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To my husband who listened to me talk about this story way too much.


PREFACE

A Note on the Science in Mental Contact




I do a lot of research while writing to ensure as much scientific accuracy as possible. For the setting of this novel, that was easy. In February 2017, astronomers discovered planets orbiting Trappist-1, the first star discovered using the Trappist telescope. There were seven planets found—the first six with potentially temperate climates and the seventh too far away and too cold to be inhabitable.

When these planets were announced by NASA, I had already drafted Mental Contact. But by fortunate coincidence, the fictional planetary system I had crafted also had seven planets with the seventh being icy cold. Without making too many changes, I was able to transport Jake and his crew to the Trappist-1 planetary system.

A particular detail that I wanted to handle delicately with a consideration to special relativity was the handling of warp travel—that is, space travel at speeds faster than the speed of light.

It’s easy to consider space and time as independent, but they are actually intimately connected. If an object moves quickly through space, it actually moves slower through time. From any reference frame, time is experienced the same, but if the reference frame—say a spaceship traveling at high speeds—accelerates more than another—mission control on a planet—than the spaceship will experience less time passing than mission control. So while the people on the planet live out their lives at a normal pace, the space travelers on that space ship will actually age less.

In order to take this phenomenon known as time dilation into account, space travel in Jake’s universe works differently than in other fictional stories.

If you want to learn more about spacetime, special relativity, and time dilation, I highly recommend reading A Brief History of Time by Steven Hawking.

Aside from the science involved in the crafting of this novel, I hope readers will be able to take this work for what it is, a work of science fiction which examines the human mind while also asking, “What if...?”
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I see things that aren’t really there. Well, not things. Just her.

Lola.

Just the thought of her name pulled at the corners of my mind. You could stop taking the pills. I could hear her voice whispering from within my brain. One silvery-blue pill each day kept my affliction under control. For that I was thankful. The side-effects, however, were steep. Sometimes I would wonder if it was better just to have the delusions. But it was a silly idea. No it’s not. You would finally be able to reach your full potential, and I could help.

I shook my head, trying to push her out of my mind. Consciously thinking about her could spiral into all-consuming obsession. If I dwelled on it too much, I’d start to hear her voice and convince myself that I would find her waiting just around the corner.

“Yo, Jake.” Adam’s face peeked through the doorway of our cabin, snapping me back to reality. He had the darkest complexion I’d ever seen. He was average height with short black hair, the same cut all of us Paradido crew members wore. “Stop playing with that tattered piece of junk and come out with me and the boys.”

“First, this is not a junk, it’s a book,” I said, holding up my novel. It was well worn and the binding was coming apart, but it still served its purpose. “Second, I’m busy.” I rolled over on my cot to turn away from him.

Adam shook his head. “Right, right, grandpa. You’re too old to hang out with us youngins.” At thirty, I was much older than most of the crew, but that wasn’t why I didn’t enjoy spending time with them. They reminded me constantly of what I wasn’t and what I couldn’t have.

“Maybe I am,” I muttered to myself.

Adam seemed to ignore my comment and continued, “We’re going to the movie theater—”

“I can’t see movies.” One of the many side-effects of the damn pills: I couldn’t make out holograms which included movies. 

“I know. You didn’t let me finish.” Adam walked into the tiny, white, sterile room and sat on the edge of his cot so that he was right in my face. Other than the two cots, the only other piece of furniture in each of the cabins was a single white metal desk. “We’re going to the movie theater followed by the cantina on Baltic Street.”

“Everything on this planet is on Baltic Street.”

Adam nodded, and spoke slowly like I was some sort of idiot. “I know, but it’s our last night on Delta. You’ve spent way too much time on the surface cooped up in this ship reading your books. Get some fresh air while you still have a chance. Plus, I heard Alice is going to be there.”

I hated that my crewmates kept trying to push Alice on me. Every time we’d make deliveries and pickups on Delta they’d orchestrate some way to force me to spend time with her. I was hoping to avoid her this trip since we were only here for two days, but when Adam got like this, I knew he wouldn’t give up. “Fine. I’ll meet you fellows at the cantina.”

“Great,” Adam said as he stood up. “Movie ends around ten.”

I focused back on my book. I was more than ready for Adam to leave, yet he hung at the door.

“I expect to see you there, or we’re coming back to haul your ass out.”

I shrugged my shoulders in response while still concentrating on the page in front of me.

“All right, gramps. See you then.”




•••




I carefully climbed down the flimsy steps off of our spaceship, Paradido. My vertigo was worse on the surface, though for some reason it never bothered me while weightless in space. As I walked toward Baltic Street, I pulled my leather jacket close around my neck. I had forgotten how cold Delta could get at night. At least it wasn’t windy.

Looking behind me, Paradido was the only vehicle parked in the air-yard. The spaceship looked like a bloated pancake and was in desperate need of a new paint job. Patches of green had peeled away to show white underneath. At least there weren’t any other vessels nearby to compare it to. Delta didn’t get a lot of space traffic. 

The gravel crunched under my boots as I walked up to the paved road. The sky was a cloudy gray above me. Everything about the planet was gray. Even the people looked ashen. It wasn’t merely an illusion; the mineral dust in the air coated everything in a thin dusting of drab.

The night was quiet, so I could hear the cantina’s noisy interior from far away. It appeared to be the only establishment open, and a warm glow filtered through the dirty windows.

I sucked in a deep breath before pushing the door open and entering the small bar. It was remarkably crowded. The air was full of loud conversation, laughter, and sloppy music played by a local band. I was ready to turn around and leave when I heard someone call out my name.

“Jake, over here!” I looked for the person shouting and saw Van waving at me. He was sitting at a table with Adam and all of the other crew members. There was a crowd of young women, and even a few men, fawning over them. Spacetravelers were novel to these simpletons. That reason alone made me dislike them.

I saw a woman in a short gray dress break away from the group and walk toward me. She looked dull amongst the colorful crowd, and disappointment washed over me when I recognized her. Alice smiled broadly as she approached me. She wasn’t the prettiest girl—her eyes were too far apart, her face was marred with freckles, and her two front teeth overlapped a little. But if she wanted to have sex with me, I’d say yes.

“Buy me a drink?” she asked.

“No thank you,” I said, crossing my arms in front of my chest. “Actually, I don’t feel too well. I might go back.”

She grasped my arm, keeping me from leaving. “Why don’t I buy you a drink? I bet it would make you feel a little more steady on your feet.” I hadn’t noticed that I had been wobbling. I nodded my head and let her lead me through the crowd to the bar. We stood there for a while waiting for the busy bartender to notice us.

After a few minutes, the bartender nodded at Alice and yelled, “What’ll you have?”

“A fizzy-pink, please. What do you want, Jake?”

I responded directly to the bartender, “Scotch, straight up.”

When we got our drinks, I slammed mine down and set the empty glass on the bar while Alice sipped at her glowing cocktail. “Want to go hang with your mates?” she asked.

“It’s a bit crowded in here. Why don’t we go for a walk instead?”

“Sure.” She set her still-half-full glass down on the counter and gave me a wide grin. Ugh, those overlapping teeth. “Let’s go.”

The air outside tasted gritty, but was still better than being inside the cantina. I’ve never done well with people, and loud crowds were even worse. Alice wrapped her hand around my arm and led me down the street back toward the air-yard.

“Your life must be so exciting. What’s it like? Flying in a spaceship?”

I shrugged. Every time we were together, she’d ask me mundane questions like this. She really needed to get out more. “I don’t know how to describe it.”

She hugged closer to my arm. “I’ve heard it’s like falling.”

“Eh, I guess.” There were worse ways to describe it.

“Have you ever gone faster than light?”

“Warp? Several times, actually.”

“That must have been so exciting,” she gushed.

“Not really.” I hated this kind of small talk. My mind was already scrambling for an excuse to get away from this woman.

“My friend told me that going that fast—faster than light—gives you the same feeling in the pit of your stomach as an orgasm.” She turned her head down, hiding her flushing face.

I laughed out loud. “Your friend’s wrong.” Achieving warp felt like a hand reaching down to your gut and ripping your stomach out. Maybe it felt similar to a really bad hookup. The last time I flew warp was over ten years ago, when I first arrived at this sad little planetary system. I hadn’t gotten a chance to leave. I probably never would. There was no way to keep my disappointment from leaking into my expression.

“What’s wrong? Did I upset you?”

I stopped walking and she turned toward me, her eyes examining my face. I wrapped one arm around her back and dramatically bit my lip. “Space travel isn’t as glamorous as most people think. It’s hard work and all the travel makes it impossible to keep lasting connections.”

“I thought people who work on spaceships get to take their families with them.”

Only those with high enough rank. But Paradido was a puny spaceship in the grand scheme of things. Not even our pilot could take his wife along with him. “Not always.”

Alice bit her lip, considering all of this. “Well, I’m not looking for a lasting connection right now.”

I placed my hand on her cheek and guided her lips to mine. My other hand slid down her back to the bottom hem of her dress and pulled it up.

She grabbed my roving palm. “I know somewhere we won’t be seen.”

We were almost back to the spaceship, but the desire to be physically close to another person took over. “Lead the way.”

We walked a little farther until we reached a set of storefronts with small apartments stacked on top. She ushered me to a small alley between the two brick building. Against one of the walls was a bin full of scrap metal large enough to hide two people. As soon as we were concealed behind the bin, Alice grasped my jacket and pulled me to her, kissing me deeply.

The sky was dark now; the only light from the safety lamps at the mines about a hundred yards away. Aside from the endless gray, my least favorite part about Delta was that the constant cloud cover obscured the stars.

After a few minutes of kissing, Alice finally worked her way down, her fingers fiddling with my pants. I leaned back against the wall, trying my best to simply enjoy.

“You ready?” She looked up at me, and the way the light caught her eyes made them look icy blue.

They reminded me of Lola’s eyes. Lola…

The blazing flash of white filled my vision while a stabbing pain pierced my head, stopping all of my thoughts. I can’t remember if I screamed or held onto my head with my hands.

I heard Alice’s voice. She sounded like she was shouting through a tunnel from far away. “… Jake… okay?”

I was sweating and freezing cold at the same time. My heart raced while my breathing became more and more difficult. I tried to concentrate on forming words through the searing pain in my head. “Get. Crew member. Fast.”

Everything went black as the gray ground rushed toward my face.




•••




“Did you pack your toothbrush?” My mother was peeking through the door to my bedroom in our family suite, the pilot suite. This would be my first time I’d spend more than a couple weeks off the ship.

“Yes.”

“And your underwear?”

“Of course, Mom,” I said as I pushed the last of my clothes and pad into my already overstuffed bag. “I’m not a little kid anymore. I’m nineteen. I think I know how to pack.”

