’t because he had driven the country into a state of economic collapse and depression. It wasn’t that even before the war, he had been responsible for an administration that had executed tens of millions of citizens for failing to comply with state relocation orders. The man was a murderer—and every part of her knew it—but as she sat there, her blood chilling and the skin on her arms pocking into goose flesh, she realized why she was so unnerved. President Coleson clearly wasn’t aging. In fact, as she looked into the blackness of his pupils, which also seemed to be without bottom, he seemed younger—years younger—than the last pictures she had of him before they had left Earth six years before.
Evelyn knew the man sitting across from her was about seventy years old, but he didn’t even look fifty. He had just the hint of crow’s feet in the corners of his eyes, but the square lines of his jaw, the flush of his skin, the sparkle in his terrifyingly intelligent eyes, the sturdiness of his walk and his posture … everything about him struck her as youthful, and Evelyn could find no explanation for it other than perhaps she was looking into the eyes of the Devil himself.
She desperately locked her spine to resist the shudder trying to race up her back, and then he leaned into his seat, crossing his legs casually.
“You know,” he began in a dreamy, smooth baritone, “you are quite lovely.”
Evelyn knew the surprise of his compliment registered on her face, and the president half laughed.
“Amazing,” he said. “Really, Evelyn, just seeing you here … I’m not often at a loss for words, but you are simply breathtaking.”
Evelyn felt the knot tighten in her chest. She couldn’t help but feel like things had just grown considerably worse for her, not just because he knew who she was, but also because she clearly had an admirer in this sociopathic world leader more than fifty years her senior.
“I don’t know what to say,” she managed, squirreling up some courage to open her mouth, despite her desire to disappear.
“Oh, well, please, ask me anything. I really want to see that mind of yours at work.”
Evelyn felt her stomach churn. She wondered if he was giving her some sort of test. She felt her pulse rising, and then she remembered Tate. She needed to figure out what was going on, so she slowed her breathing, calmed her nerves, and figured she’d try to learn all she could.
“Okay,” she said, clearing her throat. “How do you know who I am?”
“Ah, yes. That is a good place to start our conversation, and I must say, your identity is a more recent revelation for us. It’s probably obvious to you, but when we first noticed you, we thought you were Jane Philips. The facial recognition programs identified you as her. Even the DNA samples the rangers took on site showed you were her. The fact that you appeared to be so much younger had the rangers who found you a little confused … but you and I both know how that works, now, don’t we?” he added, nodding his head slightly to her.
Evelyn didn’t know what he was talking about, but she sat still and listened, hoping the pieces would fall into place.
“It wasn’t until we saw the flight report, though, that we figured something wasn’t quite right. The pilots said they had lost control of the shuttle for a time, which is unusual given the technology aboard those shuttles—I suppose I ought to thank Mr. Philips for that contribution to our nation’s defenses when I see him—but then our doctors discovered your nanobots during their routine scans when you arrived at Falcon’s
Nest, and that’s when we knew we had something very, very special.”
Evelyn wanted to scream. The thought of being examined by researchers while she was unconscious was enough to make her skin crawl, but not wanting to let on, she locked her back and bit down on her jaw with enough force that she felt her teeth might break.
“Once we accessed the logs on your shuttle,” he continued, “we started to put two and two together. You were nearly comatose, but apparently aware enough to connect with the shuttle’s onboard computers. You were trying to get the autopilot to take the shuttle to outer space … and it almost worked. From there, it didn’t take us long to uncover the truth … that you were Evelyn, not Jane.”
The president uncrossed his legs and leaned forward, his grin giving him the look of a friend confiding a secret.
“Incidentally, that collar you’re wearing blocks your nanobots from transmitting signals. Our scientists needed something to subdue the rangers who didn’t take to the training program all that well, but the technology works just as well on you … You won’t be connecting with any of our systems during your brief stay with us.”
Evelyn felt like she had just been punched in the spine. She didn’t enjoy being around the rangers and the toxic signal they emitted, but she had assumed that they weren’t around at all because she couldn’t feel them. Now she knew they were around, and what was worse, she had no way to know who in her presence may be a potentially psychotic trained killer.
As disturbed and disheartened as she was, though, Evelyn felt a heat building in her chest at feeling trapped—even outsmarted—by a man she had evaded for so long. She didn’t know where to direct her frustrations—at him for outsmarting her or at herself for being foolish, and naïve, and stupid. She didn’t really want to hear any more. She just wanted to leave, somehow, and she knew that wasn’t possible. It was all she could do to keep from squirming in her seat, and just as she felt her insides were about to snap, she remembered her brother.
“I assume you know who I was traveling with, then, too,” she asked, trying to keep her tone steady, though she felt her guts lurching inside her.
“Of course we do. Tate Philips … Carson’s son.”
“Can I see him?”
“No,” the president said casually. “Not yet, anyway, but soon enough.”
“Can I ask why?”
“Can I ask how they got you in there?” the president replied, pointing lightly to her head.
Evelyn knew he wanted to know how the researchers had given her a body, and it was clear he didn’t understand that in a biological sense, she was completely human. Even now, in the presence of this man, she hated herself for the fleeting thought that she wanted validation from him too about her humanity. Why she wanted an inhuman monster to regard her as a person, she couldn’t explain, but it was another painful reminder that she was not seen the way she wanted. Evelyn felt like she had been violated enough for one day. She wasn’t about to do it again to herself.
“No,” she said with more than a hint of disdain in her voice.
“I see,” the president replied, at first seemingly indifferent, but as the moments passed, Evelyn could see something manifesting within him. He may have hit a nerve in treating her as less than human, but she knew she had hit more than that in treating him with contempt. He paused, staring into her eyes, seeming to size her up, and Evelyn could see the anger smoldering deep within him. As a moment passed, he seemed to stiffen, as if she was the new kid and he was the playground bully looking to defend his territory.
“You know, Evelyn,” he began with a tension to his tone that set off every alarm within her, “I thought we might sit and have a cordial conversation together. It appears that may not be possible given our history. So, why don’t you take ten seconds to decide what you want to do about your mouth, and I’ll take ten seconds to decide what I want to do about you.”
Evelyn realized her mouth was hanging open slightly, and with as much dignity as she could muster, she closed it and sat back in her seat.
The president let ten, then twenty, then thirty seconds pass in eerie silence and stillness, as if he was daring Evelyn to say something. “Good,” he said finally, and then he stood and walked toward the window, gazing at the courtyard below.
“Since you seem to be at a loss for words, let me ask your next question for you. ‘Mr. President, what can I do to help you?’ Well, Evelyn, that is also a very good question, and it’s one deserving of a little more explanation.
“You no doubt remember the public address Carson Philips made just before he left,” he said, glancing at Evelyn.
Evelyn sat as still as she could, not wanting to give him the satisfaction of a response.
“Yes, I thought you would—seeing as you helped him access the global communications network to do it,” he said, clasping his hands behind his back.
“Well, in the speech he gave, he said a lot of things. He said the leadership of the country had let the people down. He said families had been torn apart. He said people had suffered. And you know, he was right.”
He turned to gaze out the window. “It was a very bleak time for our people … very dark, but as you probably know, our countrymen are strong. We have come through difficult times as a nation, and I believe we would have emerged from that period, stronger for our experiences, had it not been for one thing.”
Without turning his body, the president looked over his shoulder at Evelyn, his steely gaze firm. “Do you remember what Carson Philips said he was going to do?”
Evelyn said nothing again.
“Oh, come now, Evelyn, play along,” he said, turning and grinning at her. “You do want to know why you are here, don’t you?”
Evelyn didn’t enjoy being patronized, but she did want to know. “He said we were going to find a new planet to colonize, and we would return to bring others there if they wanted to go.”
“Yes, exactly,” he agreed. “And that was all it took for the once-proud people of this great nation—the same people who had built the greatest civilization in the history of mankind … to give up.
“Carson Philips hadn’t given people hope. He had taken away their hope that they could rebuild our nation. He had undermined the very structure of our civilization. People no longer wanted to make our nation great. They wanted to leave.
“After that,” the president continued, pacing his way across the floor, “the country fell into chaos. There were uprisings and riots. Order and law had been pushed aside in favor of vigilante justice. And it was during this time—a time of great vulnerability, mind you—when our country was attacked.