“I just worry, that’s all.” She leaned in to give me a kiss and I offered my cheek. “I’m so proud of you.”

“And Dad? He’s coming to see me off, too, right?”

A frown crossed her face, but she quickly recovered back to a look of maternal concern. “You know your father has to work.”

“He’s still upset I didn’t get into Aldrin Academy.” I hefted my bag over my shoulder and tried not to show the strain of its weight on my face.

Mom stepped back from the door making room for me to pass through and followed me out of our suite and into the hall. “He’s proud of you. Trappist has an excellent academy.”

“But not enough to take two minutes off to say goodbye,” I muttered.

Mom didn’t comment and just kept walking toward the air-dock. Spaceship Titanium was huge. I knew my way around the parts that were pertinent to my life, but the rest of the ship was a mystery. My favorite place on the spaceship had been the bridge. It had a strict ‘no children’ rule, but since my dad was the pilot, he had made an exception for me. I had never been to the air-dock, but Mom seemed to know the way. We traversed several hallways before taking an elevator down.

The air-dock wasn’t nearly as impressive as I had imagined. There was a row of the smallest passenger warp spaceships I had ever seen, along with a collection of even smaller vessels covered in Universal Military symbols.

When we got to my gate, Mom stopped me for a moment and adjusted the collar of my uniform. “You’re going to do great things, Jake.”

My voice wavered as I asked, “Will I see you and Dad again?”

She patted my shoulders. “Of course you will.” I could tell by the look in her eyes that she wasn’t sure either. “Be good.”

“I will. I should get on.” I hugged Mom goodbye, then boarded the small vessel.

Since the shuttle had been chartered to take me to Trappist, there were no other passengers. Reserving warp transportation was expensive, but my family could afford it. I had this shuttle booked to take me to Theta Academy on the planet Theta in the Trappist system, and another scheduled to bring me back on my projected graduation date.

The distance between our current location and my destination was five light-years, which translated to an eight-hour transit time. Time works weird when traveling so much faster than the speed of light. The current students at Theta Academy would all graduate before I’d even get there. My parents would also age more than me during my flight—unless they were also traveling at warp. Since my dad was a pilot, he was frequently traveling that fast. In fact, I could potentially age more than them while going to school as they travel around the universe at warp speeds.

I tried to calm all the racing thoughts on relativity as the ship took off, preparing myself for the acceleration to warp by clenching my hands around the armrests. I had done the jump so many times, but no one ever really gets used to it. Still, I wasn’t going to be one of those people puking their guts out after we reached cruising speed.

Once the ship was steady, I let myself relax. I had been so anxious the night before, I had barely slept. Now that I finally had a chance to loosen up, I dozed off and only woke up when we were slowing down.

“This is your pilot speaking. We are approaching our destination, planet Theta of the Trappist planetary system. It is now year 3127, day 17, hour 8:42 in universal time, and year 60K 142, hour 26:07 local time.” Those numbers didn’t even make sense. I thought everyone used universal time, which consisted of roughly 365 days in a year and 24 hours in a day. I knew that the system had been settled within the past few centuries, so their year must have been much shorter than a universal year.

I watched the terrain whiz by as we landed. An uneasy feeling grew from the pit of my stomach as I took in the location of my academy. Theta appeared to be deserted. I didn’t see a single plant, animal, building, or structure.

By the time I had my bag and had found the shuttle to the academy, I was convinced that coming here had been a huge mistake. But during the shuttle ride to campus, a beautiful girl wearing the academy uniform turned and stared at me with clear blue eyes. I looked up and as soon as I made eye-contact with her, she rolled her eyes then turned back to face forward.

I could have sworn she had been smiling while she looked at me. Just that one friendly smile put me more at ease. 





[image: 02]

The beautiful face from the shuttle slowly dissolved from my vision as I was brought back to the present.

“Jake, Jake!”

The room was too bright. I could barely open my eyes.

“Jake? Do you know where you are?” the doctor asked.

“I better not still be in that fucking alley.” My tongue felt like a sack of rocks, but I’d be back to normal in an hour or so.

“Do you know my name?”

“How could I ever forget you?” The doctor peered at me from above, his poofs of white hair and trim pale beard making his lined face almost disappear into the alabaster ceiling.

Adam’s voice came next. “Given the classic Metcalf wit, I’d say he’s fine.”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself, Adam,” I said. “That’s Doc’s call.”

“He’s fine,” Doc proclaimed before taking off his exam gloves and throwing them in my face.

I heard Doc’s footsteps fade away and turned my head to see Adam sitting in a chair next to the cot I was laying on. Now that Doc was gone, Adam’s expression changed from amused to concerned.

“They’re happening more often,” he said.

I sat up and touched the sore spot at my temple. I could feel the knot just under my skin. It must have been caused by the fall. “You think I haven’t noticed?”

“Stop making a fucking joke about everything. I’m serious.”

I caught my reflection in the mirror above the hand wash station and saw the red and purple bruise which covered a quarter of my face. No wonder it hurt so badly. “I’ll worry about me, and you worry about you.”

Adam looked down to the floor and shook his head. I didn’t need his concern. These episodes were just a side-effect of my medication. They weren’t going to kill me.

“Did they delay the launch because of me?” I asked.

“Commander Ford was going to if you didn’t wake up within the hour. Guess that means we’re back on schedule.” Adam turned away and walked out of the medical room.




•••




I was nervous; it was my first class at Theta Academy, and I really wanted to make a good impression. I had arrived at the lecture hall ten minutes early in order to secure a seat in the front. Slowly, the room filled with students, and our professor came in the minute class was scheduled to start.

When I started up my pad, it displayed a hologram of the campus and all the buildings at the academy. I swiped my hand through the image to make it go away. The last thing I needed was to let my peers know that I couldn’t even find my way to class without help.

“Hello, young and eager minds,” the professor’s voice boomed through the room. “Welcome to Navigation One. I am your professor, Dr. Pierce. At the end of this course, you will all be intimately familiar with the locations of all colonized planetary systems. Who here can tell me the span of the currently settled systems?”

I had heard this number several times from my father and had even read the first chapter of the class text-file before I left Spaceship Titanium. I shot up my hand to answer.

“The eager young man in the front.”

“87 light-years,” I said with confidence.

“That would have been right four years ago. Who knows the correct number?”

Dr. Pierce pointed at another student. “You, sir.”

“89 light-years.”

“Very good.”

I sunk down in my chair, thoroughly embarrassed. I hadn’t considered that things would change during my five years in transit. For the rest of the lecture, I kept quiet and stared at my pad.

When Dr. Pierce dismissed us, I put my pad into my backpack and raced out of the side exit as quickly as I could. I would take the back exit to avoid all of my classmates. The unfortunate truth, however, was that I had no idea how to navigate this building. I blindly walked down one hall after another looking for a door leading outside. Once I encountered a fourth dead end, I pulled out my pad to bring up a map of the building.

As I was focusing on the pathways depicted on my pad, a voice startled me.

“You lost?”

I looked up to see the face of the woman from the shuttle. She was absolutely stunning with pale skin, long white hair, and icy-blue eyes. She had thick blond eyelashes and a straight nose.

“I’m fine,” I said. “I know my way out.”

She pursed her glossy pink lips and looked at me for a moment before saying, “You know, everyone makes a fool of themselves on their first day. You’re not special.”

I winced. I had built up this whole persona for the woman on the shuttle. In my mind she was friendly, welcoming, and even a bit playful. Instead, the real person in front of me was curt and pompous.

“You want to be a pilot?” I asked. Of course the goal of Theta Academy was to train future pilots, but most students would secure other jobs aboard starships after graduation.

She merely shrugged her shoulders. “If you want to be a pilot, you should really learn how to navigate your school first.” She gave me a sly smile before walking away.




•••




Paradido had a small crew, so all the seats for lift-off and landing were situated on the bridge. It was a circular room with panels lining one half and seats taking up the other. In the center were the pilot and commander’s chairs. Near the pilot’s chair was a ladder leading up to the observation deck which had the largest window in the entire spaceship. It was also my favorite spot on the little ship. 

This bridge looked like a closet compared to those on the spaceships my father had piloted. I had given up hope of ever traveling at warp or seeing my family again. The last time I had seen my mother was when I had left for the academy eleven years ago. Now I was thirty years old, at least according to universal, time-travel adjusted.

I tightened my restraints a little more as Pilot Greene counted down for launch. Greene carried himself like any other retired military man, making his short, compact stature seem imposing. He grew a thick brown beard which made him look much older than his actual age of twenty-seven. I knew the controls were lit up with holograms of all sorts of dials, switches, buttons, and indicators, but I couldn’t see them. Greene’s fingers seemed to dance in front of him as Ford looked around and read off invisible numbers and systems.

“Here we go,” Adam whispered from next to me.

I swallowed and nodded. The whole spaceship started rumbling as the engines kicked in and Paradido lifted off the ground. The best way to describe the feeling of lift-off is to imagine an elephant sitting on top of you with another elephant sitting on the first. It was hard to even breathe, and new crew members would often pass out on their first few flights.

Escaping Delta’s gravity didn’t take long, maybe twenty minutes. “All right, folks, we’re on autopilot now,” Greene said. “Thirty days until we reach Zeta.”

Zeta wasn’t as bad as Delta, but it certainly wasn’t my favorite planet in the system. It was too hot and just as small as Delta. Come to think about it, I wasn’t fond of any of the planets in Trappist.

The room filled with the sound of clanking metal as everyone unbuckled their restraints.

“Let’s get to work, men,” Ford said. Ford didn’t have much of a role in navigating the ship, that was Greene’s job, but he did have full authority over the crew.

You should stay here. Watch the view.

Ignoring her voice, I carefully navigated out of the bridge using the yellow rope handles on the wall to propel myself forward. Paradido didn’t have any advanced features like an artificial gravity generator. Although weightlessness made moving around the ship a lot faster, if anyone skimped on their exercises during the flight they’d collapse like a wet noodle once we landed.

Normally, I would have been able to take a break right after lift-off, but I had been unconscious for the pre-flight operations and had a lot of work to catch up on.

My supplies were in the engine room located at the back of the ship. I floated down the crude looking halls, exposed metal flashing and ducts lining the walls. Diamond-patterned steel covered the floor and ceiling. The same handles as on the bridge also dotted the hallways. I reached for the next handle as someone came up from behind me. “Going to go swab the deck?” Van asked as he raced past. For a big guy, he could get around really fast. He was tall and heavy and his face looked like molded dough punctured with a round nose and two beady eyes.

“Har har.” I made it to the engine room and opened the supply closet. It was quiet since the engine wouldn’t need to run again until we approached Zeta.

I had to pause a moment. My episode had sucked out all of my energy. I should have gotten some sleep, but knew that Adam was probably already in the mess room brewing coffee. I’d just grab some in a beverage pouch on my way to the cabins.

If you didn’t fight it, you wouldn’t have the episodes.

It was a lie. As long as I kept taking those damned pills, I would continue to suffer from intense headaches and blackouts. I grabbed my pressure mop, a bottle of cleaning solution, and my gloves. I just needed to keep busy. 




•••




Even though I was already doing well in all my classes, I spent most of my time in the library. My roommate had an acrid smell about him which had permeated our entire dorm room. Since he spent most of his time in our room, I did not.

School had always been easy for me. I thought that going to flight academy would finally present me with an academic challenge, but I had been wrong. Instead, I read texts that were meant for advanced study. I memorized every bit of information I came across. I could rattle off the names of every inhabited planet in alphabetical order and also in the order in which they were settled. It was a long list—easily over two hundred names.

I learned all about my current planetary system, Trappist. I researched the history for each warp spaceship. I knew everything.

One day while I was working in the library, something other than my studies caught my attention. The pale woman with her white hair cascading down her back browsed the stacks of books, picking random ones and leafing through them before returning them to the shelves. I was having a hard time concentrating. I kept finding myself admiring her instead of looking at my pad.

She glanced over at me and caught me staring. I quickly looked down pretending to be engrossed in my studies, hoping she hadn’t noticed me watching her. Instead, she walked over and leaned against my study table. I cleared my throat and kept my eyes on my pad. “I’m busy.”

With a flick of her finger, the hologram of Spaceship Cobalt began to spin. “Reading about warp ships? Why bother?” 

I pushed my hand onto my pad to turn it off and tucked it into my backpack. “I’m going to be a pilot of one of these ships some day.”

“That’s never going to happen.” She examined her fingernails for a moment before glaring at me with those ice-blue eyes.

I leaned back, putting more space between us. “You don’t know that.”

She walked around the table and sat in the seat across from me. “Sure I do. It’s simple probability. There are forty-five students at Theta Academy, and hundreds of other pilot academies around the universe. Thousands of students graduate with flight degrees each year. That’s a lot of pilots. And how many warp ships are there? Three hundred?”

“Three hundred thirty-two.”

“Right, three thirty-two. And how many of their pilots came from Aldrin Academy?”

I paused. “All of them.”

“Well, there you go. Theta Academy just doesn’t produce warp pilots. If we’re really lucky, we’ll get pilot positions on regular spaceships. The rest will probably only land jobs as officers and crew. Face it, we’re all bound to this system.”

I crossed my arms. “I’m not getting stuck anywhere. Especially not here.”

“I wouldn’t be so confident about that.” The way she said it sent a chill down my spine. She got up and sauntered away.




•••




I did a half-assed job on all of my work duties before taking a break. Ford would have disapproved if he knew I had quit early, but he spent most of his time in his office or the rec room. I wouldn’t run into him on the bridge.

The best thing about the bridge was the observation deck. The windows in front of the pilot’s seat extended up into a dome above the entire bridge. There was a metal catwalk ten feet above the floor which made a circle near the top. There was a ladder to get up there, but with no gravity, I just had to jump up from the floor.

I settled down on the catwalk and watched outer space above me. I had spent too much time in my life traveling faster than light with a view of only darkness through the windows. If I had to point out one thing I learned from my eleven (universal) years on Trappist, it was that sometimes, you just have to slow down and look at the stars.

Over there. An asteroid.

I looked in the direction my mind was pointing to before I could stop myself. Sure enough, something was off. I knew the star charts better than I knew myself. To the left of Polaris was a mass that wasn’t supposed to be there. It was an asteroid.

I sat up so quickly that I bashed my head against the thick window. I held my hand against the sore spot on my temple. At least now my face would have symmetrical bruising.

I got a sinking feeling in the pit of my gut. Without any evidence to support it, I just knew that the asteroid was coming straight for us. I needed to find Pilot Greene. There’s no time. You need to navigate the spaceship out of its path.

“I can’t. I can’t see the controls.” I had a general sense of where the throttle was, but without the ability to see holograms, I couldn’t be sure of it’s exact position.

You know where they are and how they work. You can do this. I took a deep breath and climbed down from the observation deck to just in front of the control panels. I would have to act fast. I tried to reach my hands out to the steering yoke and froze. You can do this. Doubt flooded my body, stretching to even the ends of my fingertips. I had never done these maneuvers myself. My brain was actively feeding me misinformation and making me hear someone who wasn’t there. In the end, I didn’t trust myself with my own life. I needed to find the pilot.

Where would Greene be right now? The mess? His cabin? I decided to check the mess first.

The only person there was Adam. He was cooking something that smelled horrible. Normally I’d give him a dig for it, but I didn’t have much time.

“Adam! Have you seen Greene?”

Adam turned to face me, goo detaching from his spoon in spherical globs. “Why?” He was attempting to heat something in an uncovered container—whatever it was spreading out from the side of the bowl and sloshing everywhere. I hated Adam’s cooking experiments since I was the one who always had to clean up after them.

“It’s urgent. Where is he?”

Adam chuckled. “You have nothing but time, Metcalf. I’m not getting pulled into some prank.”

Feeling my life slip away as the giant rock was hurtling toward us, I raised my voice. “Just tell me where he is, dammit!”

“Okay, okay,” Adam said, holding his hands up, the gesture splashing goo onto the walls. “He went to the rec room.”

I didn’t waste a moment and propelled myself directly to the rec room. When I got there, Greene and Officer Cory were in the middle of a game of handball.

By then, I was so anxious I could barely speak. “Pilot Greene… I saw… there’s a… an asteroid.”

I now had both men’s full attention. They came rushing out of the room and raced down the halls. I followed them back to the bridge.

“Where?” Greene asked.

I pointed to the mass I had spotted just moments earlier. Greene rushed to the pilot’s chair and started poking at all the panels that I couldn’t see. 

“Oh shit,” Cory muttered, his pale complexion getting even paler. He got into the commander seat and buckled the restraints.

Greene looked up at the asteroid and said, “The scan of the system didn’t show any particulates that could potentially cross our path. This doesn’t make any sense.”

“It’s heading toward us?” My heart was hammering in my

chest. It looked so much closer already. We wouldn’t have enough time.

“Officer Cory, enact emergency collision protocol,” Greene said.

Cory nodded and said, “Yes, sir.” He touched some invisible button in the air, and then his voice boomed through the entire ship. “Emergency. Emergency. Secure yourselves for anti-collision maneuvers.”

It was heading toward us. I jumped to my seat, the same one I had used for lift-off only hours ago.

Paradido’s engines roared as it abruptly banked to the left. The asteroid was now big enough to see the cloud of dust around it and a few of the pocks on its gray surface. It looked like it was still coming straight for us. 

I watched it get bigger and bigger as it drew closer. My hands started trembling as I gripped my restraints. This was it. This was how I was going to die.

Greene muttered incessantly to himself as he banked the ship farther to the left. I could feel my body getting pulled to the port side of the ship as we kept turning. The asteroid seemed to change minutely in relation to us, but not enough. 

“Hold on,” Green said as he swung his arms quickly to the right, and the ship followed, spinning rapidly. The asteroid whipped across the windows over and over. I could no longer tell which direction either it or us were going.

The engines ramped up even louder as we picked up speed. Our spinning motion slowed to a stop. I could feel my body getting crushed against the back of my seat as the asteroid got larger and larger until it filled the entire window.

If you had been paying closer attention to me, this wouldn’t have happened.

I tried to scream, but my throat wouldn’t cooperate. My eyes filled with a blinding light which didn’t go away even after I closed them. So this was how I’d die, sinking into another episode.

You’ll live. But take this as warning. You need to stop ignoring me.
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“Okay, seriously. How much time do you spend in here?” Yet again, the pale woman interrupted me while I was studying in the library. Today she had her white hair up in a ponytail, a style which showed off her angular face.

I shut down my pad and looked at her. “Why do you care?”

“It’s out of the ordinary. Anything abnormal piques my interest.”

“I’m not abnormal,” I muttered as I put my pad in my bag.

“Perhaps. I don’t know you well enough to make that judgment.”

I slung on my backpack and turned away from her while rolling my eyes.

“Where are you from?” she asked.

“Nowhere. Everywhere. Why do you care?”

“I’m just trying to make conversation. I don’t really have anyone to talk to. You’re the first person at this academy to even acknowledge me.”

I let out a dry laugh. “Seriously? Pretty girls like you always have tons of friends.”

“I am serious. I would never lie. Also, you didn’t answer my question. Where are you from?”

I walked toward the exit of the library, and she eagerly walked next to me, waiting for my answer. I sighed and told her, “I grew up on Spaceship Titanium. My dad is the pilot. I was actually born when Titanium was in transit from Sol to Sirius. My mom used to say that she was in labor for three years before she had me.”

She perked up and grabbed my arm. “You’ve been to Sol? What’s it like?”

“My parents were there. I’ve never been.”

I opened the door to the library and held it open for her. She exited, then paused and turned back to look at me. “I’ve been on Trappist for as long as I can remember. I’ve always dreamed of what it’d be like to leave. I want to explore the universe.”

As we walked from the paved steps in front of the library to the sandy black soil which covered this planet, I thought about how boring it must be to stay in one place. Theta was a desolate planet with no vegetation or animals. The sky was red and only got darker red at nightfall. Other planets had skies which transitioned through the entire spectrum of colors at dusk. The stars, which could only have been seen on a really clear day, looked pink through Theta’s dusty atmosphere.

I was on autopilot, walking directly back to my dorm building. I had no idea where she was going.

I had been lost in my thoughts for a while when she finally broke the silence. “All that time you spend in the library, have you ever looked up more about Trappist?”

“Sure. It was first settled about two hundred years ago…” I knew the exact year it was settled, the names of the planets, and the order they were inhabited. I knew the system capitol was located on the planet Kappa, and Beta was covered in water. I knew that Chi was the only planet in the system that didn’t have people living there because it was too cold.

“You don’t know nearly as much as you think you do.” Before I could ask her what she meant, she turned and dashed into one of the women’s dorms.

I doubted there was anything interesting to learn about the Trappist planetary system, but I would humor her. Whoever she was. I had once again forgotten to ask for her name.
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I had made it through my first quarter at Theta. I looked up my scores on my pad—top performance in every area. I was especially proud of my grade in Intro to Navigation. Over the past hundred days I had also done so much independent study that I planned on taking the prelim exams to test out of the next few courses. If I could be the best student who came through Theta Academy, I would be on track to becoming a warp spaceship pilot just like my father.