“Separatists worked with the Mexican government to organize attacks on the southern states. Amazingly, the thought that our country could lose territory to Mexico was enough to bring out the patriot in most of our citizens. War is a terrible thing, mind you, but it was beautiful to see the way it brought people together to fight for the common cause—our common cause. It was unifying, but unfortunately, our country no longer had the resources and the manpower to hold off the attacks of the revolutionaries. We lost. Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, Nevada, and most of California were claimed by Mexico. The country broke apart, and with it whatever spirit the people had left.
“It was in the depths of war when I realized that our people really were resilient in a way I couldn’t have imagined before. They were resolute. Determined. They were tough, and they were bold. They just needed a reason to be that way. They needed a rallying cry … very literally, they needed something to fight for.
“You vanished. When you left, we were bearing down on the space station, and it vanished before our very eyes, with everyone on board. I didn’t expect that any of what Carson Philips had said was true … that you had found a way to travel to new worlds. I thought it was just the rantings of a man who had completely lost his mind. But then you were gone. I didn’t know if you had been successful. I just knew there was no trace of you left here. I also knew that if you had been successful, it would just be a matter of time before you returned.
“So, for six years we followed Tate Philips around in his trek across the country. It was easy enough to do with the surveillance we maintain in every major city and with our network of drones. We figured when Carson Philips returned, he would seek out his only son. Frankly, I had just about given up hope that he had, in fact, been successful. But then we saw you, peeking at us from behind the moon, and we followed your shuttle down to the surface, and we tracked you to your landing site in Texas. It took a little time to get our rangers close, but they found you, and here you are.
“We have been preparing for years for your return,” he said, gesturing to the shuttles in the fields beyond. “And now that you’re here, I intend to restore the spirit of this great people. I intend to give them exactly what they want. Something to fight for … a new world to conquer.”
“You can’t,” Evelyn said, her chest tightening as she realized what the president was saying.
“Oh, I assure you, we can, and we will, and you’re going to help us, Evelyn.”
Evelyn stood, her legs shaky. and the feeling of panic growing inside her. “I will not … I won’t take you to them.”
“Oh, Evelyn, I don’t need you to take us,” the president laughed, taunting her with a bemused look. “We are ready to go. We were able to piece together enough information from the records Philips left behind to almost finish the relativity drive. The only part we were missing was the programming … well, that and the coordinates for the world you found. Fortunately for us, we found everything we needed on your shuttle. In the few days you’ve been here—”
I’ve been here for days?
“…we have completed our preparations. The shuttles we are taking are programmed and outfitted. The fleet is ready to go, and I daresay a few hundred colonists won’t be much of a match for a regiment of rangers.
“And when we return, and I am able to share the news that we were able to find a new world for our people, one that can provide all of our people with the opportunity to thrive as they desire, then I will be the one to lead them there.
“So, back to the original question … How can you help? You are here to help us secure the space station, Vista. That is all. It will make a better command center as we move people to the new planet, and there are technologies on that station that we want to secure for the citizens. All of this will be made much easier with your cooperation. So, when we arrive, we will need you to deactivate the security protocols on the space station and transfer control to me. This will allow our fleet to dock, and I will be able to establish control of our operations in the command center.”
“And if I refuse?” Evelyn asked, her voice steady even though she was screaming inside.
“Oh, I don’t think you’ll refuse,” he said with a smirk that sent a shiver up Evelyn’s spine. Obviously, he wasn’t telling her everything, but the fact that he had Tate hidden away somewhere compounded her growing sense of dread.
“We’ll talk about it more tomorrow, though. Get some rest … We leave in the morning.”
As he finished, the president turned and walked out of the room in much the same way as he had entered—as a man who knew he had already won a war.



DREAMER
Scenario one: I refuse to help. Outcome … Coleson attacks Orsus … Vandergaast is dead … Joseph is dead … Tate is dead … I am dead … Everyone is dead.
Scenario two: I try to escape. Outcome … I get caught, and the rest is the same as scenario one.
Scenario three: I cooperate. Outcome … everyone may live, but they’ll wish they were dead … I’ll wish I was dead.
Evelyn’s machine-like mind ran through every alternative she could think of to try to stop what seemed inevitable.
Scenario seven: I kill myself tonight. Outcome … same as scenario one except I’m not around to watch.
No matter what scenario she ran, she always seemed to run them to the worst possible conclusion, especially knowing President Coleson’s history.
Scenario eleven: I play along and hope I get a chance to save the world. Outcome … probable death by a man who has seen fit to strap poison around my neck.
Evelyn found herself pacing across the floor, massaging her temples with her fingertips. Every scenario she thought through ended in death for her, Tate, Joseph, and usually hundreds of colonists. She continued to think, and then it occurred to her that there was one thing more important than all the others in every scenario. Evelyn blurted out a laugh of surprise and immediately stopped pacing, as if it had been clear all along and she just had her back turned to it.
Her responsibility wasn’t to protect any one person—not Joseph, not Tate, and certainly not herself—but the colony. As horribly as she had been treated by the council and a number of the colonists, and as much as she hated to even think about them after the way she had been run off, they were on Orsus because of her. She had been trusted to help them leave Earth, find them a new world, and to be safe in the process.
She also quickly realized that the reason the colony was in jeopardy was because of her—because she had been caught and because Coleson now had all the information he needed to conquer their little village. She had no choice. She had to find a way to save the people—to protect them—and as she thought through her choices, she also knew that anything she did to try to save them would likely come at an enormous price.
Tate had said it before. Finding her purpose meant figuring out what she was meant to do, and unfortunately, there seemed to be little chance that what she was meant to do and what she wanted could coexist. She wanted to run away with Joseph. She was meant to protect the colonists. Given her present circumstances, a scenario in which both could happen seemed beyond reach.
Evelyn sat on the edge of her bed. She rested her chin in her hands and felt the heavy cloud of sadness roll over her, penetrating her mind and making it hard for her to breathe. She flipped through the pictures in her mind of the life she had, realizing that the only images that lingered were her memories of Joseph—and one memory in particular.
It was the day after they had left Earth, and even though Evelyn had been around for a long time, she still hadn’t been seen in her new body by most people. She knew everyone, but everyone was seeing her for the first time, and their reactions were as varied as there are planets to explore in the universe. Most of the adults gave her a double take and said little to her, but the kids on Vista had less filter between their brains and their mouths.
Even when he was eleven, Titus was a big boy. He certainly wasn’t as interested in Autumn then, or Misha, or messing around with any of the girls on the space station for that matter, but he always seemed to have a sidekick with him, and he was known to bully many of the smaller boys. His propensity for only terrorizing boys changed, however, when he ran into Evelyn for the first time.
Evelyn was walking down a corridor on Vista, which led from the science labs into the great domed park in the center, and she was fondling a necklace Mr. Philips had given her. The necklace looked like a locket, but it was actually more utilitarian than that. Once Evelyn had a body, and the research team realized how taxing it could be for her to tie herself into the computer systems on Vista, they devised a way to minimize the discomfort. The locket actually contained a sensor and filter, and was programmed to allow her nanites to operate at a lower frequency, receiving less noise and feedback when she was connected to the main computer systems on Vista. Maybe Mr. Philips hadn’t realized it, but it was the first gift Evelyn had ever received, and even though it was utilitarian, she thought it was beautiful.
As she rounded the corner of the hallway, she fumbled the locket right in front of Titus and his sidekick of the day, a boy named Mitch. She started to reach down to pick it up when Titus slammed his foot down on top of it.
“Finders keepers,” he said as a smug grin crested his lips.
Evelyn didn’t know what to think. She looked quickly at Mitch, who despite being Titus’s partner in crime, also seemed to be looking at the side of Titus’s head, confused, like he had gone crazy.
“But, I just dropped that,” Evelyn said, looking back at Titus.
“I didn’t see that,” Titus said, stepping closer to her, still with one foot on the locket.
“But it’s mine.”
“But it’s mine, but it’s mine,” Titus taunted with a wicked sneer, pushing his face to within a foot of Evelyn’s.
“Give it back,” Evelyn said through clenched teeth. She was standing rigid, her fists balled. Her mind scrambled to think what she should do. She felt the tears forming in her eyes.