I left my dorm early in the morning and took the sandy path to the engineering building. The sky was a dark blood red in the low light. I’d been on Theta for a few months now and still hadn’t gotten used to the color of the sky. The planet would make a good setting for a horror movie.

Most of the other students were on Kappa, the closest planet to Theta, for the break between quarters. The way my classmates described Kappa made it sound like an idyllic place. Maybe next break, if I didn’t have anything else going on, I could head there with a few of my new friends.

There was a sign just inside the entrance of the engineering building stating that the prelim exams were being held down the hall to the left. I walked down the quiet hall past darkened classrooms. Only one door was open, and I went in.

A few of the desks were already occupied. The only student in the room that I recognized was the pale woman. She sat near the door and turned to glance at me as I walked in. She looked back at her own desk, tapping her fingers impatiently.

“I think we’ve got everyone now,” Dr. Pierce said as I took a seat near the one person I knew. “Let’s begin, shall we?” I looked at my watch. Even arriving ten minutes early, I had been the last one here. How early had the others shown up?

Dr. Pierce passed out exam pads with their corresponding glasses. “Let me go over the guidelines before you all get started. You’re each allowed to take as many exams as you would like, but the testing period will be for only four hours, so use your time wisely. You may work on the exams in whichever order you choose. Only the ones that you submit will be graded. For example, if you finish three exams but don’t submit any of them before the four hours are up, you won’t get credit for any of them. I’ll have the time left displayed on the front board.” A glowing 4:00:00 appeared on the front wall. “That’s all. You may begin.”

The number on the wall started counting down. I put on my glasses and started up my exam pad. The special glasses enabled me to see the holograms projected from my pad. As I quickly glanced around the room, everyone else’s pads appeared dark to me.

I started with navigation since I knew it the best and could finish those tests quickly. I planned on taking the exams for NAV102, along with NAV210 and NAV211. The first displayed in front of me, showing a map of the inhabited universe. Question one asked me to find Kapteyn’s Star. I smiled. This was going to be easy.

“Psst!”

I turned to find the source of the whisper. The pale woman was looking at me, her white hair tumbling down in large curls which hid her pad.

I shook my head. These exams were too important to get distracted, but she persisted. “Psst! Hey. I’m talking to you.”

I shushed her and tried to focus on my pad. I wouldn’t let her distract me again.

“Come on, I need some help. Please?”

“Stop talking to me,” I hissed between my teeth.

She responded at a louder whisper, “Dr. Pierce is mostly deaf. He can’t hear us.” I glanced at the professor lounging in a chair behind the lectern. Instead of the normal green glow coming from his ear, it shone red. He must have turned his hearing assistive device off. “I can’t read my exam.”

I looked back at her. “You need to put the glasses on.” How had she made it through an entire term without learning how to take an exam?

“I dropped them.”

“Then look for them.” Turning back to my pad, I tried to concentrate on the next question: something about Wolf 1061. I moved my hand to pan through the map of the galaxy and tapped the correct star.

“Can I use yours?”

“No!” I said it too loudly, and Dr. Pierce turned his attention to me.

“Mr. Metcalf, there’s to be no talking during the exam. If I hear another word from you, you’ll have to leave and won’t get credit for any of your exams.”

I nodded sullenly to show I understood before trying to get back to the test. After breezing through the next few solar systems, I heard her whisper, “Psst,” again. This time, I didn’t even look over, I just kept my eyes down. Question ten: In which galaxy is the settled universe?

“I need help,” she whimpered. I looked at her through the corner of my eye. “How many planets does Groombridge have?”

I sighed. “Which Groombridge, A or B?” 

She looked down at her pad. She still wasn’t wearing her glasses. “I don’t know.”

I shrugged my shoulders. I couldn’t—but also shouldn’t—help her out. Looking back at my pad, I read the next question. “How many planets does Groombridge…” No way. I blinked my eyes to make sure I was seeing the question right. Was she somehow able to read my pad? I glanced back at her, and she was finally wearing her glasses and working on her test. With the flick of my hand, I was able to move the star map and see the rest of the question. A. Groombridge 34A had one planet, although it wasn’t habitable. I marked the correct answer and moved on.

Suddenly, she stood up and started talking at a normal speaking volume. “This is too easy. I can’t believe I didn’t get into Aldrin and had to go to this shit academy instead.” I gasped. Dr. Pierce didn’t even glance in our direction. “Forget this exam. I’m out of here. Come with me.”

I shook my head violently. There was no way I was going to leave with her. “Suit yourself.” She flipped her hair over her shoulder and left the room, leaving the exam pad and glasses on her desk.

For a fleeting moment, I wanted to grab her glasses and see how far she’d even gotten on her exams. As I continued working, the thought kept breaching my mind and ruining my concentration. She had only stayed for the first fifteen minutes. There was no way she actually finished anything, right?

Finally, my curiosity won out. Dr. Pierce was still sitting back at the desk, but now he had a pad in front of him and was working on a word puzzle. I quickly grabbed the exam and glasses from her desk. After swapping glasses and powering up her pad, I was able to see her exam progress. Each one showed as 100% complete, but not submitted. Perhaps she just filled in gibberish. I opened one exam and flipped through her answers. It looked like she had gotten them all right. Then I checked a second exam, and a third one.

“What the…?”

“Mr. Metcalf.” Oh, shit. I had made too much noise. And now that I had another student’s pad and glasses on my desk, I could also expect to be expelled or at least put on probation. Shit, shit, shit. “Please stand up and leave the exam room.”

I looked down at the desk. Could I somehow move the other pad without Dr. Pierce knowing?

“Now,” he said, his voice sharp. I had no choice but to leave it. I scrambled out of my desk and walked out the room as quickly as I could.

It wasn’t until I reached the front door of the building that the full ramifications hit me. It wouldn’t be so bad to take the course for NAV102, but what about the other pad? I leaned against the wall and slid down until I was seated on the floor, then covered my face with my hands. “Fuck,” I yelled out, hearing my voice reverberate through the building. At least the five-light-year distance between me and my parents meant that my father wouldn’t find out.
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I told you you’d be fine.

My head was still foggy. I slowly opened my eyes, giving them a chance to adjust. How long had I been out this time? A few minutes? An hour?

I expected to find myself in the medical room, but instead I was still strapped into my seat on the bridge. The room was dark with only the slightest glow coming from the control panels and the stars visible through the window.

Where had that asteroid come from? If my medication hadn’t take away my ability to see holograms, I could have reviewed the asteroid trajectory on the panels. Instead, I had to be careful to stay a certain distance from them, or else I might inadvertently push a button or flip a switch. I remembered the control panels on the warp spaceship my dad had piloted, but had never actually seen the controls for Paradido. I imagined it had basic, rudimentary controls and gauges.

Extracting myself from the restraints, I got up from my seat. My vision swirled, and I had to take a moment to steady myself. After a few deep breaths, I felt better. I pushed against the floor of the bridge to propel myself up to the observation deck. 

I examined the stars through the window. The view was the same from all the planets in Trappist. As you travel around the inhabited universe, the orientation of some of the stars changes, making the star-scape slightly different on each planetary system. But Orion looked the same from every inhabited planet. I traced his belt with my finger, wishing that I could once again travel through the stars.

Something is missing.

I examined the sky, trying to see if anything was out of place. Orion’s shoulders were both there, along with the bottom two stars.

Think about it.

I sighed. Critical thinking was no longer my strong suit: another side-effect of my meds. I listed off the names of the stars making the constellation at a whisper. They weren’t a hologram.

What should you be seeing?

What should I see out of a spaceship window mid-flight? Stars. Everything was how it was supposed to be. I rubbed my hands over my face. I shouldn’t entertain these thoughts. Maybe I had been out for longer than just an hour. I was hungry; I probably just needed to get something to eat.
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The sky achieved a dark oxblood shade by the time I got up from the steps of the engineering building. I hated the fact that one stupid mistake could change the course of my life forever. Even though I already knew most everything needed to graduate from any pilot academy, I would never get the actual degree. That one little acknowledgment—a single sheet of paper declaring that I had successfully completed school—was the only thing I needed to become a pilot. But if I got expelled from Theta, no other academy would have me. I’d just have to wait for the administration to make a decision.

I continued stewing while I walked back to my dorm. I kept my head down and my eyes on the black sand under my feet. This planet was the worst.

“You know, I’m thinking about dropping out of Theta and becoming a scientist instead.” I recognized her voice. The last thing I wanted to do right then was talk to her. Not that stewing was any better. “I’m probably not going to ever be a warp pilot, and there are plenty of science jobs around Trappist.”

I looked to my side where she had fallen in step next to me. She had changed out of her uniform and wore bulky, warm-looking clothes.

“Or I could be a resort manager at Beta. You should really check it out. Best planet in the system by far.”

“Sure.” I rubbed my hands over my head, mussing up my short hair.

“Okay, what’s the deal? You’re being particularly mopey.”

I took a deep breath before telling her what I had done after she left the exam room. “I’m going to get expelled for sure.”

She let out a short laugh. “You’re not getting expelled for that.”

“There’s a strict ‘no cheating’ policy. Several students have gotten expelled on their first offense, even for minor infractions.”

“You worry too much,” she said, flipping her hair from one shoulder to the other. “You won’t get expelled.”

“I wish I could be so confident. Actually, I would like to ask, why didn’t you submit any of the exams? From what I could tell, you already know everything from all the classes.”

She shrugged her shoulders. “I’m not set on being a pilot. I wanted to keep my options open. That, and I want to stay on Theta a while longer.”

“Why? This planet is horrible.”

“Because you’re here.” Before I could respond she turned and walked quickly to the women’s dormitories. Why would she want to stay here with me? She wasn’t even particularly nice to me, and I still didn’t know her name.
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Cory peered through my open cabin door. “You doing all right, buddy?”

I had been until he showed up. “I’m fine.”

“You sure?”

I closed my book and tucked it under my cot. “Would I have said it if it weren’t true?” I hated that James Cory, a man seven years younger than me (universal time), had a position of authority over me. I had been working on Paradido for so long I had seen most of the crew change over and over. When I first joined the crew, I was the youngest member. But ten years later, even the current pilot was younger than me.

Cory came into the room and sat on Adam’s cot. “People always say they’re fine, even if it’s not true.”

“Well it is. You can leave now.”

I retrieved my book and opened it again, but Cory didn’t get up. I tried to ignore him, but he just sat there, watching me.

“The episodes are becoming more frequent.”

They were. This was the first time I had suffered through two within a few days of each other. “No, I don’t think so.”

“They have, and you know it.”