“No way.”
“Come on, T, just give it back to her,” Mitch finally said from behind Titus, obviously not feeling good about what was happening.
Titus whipped around, pointing his finger in Mitch’s face. “What are you gonna do about it?”
Mitch’s eyes opened wide, perhaps realizing his own life was in danger. He shook his head as if to say exactly what he said … “Nothing.”
Titus turned back around. Not a second later, he shoved Evelyn in the chest with enough force to send her flying backward into the wall and slumping down to the floor. She scrambled to her feet, only to see Titus pick up the locket and put it in his pocket. Sneering, he lurched at her as if to shove her again, and then laughed as she flinched.
Evelyn could hardly see, her eyes were so wet with tears, and she tried desperately to wipe them away as Titus walked off with a snigger. She just barely caught the look on Mitch’s face, his head hanging down, and shrugging his shoulders as if to say “I tried.”
Evelyn didn’t know what to think, but rather than stick around where someone might see her, she ran down the hallway in the other direction, back to her quarters, and sobbed. It was the most horrible she had ever felt. It was the first time in her short life she had been made to cry, and in the moment, she was even less excited about having a body than she had been before. Being human was proving to be a lot harder than she imagined.
How long she sat there on the edge of her bed, crying and wishing she had said or done something different, she didn’t know, but after a while, there was a knock at her door.
Evelyn quickly wiped the tears from her ruddy cheeks and sheepishly opened the door. It was Joseph.
“I thought you might want this back,” he said, opening his hand and revealing the locket.
Evelyn didn’t know what to say.
Joseph placed the locket into her hand, and it was then that she noticed the knuckles on his hand were red and scuffed. She looked up and also realized the cheekbone below his eye was red and starting to swell.
“Thanks,” was all she managed to say.
“Sure,” Joseph replied with a crooked grin. It was the first time she had noticed the gold flecks in his mossy-green eyes.
Joseph didn’t offer an explanation about what had happened. He just turned and headed back toward the park, lumbering along and straining to walk, since the partial paralysis in his hips still hadn’t been corrected by the doctors on Vista.
Evelyn found out later that Joseph had seen what had happened from the playground, and even though Titus was a head taller, half a kid heavier, and didn’t have any physical problems below his neck, Joseph confronted him about it. The boys had thrown some punches—Titus also had bruised knuckles and a matching shiner—but when he realized Joseph wasn’t going to back down, he threw the locket at him and walked off in a huff.
Thinking back on that moment, Evelyn knew that Joseph hadn’t just stood up for her, he had stood up to the biggest bully on the block at a moment when he was not a match for him physically. As she sat on the edge of the bed, captive in her room, on the eve of watching the biggest bully in the known universe attempt to terrorize the person she cared about most, she knew it was her turn to repay the favor. Evelyn stiffened her back and clenched her fists. Doppelgänger Girl was going to find a way to save Joseph and the rest of the colonists, or she was going to die trying.



PASSENGER
A red halo on the horizon from the predawn sun, and the flashing red lights on the shuttles out the window were the only lights Evelyn could see. It was early, and she hadn’t slept at all. She hadn’t even tried. For most of the night, she had alternated between pacing around the room, lying on the bed, and staring out the window, but her mind was elsewhere. It was in the park on Vista. It was in the forest in Philips Landing. It was in Potter’s Field with Joseph and in the San Antonio Mission with Tate. It was everywhere but where she was, trapped in a compound, and it was wishing she could go back in time.
Evelyn watched the sun rise, casting its reddish then orange glow on the courtyard below, and as it did, it not only brought a new bustling of life as the rangers made their final preparations for the journey, but it also brought her and the colonists one moment closer to death.
There was a knock at the door.
Evelyn turned in time to see Dr. Pretty enter, and while she had a nurse with her the day before, she had two rangers with her this morning instead. Both looked similar to the rangers she had seen in San Antonio—they had the same aura about them that they were on the verge of exploding, figuratively and literally—but they were more appropriately dressed for a conquest, in all-black battle fatigues and body armor. Each carried enough firepower to demolish an entire shuttle, and if she could have calmed her nerves enough to have seen the moment for what it was—two heavily armed guards coming to escort a teenage girl—she may have laughed.
“Good morning, dear,” Dr. Pretty sang with far too much enthusiasm for that early in the morning. “It’s time to go. I’d tell you to pack your things, but you don’t really have any.”
Evelyn started toward the doctor and the guards. She felt the gentle squeeze of the collar around her neck as she slipped on the flight jacket she had pulled out of the wardrobe in the middle of the night. She knew her nanites would be screaming at her, being as close as she was to the rangers—if they could detect their signal—and for a moment, Evelyn was grateful they couldn’t.
“I trust you enjoyed your stay at Falcon’s Nest, Evelyn,” Dr. Pretty said, escorting Evelyn through the doorway into a long hallway. It was lined with doors on either side, presumably for other guest rooms, and had a door at either end. By all accounts, the hallway seemed as old world as the room she had been in and was noticeably devoid of technology. Evelyn wondered if Tate had been imprisoned in one of the rooms as well, and just when she thought she might do something stupid, like yell for him or run down the hallway, banging on doors, Dr. Pretty continued.
“You know, it’s not just anyone who’s invited for a visit. When we get back, maybe I’ll show you more of the place.”
“We’re coming back?”
“Sure, you don’t think we’re just going to let you wander off when we get to Coleson
Prime do you?”
“Coleson
Prime?”
“Yes, that’s what the president wants to name the planet you found.”
“So, you’re bringing me back to Earth.”
“Of course. We still have a lot of research to do, and I like my lab here just fine.”
“Wait a minute,” Evelyn said, unsure she really wanted to know the answer to her next question. “Research about what exactly?”
“About you, you silly girl.”
“About me?”
“Sure. You have a completely different generation of nanobots in your body, and we want to know what makes you tick,” the doctor said, giving Evelyn a wink.
“Yeah, I’ve seen what you do with the nanites,” Evelyn said, glancing at the rangers.
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, you’re reprogramming the nanites to turn your soldiers into psychopathic killers.”
The guards turned, deviously grinning as if she had just paid them a compliment.
“Oh, Evelyn,” the doctor laughed, “we didn’t reprogram anything. The nanobots we use are exactly the same as what we confiscated from your labs.”
“How is that possible? The nanites I programmed were for healing, not killing.”
“But that’s not how the code you wrote works, dear. Really, I can’t believe you don’t know this. I’m beginning to wonder if you’re really as bright as they say.”
They came to the rustic wooden door at the end. Evelyn watched as it opened to reveal an elevator hidden away behind it, and they all stepped inside.
The doctor continued. “Sure, the nanobots repair body damage and make the body work more efficiently, but they also enhance the person based on their DNA and body chemistry. In our beloved rangers,” she said, patting one on the shoulder and giving him a flirty squeeze, “the nanobots naturally activate the adrenal gland and the production of testosterone because the rangers need to be in a heightened state of awareness. The nanobots pick up on that, and they respond.
“For me,” she continued with a flourish, “the nanobots … well, let’s just say I didn’t always have the figure I have now.”
Evelyn couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “You’re using the nanites too?”
“Sure. I was one of my first test subjects. And I was rather plump when I performed the test. The nanites sped up my metabolism, and most of the fat I had melted away in a few weeks … except, of course, the fat that matters most.
“You know, the president has them too. That’s why he looks so young. President Coleson is seventy-three, but physiologically he’s about thirty years younger. He really and truly is an amazing man. Brilliant … and handsome. Oh, we are so lucky to have him … and thanks to your breakthrough, we should have him around for many more years to come.”
Evelyn swallowed the bile burning the back of her throat, disgusted at Dr. Pretty’s fawning over a madman. “What do you want to know about my nanites?” she asked, growing more nervous with each passing moment.
Just then the elevator door opened, and they stepped into the lobby. Consistent with the rest of the building, the décor was twentieth-century French country estate, with more wood floors and carpets, a great stone fireplace big enough to stand in, and enough leather chairs and sofas for a hundred people to sit.
Evelyn had never seen such a display of wealth, and for a moment, she forgot she had asked a question when the doctor answered.
“Oh, I have a few things I need you to tell me when we get back, but most of my research is hands-on.”
“You want me to help you?”
“In a manner of speaking. I need to get at some of those little buggers you have inside,” the doctor said, pinching the air between them. “I’ll only need a few, at first. I tried to get them when you were sedated, but they seemed to be repelled by the needles. President Coleson didn’t want me to damage you before the invasion, so he asked me to put my research on hold until we return. But once we’re back, I just can’t wait to get started. I’m still not sure how to get the nanites out of you, but I’ll figure that out eventually.”
Evelyn felt the urge to vomit, and her knees wobbled, but she stiffened herself quickly. There was no way she was going to let this obviously demented woman play Doctor Frankenstein on her. “You can’t think I’m going to let you experiment on me,” she said, a tone of revulsion in her voice.
“Hmm, you’re sounding awfully testy this morning. You know, it really is quite amazing. You almost seem human.”
Before Evelyn could retort, they stepped through the great wooden doors from the lobby into the courtyard and immediately got caught up in the noise and clatter of dozens of trucks and hundreds of men as they made their way to the shuttles. The sun was up, having just crested the tips of the mountains along the eastern ridge, and though it was July, Evelyn felt a dry chill in the air.
Escorted by rangers on either side of her, and a new one who had appeared out of thin air behind her, Evelyn and the doctor walked to an open-air transport on the edge of the green. After they had climbed inside, still flanked by rangers, the driver started down the meadow between the rows of shuttles.
It was a terrifying sight to see so many shuttles in one place, and it was all Evelyn could do to keep from shaking. For the most part, the shuttles were identical to the one she had arrived in. Black. Sleek. Sitting on the ground like raptors the moment before springing to flight. It was obvious that the nanites weren’t the only things Coleson and company had confiscated from Carson Philips after he had left.
They passed row upon row of shuttles as they drove, and Evelyn realized that her earlier assessment of there being about twenty shuttles in the field was grossly understated. There were forty-eight, and as they came to the final row, the transport pulled up to the open ramp on one, which she now recognized as her own.
Evelyn didn’t know what to think. It was a small comfort to see something familiar, but disconcerting at the same time. As she climbed the ramp with two rangers and the doctor, she turned, hearing the rumble of another group of transports coming from behind.
The transports came in quickly, pulling up to the shuttle on the other side of the throughway, not more than fifty feet from where Evelyn stood. The vehicle at the head of the procession stopped, and as the driver opened the door, Evelyn watched the president step up the ramp of the other shuttle, with rangers on either side.
The next two vehicles contained rangers—a dozen in all—and they stepped up the ramp also, disappearing into the darkness of the shuttle.
The last vehicle pulled up, and after a moment, the doors swung open. Four rangers exited, and then Evelyn’s heart leapt as she saw Tate stand, blinking in the early morning sun like he had just stepped out of a cave. He was still wearing the same black T-shirt and jeans he had on when they had left San Antonio, and he looked out of sorts and disheveled. Evelyn noticed he also had a collar around his neck.
“Tate,” she yelled to him without thinking.
Tate turned his head, apparently confused at hearing his name and seemingly a bit delirious. No sooner had he paused than one of the rangers cracked him in the back with his rifle. Tate fell to the ground like he had been shot but without a sound that Evelyn could hear.
“Tate,” she screamed, only to feel the rangers grab her under her armpits, dragging her up the ramp into the shuttle. Evelyn felt the heat pounding in her chest, the collar tightening against her ever-expanding arteries. She felt an anger torching her that she had never known existed, watching her brother being struck down, helpless against the rangers.
“Let me go!” she screamed, her shrill voice echoing off the metal walls of the shuttle. She writhed but she couldn’t get lose, and then somehow, as the rangers pulled her into the cockpit, she jerked her arms loose and bolted for the door. She had no idea what she was doing, but she was desperate to get out.
No sooner had she pulled free than she felt a searing pain racing through her neck and shoulders, blinding her. Evelyn heard herself scream over the deafening crackle, and she collapsed, slamming her head into the door frame.
“That’s enough!” the doctor screamed.
Evelyn rolled onto her side, gripping her collar and looking up at the doctor, who was walking toward her holding a small black device in her hand.
“Pick her up!” she ordered the rangers, and not a second later, the men were slamming her into one of the captain’s seats, strapping her in with the restraints and lashing her wrists to the armrests.
Evelyn felt her head wobble a little on her shoulders, a throbbing ache at the top of her neck.
“Did I mention your collar is outfitted with a shocker?” the doctor asked, standing over Evelyn like a teacher scolding a student. “You want to act like a dog, I’ll treat you like a dog. So unless you want to feel another fifty thousand volts running through your body, you’ll behave. Are we clear?”
Evelyn nodded, finally feeling like she could see again, and then watched as Dr. Pretty tucked the device into her coat pocket.
“Good,” she said, straightening her coat and tucking some stray hairs behind her ear. She looked at the rangers.
“Prep for takeoff … and turn on the display.”
The rangers had already secured their rifles and were sitting in the pilots’ seats. They started touching the displays on the console in front of them, and a holographic screen materialized where one of the windows had been. As it came into focus, the stoic face of the president appeared. He was wearing a jacket with a military cut. It was trimmed with gold thread and had a cluster of ornamental medals over his breast. His purple tie seemed to sparkle on the holoscreen. Whatever the significance was of his uniform and his medals, Evelyn didn’t know, as it resembled nothing she had ever seen in any of the military records she had stored away. It seemed bizarre by its conspicuous lack of traditionally venerated decorations.
“Do you have everything under control there, Doctor?” the president asked, furrowing his brow, obviously wondering about the incident while boarding.
“Yes, of course, Mr. President,” Dr. Pretty replied, casting an irritated glance at Evelyn, no doubt for making her look bad. “Everything is fine over here. We have run our prelaunch sequence and are ready when you are.”
“You said I could see Tate,” Evelyn blurted, her anger still smoldering from seeing him beaten moments before.
Dr. Pretty whipped her head around, cheeks turning red and fire flashing in her eyes. She crossed the cockpit in two steps, and then with as much body as she could motion, she slapped Evelyn. The force of the blow sent Evelyn’s head jerking sideways, and immediately Evelyn felt her teeth start to ache and her cheek flush. Even her vision blurred for a second.
“Don’t you dare speak to your president with that tone,” the doctor spat through her teeth. As Evelyn tried to regain her bearings, she felt the doctor’s knuckles smash into her cheek. This time it felt like her eye socket might explode under the force, and Evelyn heard herself grunt under the impact.
“Doctor, please, we need her alive,” Evelyn heard the warbling voice of the president on the screen.
Evelyn blinked rapidly, trying to focus.
“Yes, of course, Mr. President,” the doctor replied.
“I don’t care what you do with her when you return.”
Evelyn finally started to see one person instead of several, which made the callous smirk on Dr. Pretty’s red face all the more unnerving. With her back to the president, she leaned in close to Evelyn’s face.
“You will pay for your insolence,” she said in a whisper meant just for Evelyn to hear. “You and your whole damn family will pay dearly.”
Evelyn couldn’t contain herself, and she spat in Dr. Pretty’s getting-uglier-by-the-second face. If saliva could spark an explosion, it would resemble the transformation of Dr. Pretty into the inferno of pure rage she had become. Evelyn didn’t see it, but she felt another smash to her face, and whether it was Dr. Pretty screaming or herself, Evelyn could no longer tell. She fought against the arm restraints and then heard the rangers heave the raging beast off her.
Evelyn didn’t look up. The side of her face throbbed. The taste of her own salty blood filled her mouth, and at the moment, she couldn’t tell if it was tears or blood running down her cheeks.
“Dr. Pritikov,” the president started, “if you are not up to the task, I can arrange for someone else from your lab to accompany Evelyn.”
“No,” the doctor said, almost yelling, her voice quaking. She paused a moment, and Evelyn looked at her, trying to muster every bit of detestation she could manage in her glare. The rangers let go of the doctor’s arms, and she quickly straightened her white coat. Evelyn noticed it had spots of blood—no doubt her own—up one side, and she even had speckles of red on her cheek. Evelyn felt a warm and grim sense of satisfaction about defiling the doctor with her own blood.