I set my book down again and turned to Cory to listen. He wasn’t going to let this go. If I just let him believe that he was getting through to me, then he would leave me alone. Finally, I nodded in agreement.

“Ford is worried about you. We all are. That, and it’s a safety issue. You were flailing in your seat while we were navigating around the asteroid. If you hadn’t been restrained, you could have caused some major damage, especially if you had been close to the control panel.”

The whole crew knew that my favorite place on Paradido was the observation deck. I spent a lot of my free time there just watching the stars. That also meant that I spent a lot of time in close proximity to the control panel.

“I promise I won’t purposely or accidentally wreck the spaceship.”

“You need to see Dr. Whipple.”

I raised a brow. “I think that’s an overreaction.”

“It’s not. Commander Ford insists you go see him.”

“Fine, I’ll go. Later.”

Cory stood up. “I’m supposed to escort you directly to the medical room.”

“Shit,” I muttered. I tucked my novel back in the chest under my cot before getting up to follow Cory.

I was used to spending a good amount of time in the medical wing, but had never been summoned there before. We made our way down the hall to the medical room, and as soon as I went in, Cory excused himself and left.

“Hey, Doc,” I said. Dr. Whipple and Ford were the only individuals on Paradido who were older than me. Doc’s head was packed with white curls, which looked hilarious at zero gravity, and he had the light, watery eyes that came with age.

“Hello, Jake. Please, take a seat.”

I grabbed the side of the cot and pulled myself down to sit on it.

“Commander Ford is concerned about you, Jake. We all are.”

“You’re just worried about the damn ship.”

“No, I’m trying to look out for you and your health. These events aren’t good for you.”

“I’m doing fine, Doc. Really.” The episodes were inconvenient, but it wasn’t like they could kill me.

Dr. Whipple set down his clipboard and stared at me. “Each one has been worse than the one before. After the asteroid, you were out for over seven hours. I’m worried that the next one could kill you.”

I didn’t believe it. I couldn’t. They were just migraines followed by passing out. No one had ever died from a simple headache. I think. “Even if they could, what am I supposed to do about it?”

“I’ve thought about that and have come up with two options. The frequent episodes mean you’ve developed a tolerance to Xanestam. Either we double-up your dose to two pills a day, or I sedate you for the rest of the flight.”

I took in a sharp breath. “Won’t I have more side-effects if I take more?”

“It’s likely. But this is really your best option. Sedating you now would only give the other crew members more work in your absence. And in all likelihood, the doctors on Zeta would recommend upping the dose of your regular medication as well.”

I didn’t like either option. “These episodes are a side-effect from Xanestam, right? Taking more will only make it worse.”

He shook his head. “No, it helps regulate your core temperature and blood flow, making it excellent at suppressing seizures and migraines. It you refuse to take two each day, I will be forced to tranquilize you. I wish there was some other way.”

“Me too.” My mental acuity was already greatly impacted by those damn little pills. I could only imagine what taking more would do to my brain. Even though my job was easy by any metric, would I still be able to do it?

“You can choose the second option and wait until we arrive at Zeta; one of the doctors there may be able to help you find the most appropriate dose.”

“No,” I said, not even thinking about it. “No, I can keep going. I’ll take two a day.”

Doc nodded. “Good. Good. I’ll keep a close eye on you, keep track of how you’re doing. Now, if you have another episode this flight despite increasing your dose, we’ll have to move to the other treatment.”

I pushed away from the cot a little. “Is that all?”

“Yes. That’s all for now.”

I left the medical room feeling defeated. Not only had my affliction cost me the chance of ever becoming a pilot, but now the treatment for it could very likely make me unable to hold any occupation at all, even janitor. 

That’s why you should just stop taking the pills all together.

I’d give the heftier dose a shot. When I got back to my cabin, I pulled the small tin of pills from under the padding on my cot. I opened it and pulled out two, shoving them in my mouth and swallowing before I could stop and doubt myself. No matter how I looked at it, my life was essentially over.
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After ten agonizing days, I couldn’t take it anymore. I had to know what the consequences would be for stealing another student’s exam pad during the prelims. Even though it was still the first quarter break, and I wasn’t required to wear a uniform outside of class, I put it on. I hoped that my official dress would somehow help my case.

All of the academy administrators and professors were gone over break. All of them expect Dr. Pierce. I took a deep breath and glanced one more time at my reflection. I looked like I belonged here.

I left my dorm and made my way to the offices. It was still early, and Trappist barely peeked over the horizon. What if Dr. Pierce wasn’t in his office? I could just wait outside for him to come in. But then I would look desperate. I closed my eyes for a moment, trying to calm down. Worrying about each possible scenario right now wouldn’t help.

The offices were in the nicest-looking building on campus. Powerful panels displayed a hologram which encompassed the entire building. One day it would look Roman with large columns lining the front, then the next it would be something else entirely. I only recognized a handful of the structure skins. Some were from The First Planet: A History, a text I had read from the library. I would never figure out what the rest were.

Dr. Pierce was already in his office, tinkering with a virtual star map. I stood in the doorway and waited for him to notice me. When he didn’t, I cleared my throat to try and get his attention. His ear was glowing green, so he should have been able to hear me.

“Um, excuse me?” I said.

Dr. Pierce turned to me and made a little nod. “Mr. Metcalf. Seems I can only get my research done when there are no pupils on campus. What brings you here?”

I hadn’t thought that I would be interrupting him. This conversation already wasn’t going well. “I wanted to apologize about the prelim exams.”

Dr. Pierce turned back to his map. “Apology accepted.” He moved around the stars like he was looking for something hidden amongst them. After a minute, he glanced back up at me. “You can leave now.”

I stood my ground, even though every fiber of my body wanted to leave his office. “I was wondering what the consequences would be…”

“You got kicked out of the exam room. If it makes you feel better, that actually happens all the time. You don’t need to make a big deal of it.”

“But,” I said. He would never overlook such an indisputable case of cheating.

“It’s too bad you left early. You had an excellent start on the navigation portion. I have a special project I’m working on and could use the assistance of a few good students. If you’re interested, I can add you to the team.”

At first, I had thought I was going to get expelled, but now Dr. Pierce was asking me to work with him on a special project. He had taken notice of my pad, but what about the one for the pale woman? Part of me wanted to explicitly ask, but I decided to leave it alone. “That would be great. Thank you.”

“I’ll give you details at the start of next quarter. Now go enjoy your break.”

“Yes, I will. Thank you.” I turned and left his office, then walked over to the library in a daze. I was fine. Nothing bad had happened. All of that worrying had been for nothing.

Yet I couldn’t get it out of my head. How had she done so well? What had happened to her pad? Who was she? Once I got to my usual study table in the library, all the burning questions in my head came to a boil. I needed answers.

There was a school directory which included all the students and staff. Theta academy was pretty small, so I could go through all of the individual records until I found her. Then I’d have her name and would be able to do even more in-depth research.

I took a seat at the back of the library even though there were no other students there to snoop on me. I picked a table that had a panel mounted on the surface. It powered on and displayed a hologram of the library building with a prompt: “What would you like to learn today?”

“Student directory.” The hologram grew and gave the illusion that the viewer was rushing through the front door to reveal a line of students. “Browse.” I looked at the hologram of the first student. Not him. I swiped my hand to push him away and bring up the next one.

Slowly, I made my way through all of the students. There was only one person with white-colored hair: a man named Nicolas with blotchy red skin. She could have been one of the staff, especially considering she already seemed to know everything they taught at the academy. I pulled up the directory of staff, and when that came up with nothing, I checked the faculty.

She wasn’t in any list of people affiliated with the academy. After exhausting several years of alumni, I started a search of local residents in Theta who lived near the academy or were the same age as a student. I spent hours and hours looking at face after face, person after person. She didn’t exist on any list. Perhaps she didn’t exist at all.
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When I woke up, I didn’t feel rested at all. The only thing I wanted to do was to go back to sleep.

It’s hard to describe how I felt. Thoughts came slowly. It took me a while to recall that I was on Paradido and had to work. I had to concentrate just to get through my normal routine: get up, washed, and dressed.

I stumbled through each step. I tried to climb out of my cot without unstrapping myself first. While showering, I somehow got water all over my undershirt and shorts. When I tried to put on my coveralls, I had trouble putting both arms in the correct sleeves, and the buttons eluded me.

Somehow, it had taken me well over an hour to get ready. It wasn’t the worst thing that could happen; the ship would still get cleaned. I navigated through the hall, going slower than normal since I was having a much harder time avoiding colliding with the walls.

Adam was using the cook-top in the mess hall, probably making another one of his unique concoctions. “Hey, Metcalf. How’s it flying?”

“I’m…” I had to think about it for a moment, “fine. Just foggy this morning.”

Adam laughed. “Morning? That’s a good one.”

“Huh?” I checked my watch. Nine a.m. was definitely morning.

“Damn, man, you really need to get with the program. You’re the only person I’ve ever met who uses universal time. You want some Chef Adam surprise?”

“Sure.” I looked at my watch again. How did I convert the time displayed to local time?

“Alright, that’s the spirit.” Adam proceeded to spoon the porridge-like substance he was making into a ration bag, sealed it, and tossed the glop at me. It bounced against my chest before my hands could grasp it. I chewed off the seal from the straw and took a gulp of Adam’s mystery ration.

“Can you guess the secret ingredient?” he asked.

It tasted like nothing. It was like eating warm water with the consistency of overcooked porridge. “Oatmeal?”

Adam raised his brows and placed a fist at his waist. “Oatmeal? Come on, man, you know I wouldn’t use something as basic as oatmeal. Guess again.”

I took another swallow of the sludge. I couldn’t detect any flavor at all. “I don’t know.”

“Shit, Metcalf. It’s got Beta crabs and cinnamon.” Beta crabs were from the planet Beta, the one closest to the Trappist star. Normally, they tasted like rotting sea plants. Adam was the only person that seemed to enjoy their flavor. I ate some more, but I couldn’t detect the slightest hint of either ingredient.

“It’s not my favorite,” I said.

“That’s cool. Means more for me.”

I tossed the ration bag back to Adam before leaving to get to work.
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The rest of the break went by in a daze. I didn’t know whether I should question my own sanity, or if the mysterious pale woman was hiding something. I spent all of my time in my dorm, at the library, or grabbing food at the deli in the student center. My new routine was nice and comfortable, and I was sad to break it on the first day of class for second quarter.

Dressed and ready for class, I grabbed my bag and opened the door to my dorm ready to leave. The pale woman was waiting just outside in the hall.

“What… what are you doing here?” I asked.

“I’m a student here. I thought I’d walk with you to class.”

“You can’t be here. This is a men’s dorm.”

She looked to the side. “No one cares if a female comes in. I’m not going to hurt anyone.”

I stepped out of my room and walked with her out the building. “You’re not a student here.”

She gave me a smirk and giggled. “Of course I’m a student here.”

“I checked the student directory. You weren’t in there.”

“You can’t do a search for me without knowing my name.”

I stopped walking and turned to face her. She stopped as well. “I didn’t do a search. I looked at the faces of every single person going to Theta Academy.”

We stood there in silence for a while as she bit her lip and looked away. “I guess there’s no reason to be coy any longer. My name’s Lola.”

“Jake,” I said, holding out a hand. I grasped her delicate fingers, but as my skin touched against hers, she melted away into a mist. I looked around, trying to figure out what just happened. She was no longer standing in front of me, and I was just holding out my fist.

“The pleasure’s mine,” her voice said from within my head.
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Getting through my work duties was just as difficult as tackling my waking routine. I kept forgetting things, and even the simplest tasks took me longer than they should have. As my shift wore on, I grew angrier and angrier about the side-effects of those damned pills. Wasn’t it supposed to take at least a little time for the medicine to build up in my system? This was like slamming into a warp ship’s hull. Would the effects continue to get worse as time wore on?

By the time I finished all of my duties, I was exhausted. I didn’t have the energy to hang out with the rest of the crew. Instead, I went straight back to my cabin. I would just relax and read a book. Maybe a simple novel this time instead of my collection of planetary system histories.

I dug through the chest under my cot to find a nice, light-hearted story. I plucked out one of my all-time favorites. After getting comfortable in my cot, I opened to the first chapter.

I couldn’t read it. The letters appeared to be dancing and spinning around the page. By the time I could identify a single character, the letter next to it zipped away, making it impossible to decipher even a single word. I set the book down and closed my eyes for a moment. I shook my head before opening my eyes and trying to read again. This time the text was stationary, but the characters looked like they came from an archaic language.

Frustrated, I slammed the book closed and threw it at the wall. It bounced back and hit me square in the face. I let out a shout of exasperation before getting out of my cot and leaving the cabin.

Dr. Whipple had cautioned against spending time at the bridge, but at that moment, I really needed the comforting company of the stars. I was able to make it up to the observation deck without getting too close to any of the control panels. Pressing my back against the catwalk, I looked out at the stars. Orion was still straight ahead. I tried to imagine him as an actual person, standing there, wanting to talk to me.

“I feel so numb,” I whispered. I waited for the constellation to respond, but it didn’t. It was just an arrangement of stars. I laughed, realizing the idiocy of trying to talk to Orion. The medication making me feel numb was also preventing imaginary things from talking to me. Of course he wouldn’t talk back.

I laughed until tears started streaming from my eyes, collecting around the bridge of my nose. I smeared them away with the sleeve of my coveralls once I had stopped laughing. The tears kept coming, even though I was no longer feeling amused. I wasn’t a person anymore. The medication had turned me into a meat sack that could barely function. I would lose my job and have to live in the mental health facility on Kappa with all the other crazy people. Even then, I would be force-fed medication for the rest of my life. I would never feel normal again.

Maybe Lola had been right. Her voice in my head was always telling me to stop taking the pills. I could manage one little delusion, especially if I was at peak mental acuity.

I navigated back to my cabin as quickly as I could, bumping into walls the whole way. Adam was already strapped into his cot, fast asleep. I tried to remain quiet as I pulled the tin out from under my bedding. How could I get rid of them without anyone noticing or without making too much noise?

The calm droning of the air-circulation system gave me an idea. The vents in the air intake panels were far enough apart to fit my meds through. I climbed over our shared desk to the air intake panel above it. A draft blew past me into the large square fitted on the wall. Opening the tin, I grabbed the rest of my pills in my hand and held them up to the vent. Each one flew in with the strong current, making a noisy clattering as they bumped through the air duct.

“Shit,” I whispered. I looked over at Adam. He made a soft grunting sound before his even breathing continued. I checked my hand and made sure all the pills had gone in. It was empty. I’d be okay.

I was proud of my decision. Finally, I got into my cot and strapped myself in. With a smile on my face, I drifted off to sleep. All would be well.





[image: 06]

I woke up suddenly, the realities of what I had done slapping me in the face. “Dammit!” I yelled. This was not good. This was very not good.

I removed the straps from my bed as quickly as I could and jumped toward the air intake panel. There was nothing around it, and peering inside, nothing seemed to be lodged inside. “Shit!”

I needed to check the airfilter. If all the pills got pulled into the air vent, the filter in the mechanical room would catch them. I’d never gotten ready faster than I did for that shift. Within a few minutes, I was washed, dressed, and out of my cabin.

“You want some more Chef Adam surprise?” Adam called out from the mess hall.

“No thanks, I’m in a rush. Could you just toss me a ration biscuit?”

Adam shook his head. “No imagination.” He threw me the rock-hard disk of simple nutrition, and I continued my way to the mechanical room at the back of the spaceship.

The engine was silent. After the close call with the asteroid, the thrusters wouldn’t be needed again until landing. On the far wall, the maze of ductwork came together at a giant air-circulation system. It could adjust temperature, oxygen level, and circulation speed with just the push of a button. Unfortunately, I couldn’t see the holographic buttons on the panel. However, I did know where the emergency power shut-off was. I just wouldn’t be able to turn it back on.

I flipped open the little door on the back of the system to reveal a bright red lever surrounded by warning labels. It took quite a bit of strength to turn the lever to the off position. I needed to get more serious about my exercises if I wanted to fare better than a pancake once we arrive at Zeta.

The fan in the unit slowed, whirling to a stop. Even after it had gone completely still, I waited another minute before touching anything. I opened the front and pulled out the filter. My pills should have gotten trapped just behind it. I swept my hand through the empty space the filter had occupied and didn’t feel anything gathered there. They could be adhered to the filter. Flipping over the carbon mesh, my heart started immediately racing. I saw the silvery-blue pills, but they weren’t sitting on the filter. They had gotten sucked into the mesh and been disintegrated into blue dust.

“Oh good, you’re cleaning the airfilter,” Cory said as he floated into the mechanical room. “Dang, that thing is disgusting.”

I looked over to see him approach the engine’s panel.

“Yeah, it’s been a while,” I said, holding up the dingy rectangle.

“Eventually we’ll get one of those gravity induction filters. Let me know when you’re done, and I’ll switch the air-circulation system back on.” He quickly thrust his hand at the panel he was working at—the gesture to close a holographic display—before leaving me alone in the mechanical room.

I looked back down at the filter. I could soak it in water and drink the dissolved pill liquid, though I wasn’t sure if the pills were readily water-soluble. Plus, all the other stuff in the filter would leach out, and I definitely didn’t want to ingest that. Dr. Whipple didn’t keep any extra Xanestam, and I definitely didn’t want to get sedated. I had been tranquilized a few times before, and it was not an experience I wanted to relive.

Holding the filter, still staring at the blue dust spotting the surface, I tried to listen. I took a deep breath and calmed my thoughts about the pills and the consequences for not taking them and just listened. 

I didn’t hear anything. She wasn’t there.

Since this was the first time I was off of my medication after starting it, I didn’t know for sure that she would even come back. Usually, I could still hear her whispering at the back of my mind, but at that moment, I was greeted with silence.

I promised myself that as soon as I saw her, I would tell Doc and ask him to put me under. But until then, I would just pretend my pills hadn’t been destroyed. The crew probably wouldn’t even notice anything was different. But for now, I had a filter to wash.
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I was so distressed I could barely eat, sleep, or even study. Instead, I threw myself into Dr. Pierce’s project. Four students from the academy were working with him to optimize a new navigation tool. I was the only first year, the rest were in their third or fourth year.

Dr. Pierce explained what we would be doing for the project. “This navigation control functions by locating the three nearest stars, and with that information it can calculate the absolute location and orientation of the ship.”

Lola leaned against the lab table. Since I knew she wasn’t a student, she no longer bothered wearing the uniform. “Why not just any three stars?”

“Now you may be thinking, why, specifically, does it use the closest stars? In theory, yes, we could use any three stars. However, there is a bit of error when measuring things sufficiently far away that current technology can’t overcome.”

Vlad, who tended to be a bit of a know-it-all, had the Trappist system displayed on his pad. He raised his hand, and Dr. Pierce nodded at him. “That would only work if the ship were in the same plane as the three stars. Otherwise, the point in space isn’t well-defined..”

Lola walked up next to Vlad and rolled her eyes. “We get it, you understand geometry. Just use the gravity sensor.”

“Excellent point, Mr. Phillips. How would you recommend remedying this issue?”

“We would need a fourth star as a reference point.”

Dr. Pierce held up a finger. “That would certainly work, but I believe there is an easier way.”

I was trying my best to ignore Lola. Pretending she wasn’t there worked better than reminding her that she didn’t exist. As the others talked about basic navigation, I was spinning an image of Spaceship Titanium on my pad at the far corner of lab table. “What do you think, Mr. Metcalf? You haven’t contributed much to the conversation.”

I looked up from my pad to the professor. He was the only person I knew—other than medical doctors—who wore a lab coat. “The gravity sensor. Binary star systems have a strong gravity dipole which induce easily measured gravity fluctuations. And they’re all over the place. No matter where you are, there’s going to be one close by.”

“I’m impressed, Mr. Metcalf. I was beginning to think you weren’t paying attention.”

“You stole my idea,” Lola said, crossing her arms. But she was wrong. I had learned all the different sensors a ship relied on for navigation from my father while visiting him at the bridge. I was about to correct her before stopping myself.

Not one to be outshone, Vlad spoke up. “That wouldn’t work if the three stars were collinear.”

“Actually, it still would,” I interjected. “But it doesn’t matter, since no set of three stars in the known universe is collinear.” I pushed my hand against the little warp ship floating above my pad and started drawing three stars in a line with my finger. “Would you like me to make a diagram?” Lola gave me a smirk. She seemed to enjoy when I got worked up.

“Let’s not get nasty, please,” Dr. Pierce said while holding up a hand. “I’d say this is a good stopping point for today. We’ll reconvene on Thursday at twenty hundred hours.”

I grabbed my pad and crammed it into my bag before quickly leaving the science building. I walked at a quick stride back to my dorm. “That wouldn’t work if the stars were collinear,” I said to myself in a mocking tone. Vlad was an immense pain to work with, and that had been only our second meeting together.

“You sure did put him in his place!” Lola squealed, so giddy she was practically skipping next to me.

There was no one nearby to see what I did next, so I stopped walking and turned to Lola. “Please, stop talking to me.”

She stuck out her bottom lip. “You’re the only person who will talk to me.”