“No,” the doctor said again, this time more controlled. “I assure you, Mr. President, I have everything under control. She won’t give us any problems.”
“Good,” the president said, and then turned to the pilots behind him. “Major, take us to Coleson
Prime.”
Evelyn heard the roar and felt the rumble of the hull as the rangers fired the enormously powerful engines. No sooner had the shuttle broken free of the surface than it began to quiet, ascending in great sweeping circles. Evelyn looked at the display and noted forty shuttles in all had left with them, and her heart sank as she realized that if each shuttle had a full complement of rangers, there were two thousand men on their way to conquer the new world. The colonists in Philips
Landing wouldn’t have a chance.
Evelyn knew the sight from the ground of forty shuttles rising together in circles would have been terrifying, as if a kettle of vultures were hovering, waiting to devour the remains on a battlefield. As ominous as it would have been to see the group leaving, she knew the colonists were going to be terrified to see them arriving.
As they came through the thin air at fifty thousand feet, normally a time when Evelyn couldn’t help but pause, awestruck at the wonder of seeing billions of stars unobstructed by atmosphere, all she could feel was the knot growing in the pit of her stomach. Everything she had helped the colonists do—not just in the six years on Vista, but even over the five years of preparations before, when she had been just artificial intelligence—was about to be completely undone.
The sense of helplessness she felt at having no control was enough to make her want to scream. Normally, she would be piloting the shuttle through her nanites, but with the collar around her neck, she felt nothing of the ship around her, like she had gone numb and was being dragged into the black depths of a bottomless ocean, her body being crushed by the weight.
“Standing by to activate the relativity drive,” one of the rangers said.
“On the president’s mark,” another confirmed over the intercom.
Evelyn realized she was holding her breath, panicking inside, still unable to think of anything she could do to stop what was happening.
“Engage in three, two, one … go.”
And as the last word was said, and the Leap
Frog was engaged, Evelyn watched as the universe splintered into billions of shards, as if a wall of water had just crashed through a window, annihilating the reality around her. As the wave washed over her, there was the light, growing brighter and then blinding, and then the heat, growing hotter and then searing, and then the roar, screaming louder and then deafening. Evelyn felt like it was torching away her skin, the pain terrible and exhilarating at the same time, the horrible itch of humanity being scratched away by the rawness of eternity.
And as quickly as it had started, it stopped. Evelyn sucked in air as if she had just come to the surface after having been trapped a hundred feet underwater. She blinked. She shook her head, her eyes focused. Coleson
Prime was before them.



JUDGE
“Please don’t do this,” Evelyn said, her voice raspy.
She heard the buckles in the seat next to her click, and then watched as Dr. Pretty stumbled, barely catching herself on the console to keep herself from falling over. Even the rangers were shaking their heads, trying to overcome the aftereffects of the flight.
“Please, Doctor, don’t do this,” Evelyn repeated.
The doctor stumbled toward her as if she were drunk, and swung her hand wildly. Evelyn had the sense to pull her head back but was stopped by the back of the captain’s chair. The doctor grazed her cheek with her fingernails, sending a new searing pain through her face.
“Shut your mouth,” she said, regaining more of her faculties and again straightening her jacket.
“Get me the president,” she barked at the rangers. A second later, the screen materialized with a rather greenish and somewhat sickly looking president in the center. Evelyn knew the space travel affected people differently, and apparently, it hadn’t been kind to the president.
“Doctor,” he said coolly, apparently at a loss for words.
“Mr. President,” she replied, “I believe the effects of the space travel will wear off in a moment.”
“Yes,” he said, scowling. “In the meantime, Major, give me a status report.”
“Yes, sir. All forty shuttles and the troops are accounted for. The space station Vista is in orbit around Coleson
Prime. Without the security codes, it will take our scanners ninety minutes to determine where the colonists are on the space station and on the surface.”
The president’s sickly color receded, and the awful spark in his eye returned.
“Okay, Evelyn, your moment has arrived,” he said, looking at her with a steely gaze. “Doctor, please release her.”
The doctor undid the fasteners holding Evelyn’s wrists to the chair and then flipped the buckle on her belt. “Get up,” she ordered, grabbing Evelyn by the arm and yanking her out of the chair.
“Now, Evelyn,” the president continued. “Please enter the security codes. I don’t trust you to do this by connecting through your nanobots, so the collar stays on. You will have to do this manually.”
Evelyn said nothing for a moment and then stared at the president.
“I will not,” she said, gritting her teeth and feeling her shoulders tighten, waiting for another blow from the doctor.
“I thought you might say that,” the president said. Just then, he stepped aside and Evelyn gasped. Behind him, strapped into a chair, and hardly recognizable for the all the blood and swelling on his face, was Tate. He had obviously been beaten badly by the rangers after she had seen him boarding the shuttle, and he didn’t seem coherent.
“You bastard,” she yelled, lunging at the hologram as if it might transport her through to the other ship. No sooner had she moved than she felt the sharp crack of something heavy on the back of her head. The next moment, she was trying to get to her knees on the floor. She rolled onto her side and looked up at the smirk of Dr. Pretty.
“I must say, Evelyn, it’s more fun beating you with the butt end of a rifle than shocking you with a collar.”
Evelyn’s mind whirled.
“Get her up,” the doctor ordered, and just as before, Evelyn quickly found herself hanging by her armpits between the two rangers. She glanced at her hands, which were covered in her own blood. It was dripping on the floor and running down her arms from the beating she was taking. Her face throbbed and she found it difficult to see, but whether that was from swelling or something worse, she wasn’t sure.
“Now, Evelyn, I trust you are still coherent enough to understand,” the president began, still with an unnerving evenness to his tone. Quickly he nodded at one of the rangers, and the man drew his pistol, cocked it, and held it to Tate’s head. “Enter the codes or Tate Philips will die.”
Evelyn looked at her brother and felt the despair and fear of losing him overwhelm her. He was it, her last remaining family member. Her eyes welled with tears, and for a moment, she wished she had never been created. She hated the man holding her brother hostage more than she could have ever imagined was possible, and the anger burned inside her, consuming her, clouding her thoughts. She couldn’t reason. Her perfectly programmed mind was drowning in emotion once more, and she didn’t see any way out. Just when she felt she couldn’t take any more, she looked into Tate’s eyes and saw him smile.
As if a breeze had blown away the smoky haze of a fire, she saw the man she knew so well—the healer, the priest, the brother—and everything became clear. She found peace, and she knew somehow she would see him again, but even so, the sight of him in such pain tormented her.
“Please,” Evelyn said, “don’t hurt him.”
The words had hardly left her mouth when the ranger pulled the trigger. The gunshot was deafening even through the holoscreen, and Evelyn watched with revulsion as her brother slumped lifelessly to the floor.
 “No!” Evelyn screamed through a sobbing cry, and then felt herself slump on the arms of the rangers. They released her, and she fell to her knees, a crippling sorrow breaking her.
“Now, Evelyn, I hope we understand one another,” the president said. “Enter the codes, or you can watch us execute every single colonist on this planet.”
Evelyn shook for a moment on the floor and then felt the nauseating pain of a boot in her gut. She gasped for air and felt the urge to vomit, but nothing came.
“Get up,” Dr. Pretty growled, and Evelyn felt the sharp yank of her hair being pulled. She screamed and struggled to grab the doctor’s arm as Dr. Pretty dragged her across the floor, pulling hair from her scalp as she went. Another punch in her gut, and more blood in her mouth and eyes, and Evelyn wondered how long she could endure. She was desperate. She saw no way to stop this madman and his sociopathic doctor. The doctor pulled her up to the console by her hair, tears running down Evelyn’s face, sheer rage and panic and terror filling every ounce of her body.
Please, God, help me … Show me a way out.
“You will enter those codes right now, or so help me … I’ll heal you just so I can beat you close to death over, and over, and over.”
“No,” Evelyn said, the words barely finding their way through the mass of blood and spit and swollen tissue in her mouth.
Another blow to her face, and Evelyn was on her back on the console.
“You will do it!” the doctor screamed as she gripped Evelyn’s neck and squeezed.
Evelyn flailed, trying to see, trying to breathe. She clamped her jaw, desperate to survive. She cried out, tried to scream, trying to force the doctor off, and then, as the black spots of unconsciousness started to appear, she looked into the doctor’s malice-filled eyes and remembered her purpose—to survive, to save the colonists, to save Joseph.
And then, as if led by a whisper deep within her, she pushed her hands up into the doctor’s face. The doctor grabbed her wrist and twisted, but Evelyn kept pushing toward her, hatred for this woman fueling her strength. As her hand got close, she felt a tingling in her fingers, and then she saw what she had only felt before.
A wispy silver thread of nanites like a thin flash of silver hair shot out of the tip of her fingers like coiled snakes targeting their prey and buried themselves in the doctor’s eye. Evelyn felt them burrowing deep into the tissues of the doctor’s brain, and as they did, Evelyn watched her expression change from rage to pure terror.
She screamed and flailed, trying to pull herself free, swinging madly at the threads in her eyes.
Evelyn felt the nanites hit something hard, knowing they were heading for her spine. She felt a sharp snap reverberate into her fingers, and the expression on the doctor’s face froze, like she had gasped her last breath while trapped under the ice of a lake in the throes of winter.
A long exhale, and the doctor slumped to the floor. 
Evelyn gasped for air, sat up, and felt the threads of nanites retreat into her fingers. She knew the nanites had severed her spinal cord. Quick. Painless. More than the doctor deserved. Evelyn choked and then saw the rangers, both diving toward her across the cockpit.
“No!” she screamed, holding up her hands, her fear and anger taking hold of her every thought. She stepped toward them, terrified but desperately wanting them to come closer, and then they were there.
Silver thread flew out of both hands, crossing the space between them, driving deep into their eyes. They screamed and tumbled into the console, clawing at their faces. She felt the sickening snap of the spark, and the rangers fell lifelessly to the floor.
Evelyn stumbled and scrambled madly to get to her knees, sucking air and completely unable to comprehend what was happening. And then, like some wounded animal, her heart pounding out of her chest, she let out a guttural scream, letting loose every emotion she had bottled within her—rage, terror, hopeless despair, and then as she realized she was still alive … pure elation.
Evelyn’s hands slipped on the floor, the blood, sweat, and tears of the battle around her and within her making a soupy mess under her fingers. Grabbing the side of the captain’s seat, she braced herself and breathed, feeling her heart rate start to slow. It was over. She was alive.
“Well, Evelyn, it seems you’re just full of surprises.”
Evelyn whipped her head around to meet the president’s glare through the holoscreen.
“And it seems you’ve left me no alternative.”
The president looked over his shoulder to the ranger piloting his shuttle. “Major, scan for life signs on the surface and set a course.”
“No,” Evelyn said, finding her scratchy voice. “Those people are innocent.”
“You should have thought of that earlier. Now you can watch us exterminate every one of the traitors on the surface. I hope you enjoy the view from up here.”
With that, Evelyn watched as the president buckled into his captain’s seat. She looked at the monitors and watched, horrified, as every shuttle but her own started to descend toward the surface. She knew the president would show no mercy to the settlers. In a matter of minutes, every person on the surface would be dead—Joseph would be dead.
Evelyn looked around at the console, desperately trying to figure out what she could do without her nanites, and then she knew. It was her purpose. Protect the colonists. Protect Joseph. She knew what she had to do—she only hoped she would have time.
Evelyn grabbed the collar, digging her fingers into her neck to get them between it and her skin. She heard a whine, as if the device were squealing in pain, and then she pulled, feeling the collar flex under the strain of her muscles. She had only thought for a second about the pain she might feel once she triggered the alarm, but nothing could have prepared her for what she felt as the needle in the collar plunged into the side of her neck.
She heard herself scream, and doubled over in pain, refusing to let go of the collar. She kept pulling, desperate, panicked that it wouldn’t break, and then she felt the searing heat of the strychnine as it burned its way through her artery.
She screamed again, and with a strength she didn’t know she had, she pulled harder, felt the collar give, and then it snapped.
Evelyn fell to the floor, clutching and clawing at her neck as if she could rip the pain out of her. She felt her nerves start to twitch, and in a moment of clarity brought on by torturous pain, she knew she only had a few minutes left.
She activated her nanites and searched for the shuttle’s navigation systems. The familiar hum of the computers reverberated in her body as it all came online.
She connected to Vista, and then using the navigation system on the space station, she connected to the autopilot on all of the shuttles.
“Sir, the autopilot isn’t responding!” Evelyn heard over the intercom.
Evelyn’s hands were beginning to shake and twitch. She only had seconds left, and she didn’t have time to think through alternatives.
“Sir, we’re losing power to the engines!”
“Do something, Major!”
“I can’t … nothing’s working!”
“We’re losing power!” she heard, a chorus of panicking rangers echoing from the other shuttles through the intercom.
“Sir, we’re in free fall!”
“Evelyn … stop what you’re doing!”
Evelyn looked up to see the desperate face of the president on the holoscreen.
“Stop!” he screamed again.
Sweat soaked her clothes and ran down her face. She felt herself losing control of the twitches in the muscles. She locked her back and neck, clenched her fists, stared at the president, and steadied her voice.
“It’s time for you to die,” she said, grinding her teeth to keep her head from twitching, watching with a twisted pleasure as his face lost all color.
Evelyn collapsed, her face slapping the floor not a foot from the expressionless Dr. Pretty’s. Her back and legs convulsed. Her muscles burned as if she had sprinted fifty miles, and her mind was racked with agony as if she knew she had fifty more to go. She was panting. The screams in her head echoing those of the two-thousand-man chorus crying out to her as she listened to them plunging to their deaths. But she couldn’t stop her own demise any more than she could stop theirs. She had made the choice, and the penance for her judgement was to stare into the face of death, hearing the screams of dying men and feeling the crippling grip of death wrench her body and mind in her final moments, alone in the coldness of space.
An eternity passed, and then the screams of the men stopped, as if their voices had been snuffed out at once. All she was left with was the sound of her own raspy panting, and the scratching of her body as she twisted on the floor.
And then she remembered Joseph, a subtle feeling of peace hanging in her chest, warming her heart. She knew he was safe, but the warmth didn’t last.
She was exhausted, every muscle in her body cramping, spasming. She felt the cold of the metal floor on her skin.
She stared into the black lifeless eyes of Dr. Pretty. 
She gasped for air like a fish on the shore.
The space grew dark around her.
She prayed Jane would be out there, somewhere, to meet her.
She felt the life within her ebb away.
Everything went black.



EVERLASTING
The grass tickled her fingertips. Tall. Thin. Swirling in the field around her with the gentle breeze, its color subtly shifting as it danced, swaying back and forth. Green. Pink. Yellow. Lighter, then darker. Lighter again. She let the warmth from the field, the warmth from the sun, penetrate her fingers, her face. She breathed.
She looked up. Her mountain. Bold. Strong. Still. Blue, then white, then sky. Then stars.
“They’re beautiful.”
“The stars?”
“The flowers.”
Evelyn looked around her. Everywhere, as far as she could see, lilies. The breeze tickled her ear, brushing her hair away from her face like the gentle touch of an old friend, softly singing the sounds only playing children can make.
She looked at her brother.
“There is more for me to do.”
“Yes.”
She looked at her sister.
“I don’t want to leave.”
“You’ll be back.”
She looked back at her beautiful mountain.
“Stay with me awhile?”
“We’ll be with you forever.”
They sat, gazing at eternity through the stars.
She opened her eyes and closed them immediately. She didn’t want to see. She didn’t want to move, but she did after a moment, just to feel the gift of her body, however painful it was. She ached, deep into every muscle, every tissue spent, exhausted beyond its natural limit. She breathed and then lifted herself to her elbows, then her knees, and then her hands. Then she crawled across the floor to the chair.
She climbed into her chair, feeling like she was summiting her mountain.
Her eyes closed as she slid into the seat. She swallowed. She opened her eyes and looked around.
They were still dead.
She remembered the screams. She remembered the pain. She remembered Joseph. She remembered her choice.
She wept.



JUDGED
Her mountain sailed by, the shuttle taking the long way around the side rather than racing over the top. She wasn’t in a hurry. She wanted to see Joseph, but she didn’t know what he might choose, and she figured as long as she wasn’t there, she could still hope he might choose her.