I grabbed fists full of my hair and pulled while squeezing my eyes tightly shut. “She’s just in your head. She’s not really there,” I told myself.

“Jake, stop acting so weird.”

“You’re not real!” I shouted. Another student coming out of the library had seen my outburst and was now staring at me. I turned and continued my quick walk.

Lola had to jog to keep up. “I am real,” she said. “You’re just the only person who’s bothered to notice me.”

“I’m losing my mind.”

“You’re not going crazy. I’m real. I’m not only in your head.”

She kept pleading with me the entire way, and once I got into my dorm I slammed the door in her face. I sat down on my bed and covered my face with my hands. Ever since she had touched me, she had permeated my brain. She was always in my thoughts, and I couldn’t escape her.

I glanced up, and there she was, sitting on my roommate’s bed. “Just go away.”

“I get lonely.”

“Don’t you have friends or family that you can pester?”

She laid back on the bed and laced her fingers behind her head. “Nope. You’re all I’ve got.”

I almost felt sympathetic for her, but had to remind myself, again, she wasn’t real.

“You can see me right in front of you. Do you not trust your senses?” She stood up and crossed my dorm to sit next to me on my bed. “You can see me and hear me. You can touch me.” I initially flinched as she reached her hand out to me, but ultimately let her touch my hand. Her fingertips felt solid and cold like a piece of stone. Every little hair on my body stood on end in response. Momentarily, I blocked out my doubt and held my hand up to her cheek. It was also cold. Curiosity overcame me so I touched her hair and then the collar of her shirt. Those felt like I had expected.

I leaned closer to her and breathed in her scent. She smelled of exotic flowers. “You can taste me, too, if you’d like.”

My senses were all intoxicated with her as she pulled closer to me. I hated this woman; she wouldn’t leave me alone. No one else could see or hear her, which meant she had to be in my head. Yet my body overrode my screaming brain, and I closed the gap to kiss her.

I wish I could say something magical happened at that moment: that there were fireworks and tingling all over my body. Maybe there were, but I don’t remember.

I do remember a feeling of absolute certainty that I had completely lost my sanity. In the void, I could hear her voice. I’m real. You’ve got to believe me. I’m real.

There was no way to block her out. I yelled, “You’re not really there! You don’t exist.” As soon as the words left my mouth, a stabbing pain ripped through my brain. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think. All that mattered was the pain.

The next thing I knew, I was lying on the floor of my dorm, flat on my back, gasping for breath. My roommate and two other people were looking down at me.

“Are you okay, mate?” Jordon, the resident adviser on my hall, asked.

“I’m…” my voice was too hoarse to get another word out.

“Jake, you were yelling and banging around the room throwing things,” my roommate said. 

“Don’t worry,” Jordon said. “I already called the health department. They’re sending someone over to make sure you’re all right.” I could hear the sirens in the distance. “Oh, here they are now. You two, stay with him. I’m going to go let the medical team into the building.

“Everything is going to be just fine, buddy,” my roommate added, but I already knew it wouldn’t be.

Jordon came back into my room escorting two paramedics. The medical professionals did a quick assessment before lifting me onto a stretcher and rolling me away.

You need to believe in me, Jake, or things like this will keep happening.
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There were all kinds of assistive technologies to help people with any kind of disability or ailment. The idea was to have every person perform at ‘standard capacity.’ I was the only person I was aware of who couldn’t achieve even that. Gene therapy had successfully eradicated any predisposition to troublesome mental illnesses, so I was a special little snowflake.

Someone born blind would be given an implant which connected to the optic nerve and gave them the ability to see. Once, I asked Doc if my retinas could be detached so I could get vision implants. He said it wouldn’t help. My problem wasn’t with my eyes, but with how my brain interpreted the light pattern I saw.

But light wasn’t the only thing my brain got wrong. The only medication that could block my delusions also interfered with my other senses, leaving me substandard and barely able to hold down a job. I couldn’t hear certain sounds like the frequencies from our communication devices. Gravity felt different, giving me frequent vertigo. I always felt cold. For the most part, I was looking forward to all of these side-effects going away.

But even taking the medication didn’t completely block her out. But for the time being, I couldn’t even hear her whisper. A flash of sadness came over me. What if I started to miss her?

“Paradido to Jake,” Van said.

“Huh?”

“It’s your turn.” The two other crewmates were looking at me expectantly, grasping their hands of cards. 

“Sorry, what was the last play?”

 Adam let out an annoyed sigh while Van shook his head.

“Adam played a scout and discovered the red dragon,” Van said. “You get the first attack.”

“Is this the first dragon?” I asked.

“God dammit, Metcalf,” Adam said, slapping his cards down onto the table. “We only use these stupid card games for your sake. I would much rather be playing a racing simulator on the big entertainment panel right now.”

“I’m sorry. My mind’s just in a different place. If you all don’t want to keep playing, we don’t have to.”

“Then I’m out.” Adam undid the belt holding him into his chair and went to the other side of the rec room. He slapped the front of the panel and started gesturing to start up his game. His cards were hovering above the table, one of them spinning around.

Van took Adam’s cards and shuffled them in with the rest of the deck. “You still want to play?”

I shook my head. “No, that’s fine. I’m just going to go back to my cabin and read.”

“All right. See you later.” Van pulled out his pad from under his seat and turned it on.
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At first I navigated down the hall, lazily moving from one handle to the next toward my cabin. Even though I enjoyed reading, I knew if I couldn’t focus on Dungeon Cards, I wouldn’t be able to make it very far into a book.

Instead, I passed by the cabins and went to the bridge. I had half hoped that I would be able to see something on the control panels, but they were still completely dark. As always, I kept a good distance away from them as I jumped up to the observation deck.

I pressed my back against the catwalk and watched out the windows. I recited the names of my favorite stars in my head as I spotted each of them. Sirius, Polaris, Wolf 160. There was Orion, his familiar belt holding him in the night sky. But something was off. Was something missing?

The star map swirled in my head. I tried to imagine the current orientation of the planets in Trappist and how that would affect the sky. Instead of traveling in a straight line to Zeta, we had done a slingshot and would approach the planet from the dark side. That meant I wouldn’t be able to see our destination. Then it hit me. I couldn’t see Zeta, but the planet should be obscuring the view of Cancer’s left claw. Paradido relied on the strong pull of Trappist’s gravity to land on Zeta, but if the ship was off by even the smallest amount, we would sail right past our destination and get sucked into the star. I wasn’t sure exactly which direction we were going, but the ship did have instruments which would give us a better guess.

If only I could see Zeta, then I’d be able to tell exactly how far we had gone. It had been at least a day since the near-collision with the asteroid, so the spaceship could potentially be way off course.

Although I wanted to stay there and keep looking at the stars, I needed to alert Greene right away. He hadn’t been in the rec room with the other crewmembers, so he was probably resting in his room.

I left the bridge and headed over to the cabins. The pilot cabin was by far the largest and the only one with a single occupant. The door was closed. He might be sleeping. Should I let him sleep, or wake him up and alert him? Perhaps he was already up.

I rapped on the door. A shuffling noise came from inside. “Pilot Greene?” I knocked again when the noises from within stopped. “Pilot Greene? Are you up?”

“I am now,” his voice filtered through the thick door. “Just give me a minute.” More shuffling noises came while he muttered, “This better be important.” Within a couple minutes, he finally opened the door. “Mate Metcalf? What do you want?”

“I apologize for waking you, but I was on the bridge—”

Greene interrupted me, “You bumped into the control panels again. Dammit, Jake. You need to be more careful. I should have asked Ford to let you go a long time ago.”

“No, no, no,” I said. “Not at all. I noticed something while looking out the observation deck.”

“There aren’t any other asteroids. We did a thorough scan.”

“I believe we’re going in the wrong direction.”

“You believe? I checked the navigation parameters before turning in for some sleep. We’re on the correct path.”

“We’re at least three degrees off of the correct path since the star Acubens is unobscured. I can show you.”

Greene rubbed his eyes. “Fine. I’m already awake.” He came out of his cabin wearing his sleep clothes and led the way back to the bridge.

He went straight to the control panel, waved his hands, and tapped random buttons. Since I couldn’t see what he was actually doing, I guessed that he was checking the navigation parameters to verify whether Paradido was still on the right path.

“There you go,” Greene said, pointing at the panel in front of him.

I stayed still, watching him patiently.

“Oh, right,” he said. “It shows we’re still headed directly to Zeta, 10,000 miles away. Projected arrival in two days.”

“Look out the window.” I jumped back up to the observation deck and Greene followed. “These are all the stars we would expect to see, but at its current place in orbit, Zeta should be in line with Trappist and Acubens. Since we can see all the stars of Orion, we must not be correctly aligned. Paradido is going to miss Zeta and get sucked into Trappist.”

“The panel says otherwise. I just don’t see it,” Greene said.

“This is all I can see,” I said. “I know these stars. I know how to navigate using them. I’m telling you our course is off.”

“I believe the navigation system over the janitor.” Greene pushed against the window back to the bridge and headed down the hall.

I turned back to the window and looked at the stars. Now that I had seen it, our awry course was so obvious. Any pilot, even one of a lowly delivery ship like Paradido, would know how to navigate without the help of computers. While traveling at warp, the navigation systems had to be relied on. But going below the speed of light, any pilot should be able to make it to his destination without the aid of technology.

At least that was what I had been led to believe. My father had preached it all the time when I was a boy. In fact, each time we were about to enter warp, my father would do a manual check of our position before sending the ship into drive. I had learned to do this in academy, before it had all gone wrong. What I needed to do was show Greene that I could navigate better than Paradido’s computers.
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Instead of sleeping like I should have, I spent my entire sleep shift in the rec room. At first, I had tried to use grains of rice carefully suspended in space to mark each star and planet location. But whenever I moved, just the disturbance of my hand waving through the air alone would make a grain or two float out of place. Then I had decided to use string. I ended up transforming half of the room into a web of red string with little washers tied on to mark celestial bodies. I used a black string to mark the correct trajectory of Paradido and a blue string to show our actual trajectory. Looking at the array from the side, the change in trajectories easily showed the slight deviation of Zeta in the ship’s view.

Next, I went to the observation deck with a grease pen. I knew Greene would be angry at me for marking the windows up, but as the member in charge of keeping the spaceship clean, I knew I would be the one washing it all off. I carefully traced out where Zeta should be.

By the time I had my map set out and the window marked up, my sleep shift was over. I didn’t feel tired; I was energized. This time, I would go to Ford before talking with Greene.

After I had gone to my cabin to wash up and get dressed in fresh coveralls, I went by the bridge to find Ford. Normally, he would have been here going over duties with Officer Cory, but the bridge was empty.