It took days, by her estimation, for her nanites to clear the strychnine from her system. It may have been easier if she had been coherent and able to flush out her body with fluids, but she couldn’t. Even after she woke up, it took hours of in and out consciousness in the cockpit for her to realize she needed to get to her quarters. It took an hour for her to crawl to her bed. It took another hour for her to peel off the clothing she had soiled, the product of losing control of her nervous system. And after another day of in and out consciousness, guzzling water when she could, Evelyn finally sat up in her bed, on her own strength, and didn’t feel like her head was coming apart.
She worked up the strength to stand and shower.
Her face and body had taken a beating by the doctor, beyond the damage the poison had done to her insides, and apparently, her nanites were more focused on keeping her alive than with worrying over how her face might be healing. But now, just a few days after smelling its putrid breath but missing her sweet kiss with death, the cuts were gone and the bruises nothing more than ugly yellow patches on her ribs and face. Even the swelling had subsided.
What hadn’t subsided was Evelyn’s desire to avoid the cockpit, so she had navigated the shuttle from the rear, all the way down to the crash site on the surface, which as she had hoped, had been in the middle of the ocean.
With the shuttle hovering over the surface of the choppy water, Evelyn thought of the tremendous loss of life that would be remembered by no one other than herself. For what seemed an hour, she stared and then finally worked up the nerve to enter the cockpit. Dragging the bodies to the rear, straining her aching muscles to do so, she rolled the doctor and the rangers out of the open bay door into the ocean. She told herself she hoped they might find peace among the others.
In spite of the death, the blood had all been hers in the cockpit, so as the shuttle flew away from the crash site, Evelyn wiped down the cockpit and cleaned the floor. There was no residue of death. Only the memories and nightmares.
And now, as Evelyn flew over the grassy fields beyond her mountain, the settlement she had founded just minutes away, she prayed that time might stop, unsure whether she might find in Joseph a forgiveness she didn’t know if she would ever grant herself.
She landed the shuttle on the grassy patch she had left over two weeks before. Evelyn didn’t know what to expect. She was sure the colonists weren’t going to throw her a parade with her return, but she did wonder if they might come for her bearing torches and pitchforks. She hoped for something in between, but only because she desperately wanted to see the crooked smile of her green-eyed boy, and she didn’t want to be chased out of town.
Evelyn sat in the cockpit and looked out the window. Nothing stirred. Nobody came. The sun was setting behind her, casting an orange glow on the fields of grass before her. She took a deep breath, stood, walked to the ramp, and stepped into the cooling end-of-day air. She listened for a moment for the sounds of voices but only heard the rhythmic sound of the bugs humming in the fields.
She started down the long dirt path leading to the village, feeling a little out of sorts, as if she was returning after years instead of just days. She wound her way down the familiar path and past Potter’s
Field. She still had yet to see anyone, and for a moment, she wondered if the president had managed to regain control of his shuttle, and had actually exterminated all life in the town. But no sooner had the thought flitted past than she heard the sounds of voices coming from the campsites, where she finally saw people milling around, apparently finishing up their daily work in the fields and farms. Nobody stopped. Nobody looked. Even with the sound of gravel crunching under her feet, she wondered if she actually did die on the shuttle and was just passing through as a ghost. The isolation she felt in spite of seeing others was eerie and made her shudder.
 Evelyn walked through the outskirts of town. It looked the same. The buildings hadn’t been improved upon, and the one noticeable difference from before she’d left was that none of the electric lights were running. She wasn’t surprised.
As she approached the center of town, she heard the familiar sounds of elevated voices coming from the council building. She slowed, a nervous energy building in her stomach as she rounded the corner.
 The building was ahead, a soft light and a cacophony of voices emanating from the doors. Evelyn felt like her pace was slowing and her pulse was rising with each step closer, and then she stepped through the door.
At first, the crowd didn’t seem to notice her, but as she weaved her way toward the center, the murmurings among the bystanders started drowning out the debaters in the middle. Evelyn kept glancing around the room for a sign of Joseph, hopeful that he would be there too, but if he was, she couldn’t find him. Pushing past the last of the crowd, she stepped to the center of the room and met the gaze of Colette Vandergaast.
Evelyn noticed that the seats had been moved from being in a circle to being in a semicircle, with Mrs. Vandergaast in the center, and where everyone had the same chairs before, hers was substantially larger now and was elevated on a small wooden platform.
“Evelyn … we thought you were dead.”
“Hoped,” a voice sheepishly sounded from the crowd. Evelyn looked around, a spark of heat lighting in her chest at the childish and hurtful remark. She looked back at the councilwoman, who seemed content to only partially conceal her smirk.
“Sorry to disappoint you, Councilwoman.”
“Senior Councilwoman, Evelyn. Since you’ve been gone, we’ve made some changes to our leadership structure. We found that it was less efficient to have a council of equals without having a leader. So we elected a senior councilperson to act as the spokesperson for the group. I was elected.
“And, no, your being here is not a disappointment. A surprise, perhaps, but not a disappointment. It will give us the opportunity to clarify a few things with you.
“A few days ago, the skeleton crew on Vista reported that forty shuttles appeared in orbit around our planet. They were from Earth, I presume?”
“They were,” Evelyn replied, catching a glimpse of movement out of the corner of her eye. Turning her head slightly, she felt her heart thump in her chest. It was Joseph. He had just stepped through the door, a rather stiff look on his face in seeing her, and the thump inside her quickly settled. It wasn’t the reaction she’d hoped for, and she started to feel uneasy. Not a second later, her stomach cramped as she watched Misha walk in behind him, settling in a spot too close to him to be just friendly.
“And, you were aboard one of those shuttles. Is that correct?” the councilwoman asked.
“Yes,” Evelyn said absently, watching both Titus and Autumn come in the room behind Joseph and Misha. It appeared word had gotten around that Evelyn was back, and her biggest fans were showing up with Joseph to watch the spectacle.
“And within five minutes of arriving, you hacked into Vista—”
Evelyn snapped her head back to meet the councilwoman’s eyes. “What do you mean, hacked in? I have always had access to the computer systems on Vista.”
“Very well,” the councilwoman accepted. “So, within a few minutes of arriving, you accessed the computer systems on Vista?”
“Yes, I did,” Evelyn said, standing straighter.
“And you took control of the shuttles?”
“Yes.”
“And you sent thirty-nine shuttles crashing into the ocean?”
“Yes.”
“Evelyn, by the scans we took of the shuttles, there were almost two thousand people on those shuttles. How do you explain your actions?” the councilwoman asked, a tone of condescension in her voice, shrugging her shoulders seemingly for effect.
Evelyn took a deep breath and felt the eyes of the room burrowing into her. She knew why she had to do what she did. She didn’t care what everyone thought, but she hoped Joseph would understand.
“Senior Councilwoman, they came to attack our village. It was President Coleson and two thousand soldiers enhanced with nanotechnology, and the president swore he was going to kill every colonist on the planet. He even executed Tate Philips on the way from Earth after I told him I wouldn’t help him take over Vista.”
Evelyn glanced quickly at Joseph, worried how the news of Tate’s death might affect him. Tate had been the only real father figure Joseph had ever known. In the quick look she gave, she didn’t catch Joseph’s eye. He seemed to be busy staring at the council, a concerned look on his face, but if he was distraught, he didn’t seem to be showing it.
“Mm-hmm,” the councilwoman said as she reached into the breast pocket of her jacket. She pulled out a small sheet of paper. “After you connected to Vista, this is a transcript of what was heard over the intercom system,” she added, clearing her throat.
“‘Sir, the autopilot isn’t responding.’
“‘Sir, we’re losing power to the engines.’
“‘Do something, Major.’
“‘I can’t. Nothing’s working.’ 
“‘We’re losing power.’
“‘Sir, we’re in free fall.’
“‘Evelyn. Stop what you’re doing.’
“‘Stop.’”
And then looking up from the page with enough disdain to burn a hole through granite, the councilwoman stared at Evelyn. “And what was your response to these men’s cries for mercy?” She didn’t even look back at the page to say the last line.
“‘It’s time for you to die.’”
It was hardly perceptible, but Evelyn heard the crowd gasp around her. They hadn’t been there to see any of what had happened, and the fact that the councilwoman was questioning her integrity pissed her off.
“Are you sure you want to stick with your story, Evelyn?” the councilwoman asked, crossing her hands in her lap.
“It’s not a story. It’s the truth. They were coming to attack the settlement!” 
“Well then,” the councilwoman continued after a thoughtful pause. “I suppose we have you to thank for saving us. But before we record today in the annals of our fledgling country’s history as the day that Evelyn saved our civilization from annihilation, let me ask you this … Exactly how did President Coleson know we were here?”
Evelyn froze, realizing then where the councilwoman was going with her questions.
“Is it because you went back to Earth, against the orders of the council? Is it because you went back and told them where we were?”
“Of course not!” Evelyn blurted, feeling her cheeks flush. She glanced again at Joseph, hoping for some sign of support, but she found nothing other than a concerned look and raised eyebrows.
“Well, they must have found out from you somehow,” the councilwoman said with a dramatic flourish of sarcasm. “Otherwise, they never would have been able to find us. They could have searched the entire galaxy, and it would have taken them an eternity to find us.”
“They would have found out where we were eventually … when we went back to Earth, Councilwoman,” Evelyn retorted.
“We weren’t going back, Evelyn.”
Evelyn felt a stutter in her thoughts, and she stood in silence. A few seconds passed, and she found her voice again, fueled by the frustration within her. “So, in spite of the fact that Mr. Philips made it possible for you to escape Earth and make a life for yourself here, you had no intentions of honoring his wishes to go back and to bring more people here?”
“Things change, Evelyn. You have to adjust to changing circumstances when you are a leader. You have to make sacrifices when you are responsible for people’s lives.”
“Don’t tell me about sacrifice and responsibility.”
“What could you possibly know about the sacrifices we make?”
“I just saved you from total annihilation!”
“You led troops from Earth to us, and then you executed thousands of people!”
“Yeah, and I should have let them execute you too,” Evelyn said, and as soon as she did, she wished she could suck the words back into her mouth. A gasp let out of the crowd around her, and as she glanced quickly at Joseph, she saw him turn and leave.
Evelyn felt like her ribs were caving in, like her heart was going to stop beating. She hoped it would, and she stood motionless for a moment.
Evelyn cleared her throat. “I’m sorry, Councilwoman, I didn’t mean what I said.”
The councilwoman glared, and after a moment, she sat back in her seat, tapping her fingertips on the arms of her chair. “Evelyn, I told you before that your services were no longer necessary, but given your flagrant disregard for the laws of our society, not to mention your complete disregard for human life, I am left with no alternative but to recommend to the council that you be banished from our community, forever.”
Evelyn’s mind stopped.
“Do I hear a motion?”
“Aye,” a councilman at one end of the row said quickly.
“And a second?” the councilwoman continued.
“Aye,” another councilwoman added.
“All those in favor?”
A chorus of ayes followed from the council members.
“All those opposed?”
There was silence, the absence of sound so profound it felt like the weight of the planet was resting on her shoulders. And even though Evelyn felt nothing but revulsion for the people in the room, she felt a lump in her throat form and a sadness sweep through her that not even one person would stand up and defend her, or would appreciate anything she had done to bring them here, or to save them from extinction.
“The motion carries,” the councilwoman said, looking around the room with an understated smugness. “Evelyn, you are exiled from our community, forever. You are never welcome within the boundaries of any community we establish, and you are never to contact any citizens of our community. If you return for any reason, the penalty will be imprisonment or death. Your sentence is effective immediately.
“Guard,” she added, speaking over her shoulder but not taking her eyes off her. “Please escort Evelyn to the edge of the property, and make sure she finds a path leading her as far away from us as possible.”
Evelyn reeled in her spot. She quickly glanced at the door in the hopes that Joseph might return to say something. Instead, she saw the hulking figure of Titus coming toward her, an electric prod in his hands.
As he got closer, he seemed to waver in his stiffness. “Come on, Evie,” he said, nodding at the door behind her, “let’s go.”
Evelyn turned, and with as much dignity as she could muster, she walked through the door into the cool evening air. She looked around. There was still no sign of Joseph.
They walked quietly down the dirt road, and then as they approached the edge of town, Titus broke the silence.
“Where are you going to go?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” she said quietly, and she realized as she said it that she really had nowhere to go, no family left, and nobody to be with. Even Joseph was gone forever, and as she thought about how isolated she felt, her chin started to quiver, and the tears started to fill her eyes.
“You don’t have to walk me out of town, Titus,” she said, not wanting to start crying in front of the bully who had stolen her locket so long ago. “I know the way.”
Evelyn heard his footsteps stop. She carried on, salty tears stinging her eyes, but her blurry vision not enough to hamper her way.
“Hey, Evie.”
Evelyn stopped to look back. Her heart sank even deeper to realize that it was just Titus. Joseph really wasn’t coming for her.
“For what it’s worth, I’m sorry. People can be pretty mean, you know. Maybe one day they’ll change their minds.”
“Thanks, Titus,” Evelyn said, wiping away a tear. A single act of kindness from the most unexpected source warmed inside her. She knew that was all she was going to get. It would have to do.
Evelyn turned. She walked past the campsites, where the people she had sacrificed so much for found peace. She walked past the power generators, which had taken so much from her. She walked past Potter’s
Field, where most of her family had found rest. She walked down the dirt road through the fields, leaving behind the green-eyed boy with the messy hair and the crooked smile, her first friend and her first love, and the only person she knew she would ever love with the purity of a child and the recklessness of a young woman.
As Evelyn climbed the ramp to her shuttle, she knew she was leaving it all behind, and as she flew off toward her mountain, tears streaming down her face, she wondered if the ache she felt in her chest would ever go away—secretly hoping it never would.



STARGAZER
The lake was small. Not small like a pond, but small enough to see the other side. The stars sparked in the blackness of the cloudless sky, reflecting in the stillness of the water, the two moons casting a warm light on the evergreens and the mountain ridges around her. In the distance, her mountain, still strong and bold and undaunted, still there, all but its mighty silhouette hidden by the darkness and the distance.
She sat on her rock, looking at the stars in the water, wondering where she might go, unready, unwilling, unable to decide. She breathed in the cool night air, the clean scent of evergreen, the subtle hints of peat and chocolate in the root tickling her nose. She shuddered, the chill of the high mountain air seeping through her shirt and into her skin. She could walk back up to the shuttle, but she didn’t want to move, feeling like it might force a decision from her faster about where she should go.
She looked up at the stars.
“Hey, Stargazer.”
Evelyn whipped her head around.
It was Joseph. Her heart stopped beating. She stopped breathing. She stood. He walked closer, a golden twinkle in his mossy-green eyes, his crooked smile warming her heart.
He stepped close. She could smell the sweetness of his breath.
“Any room for me on your rock?” he asked, cocking his eyebrow.
Evelyn felt the electricity building in her belly, her arms, her legs, her chest, coursing through her and between them.
“You’re here,” she said in a whisper.
“I could see where things were heading back there, so I ran ahead and stowed away on your shuttle.”
Evelyn felt herself start to sway.
“You left me behind once, Evie. I wasn’t going to let you do it again.”
Evelyn heard the words light from his lips, and she knew what they meant. She grabbed him. He grabbed her, and their lips met, the world exploding around her in a whirl of tears and laughter, her whole body humming at the symphony of joy within her. She didn’t care what happened next. She didn’t want anything more. She just wanted to stand there in the chill of the evening, forever warmed by Joseph’s embrace, and she knew she would be.
Eternity passed, and then they pulled their lips apart, just far enough that she could see him.
Not caring that her face was wet with tears, Evelyn gently brushed Joseph’s hair from his eyes, and then she let out an easy laugh.
“What?” he asked with a little grin in the corners of his mouth and eyes.
“Oh, I was just thinking … What was it that you called me?”
Joseph smiled. “Stargazer.”
“Stargazer,” she said, smiling at the thought that maybe Doppelgänger Girl was gone—perhaps she had never existed. She looked into the golden flecks in Joseph’s eyes and saw herself. “Yes … I like the sound of that much better.”
 
The End
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