My next guess was the mechanical room. He did periodic checks on the systems in there. I went to the back of the ship and peeked in the room, but no one was there. Perhaps he was in the medical room with Doc.

Adam saw me from the mess hall as I flew by. “Hey, Metcalf! Come back. You need to eat some breakfast.”

Reluctantly, I headed into the hall. “Hey, man. You know it’s not called breakfast in a spaceship.”

“Just because spaceships don’t have a day cycle doesn’t mean you can’t start your shift with a hearty meal.”

“Could I get my hearty meal to go?” I looked back out to the hall to make sure I wasn’t missing Ford walking by.

“You in a rush or something?” Adam asked.

“Kind of, yes. I need to talk to Ford. It’s pretty urgent.”

“Fine, go ahead.” Adam waved his hand, and I noticed that his fingers were covered in some sort of yellow goo. “Just come back after your urgent meeting and eat a proper meal.”

“Yes, sir,” I said as I hurried out of the mess hall. I made my way back toward the front of the spaceship.

As I approached the medical room, I saw Doc sitting on his little stool. “Hello, Doc.” I was about to ask where Ford was when I saw him in the corner with a small pad in his hand.

“Well hello there, Jake. How are you doing?” Doc asked.

“I’m fine. Uh, Commander Ford? I need to show you something.” 

Ford glanced at Doc and they shared a look before Ford replied, “All right Jake. I would like Dr. Whipple to come with us if that’s fine with you.”

“Yes, sure. I set something up in the rec room.” I led the way to the back of the spaceship. As we went down the hall I explained what I had done. “I wanted to make a star map to show how we’re navigating. Paradido is off course by about three degrees.”

I entered the rec room first. My map was still there with the two trajectories strung out.

“What is this?” Doc asked. “It doesn’t look like any map I’ve seen.”

“You need to look at it from over here.” I positioned myself behind the washer which denoted Paradido.

Ford looked at Doc briefly before coming into the room and getting a good look at my map.

“You did this all from memory?” Ford asked.

“Yes, Commander.”

“Where’s Trappist?”

“Right there.” I pointed at the middle of our crowded planetary system depicted in my model. Instead of looking at the placements of the stars and planets, he continued glaring at me, and I wasn’t sure why. “Right here… here’s Zeta.” I pointed to where we were supposed to be heading.

“Where’s Delta?”

“Right here.” I pointed at another washer in the system.

“It is an impressive star chart,” Doc said.

Ford nodded. “Yes, it is. But ultimately misleading. The stars are almost static compared to the planets in our system. Star relations are important for traveling on a warp spaceship, but the constant motion of the planets, which is crucial for interplanetary flights, can’t be represented with a stationary map. I’m sure a simple Trappist model would have sufficed.”

I had to get Ford on my side. “Yes, I could have made a smaller diagram. The point, though, is the relationship between Zeta, Acubens, and our trajectory.”

Ford looked at me sternly. “We’ve been facing the dark side of Zeta for a day now. That alone indicates that there is no error in the spaceship’s navigation.”

I shook my head. “It sounds like a small error, three degrees, but I guarantee even that amount is enough for Paradido to miss Zeta and get pulled into Trappist unless our path is corrected soon.” I pointed at the blue string to prove my point. “I can show you on the bridge. I’ve also mapped it out on the observation deck.”

Doc plucked at one of the red strings holding two stars. At least he seemed impressed. “Shall we go to the bridge?”

Ford looked from me to Doc, then back to me. “Yes. Let’s go see this other diagram.”

I led the way to the bridge with Ford close behind and Doc taking his time. My jaw dropped when I went in. Greene was at the observation deck, wiping away my markings with a towel.

“What are you doing?” I asked, panic creeping into my voice.

He turned to see me and the others enter the bridge. “Commander Ford. Dr. Whipple. I hope Mate Metcalf hasn’t bothered you with his wild theories on navigation.”

Yet again, Ford and Doc shared a look. “He’s already made you aware?” Ford asked.

“Yes.” Greene scrubbed harder at the windows. “He awoke me during the middle of my sleep shift to do some stargazing with him.”

“Metcalf, why did you seek me out after already consulting with Pilot Greene?” Ford asked.

The discussion was getting away from Paradido’s trajectory. We didn’t have time to discuss my grievances, I knew I was right. “Pilot Green would rather rely on faulty navigation systems than use his own eyes.” I pointed sharply toward the window, which probably looked like an accusatory finger at Greene. “You can clearly see that we are traveling in the wrong direction.”

“My responsibilities are limited to managing the crew, not navigating,” Ford said. “Why don’t you come with me, and we’ll sit down and chat about what’s going on with you?”

Something inside of me snapped. The heat of rage boiled from my gut up to my neck. I had looked up to these three men—particularly Ford—since the first day I had started working with them. But now, their inadequacies were glaringly apparent. If our pilot couldn’t be bothered with a huge navigation mistake, then I didn’t want to be on his ship any longer.

Ford grabbed my arm to lead me out of the bridge, but I recoiled, yanking out of his grasp. “No!” I yelled. “I’m not sitting down for a chat! We’re going the wrong way.” I looked up at Greene, whose face was still stern. “You need to turn the ship before we no longer have enough fuel to correct our path.”

Then Doc placed a hand on my shoulder. “Jake, you need to calm down. Nothing can be resolved while you’re hysterical.”

“Listen to Dr. Whipple,” Ford said. “If you don’t go with him to the medical room willingly, I’ll have to get the other mates in here to forcibly take you. It’s up to you, Jake.”

I hung my head down. Even though I had clearly been dismissed, I knew it wasn’t over.

I slowly drifted through the halls to the medical room with Doc staying by my side the entire way. When we got in, Doc said, “Please take a seat,” and gestured to the cot. I sat down in the middle with my legs hanging off the side, and instead of buckling in, I held onto the frame.

“I’m quite impressed with the star map you made,” Doc said. “You did that from memory?”

“Yes.”

“When did you learn so much about the positions of the stars?”

I gripped the frame harder. “At Theta Academy.”

“It’s rare for someone to memorize that level of detail on such a large scale.”

“You must know it too,” I said. I kept my head down, staring at my knees. I didn’t want to see the inevitable look of pity on Doc’s face. “You recognized that my map was good.”

“Ah, but I didn’t. Commander Ford pulled up a star map on the entertainment panel. We were both able to see that every bit was exactly where it belonged.”

“Everything except for us,” I muttered.

“You’re a smart man.”

I gave out a dry laugh. “Sure thing, Doc.”

“You stopped taking your pills.”

My head jerked up to look Doc in the face. He said it as a statement, like he already knew it to be true. “No, I’m taking two a day like you told me to.”

“Then to what do you attribute your sudden increase in mental acuity?”

My mind was racing, trying to put together a plausible story. “The delusions distracted me, but the extra pill took them away completely, and I’m finally able to focus.”

Doc scratched his chin, which had gotten scruffy since we had launched. “If you were still having delusions with your regular dose, you were supposed to notify me.”

Shit. I needed to back up. “No, not delusions. Just… voices here and there.”

“Voices are delusions.”

I rubbed my hands over my face. He had me stuck.

“I’m concerned you’ll become a threat to yourself or the crew. You had a pretty violent outburst just now on the bridge. If something like that happens again, I’ll have to put you under for the safety of everyone on board.”

My stomach turned at the thought of being sedated. Just the idea of being knocked out at all made my heart begin to race. And if I were sedated, Greene would never figure out where we were. Paradido would run out of fuel and then succumb to the gravity of Trappist. We would burn up from the intense heat from the star if we didn’t asphyxiate from low oxygen levels first. As soon as Doc sedated me, I would be as good as dead.

“Did you hear me?” he asked.

“Huh?”

“You need to keep taking two pills a day. If there’s the slightest indication that you aren’t taking them, I’ll have no other choice.”

I nodded solemnly. “May I go?”

“I’m on your side, Jake. If anything is worrying you, or you have concerns, I’m here for you.”

“I know, Doc.”

He looked at me for a long minute before saying, “You may leave now.”

I pushed against the cot and drifted out to the hallway, then propelled myself to my cabin. Even though it was the middle of my work shift, I was exhausted. I hadn’t gotten any rest during my sleep shift. My body felt beyond tired, and my brain was worn out. Hopefully, everything would be a bit clearer after getting some sleep.
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The doctor’s steadfast glare was making me uncomfortable. This entire trip to the hospital wasn’t necessary. Everyone was overreacting; I probably just got dehydrated.

“I heard the situation escalated pretty quickly in your dorm room. Can you tell me what happened?” He had a grim face which reflected his overall demeanor.

“I did poorly on a test,” I lied. “I was upset and in a foul mood, so I kind of lost it and started trashing my room. I must have been hyperventilating, too, which is probably why I passed out. But I’m fine now. You can let me leave.”

The doctor glared at me. He could clearly see through my ruse. “All this emotion over an exam? How has your mental state been recently? Harboring any negative thoughts?”

How could I communicate my current state of mind for the doctor? I was seeing things that clearly weren’t there. Her voice was in my head all the time. She was steadfast and wouldn’t go away. I despised her. I didn’t mean to inflict this on you. Trust me, your mind is fine.

Even now, she was talking to me while I tried desperately to prove my sanity. My mind and body already felt weak from my collapse. I couldn’t take any more.

The doctor’s face softened as he sat in his chair next to my bed. “There’s something you’re not telling me, I can see it under the surface.”

I looked at his attire. He wasn’t wearing a lab coat and didn’t have a stetho-meter in his pocket. Instead, he wore a visitor tag on his blazer. “What kind of doctor are you?”

“I’m a psychiatrist. What happened in your room doesn’t sound like a fit followed by passing out. It sounds more like a psychotic break.”

I shook my head. “It’s nothing.”

“Jake—do you mind if I call you Jake?” I nodded my head. “All of the people present at your dorm heard you. You were yelling at someone, telling the person that they weren’t real.”

Hot moisture collected at the corner of my eye. The tear slowly slid down my cheek. “She won’t leave me alone. She’s always there. I just wanted some peace and quiet, and she… she…”

I’m so sorry Jake. I didn’t mean to.

“Is she here right now?”

“I can hear her.” Oh, Jake, don’t tell him. I’ll give you some space if that’s what you need.

The doctor looked down at the panel set on the foot of my bed. “I’m going to take you under my care, Jake. We’ll start you at an inpatient facility, and once we find a regimen that works and doesn’t have too many drawbacks, we’ll see how you can function outside the facility.”

I closed my eyes. “Regimen?”

“Yes. Most likely a mix of mood stabilizers and anti-psychotics. Don’t worry. Everything will be fine.”

“Will I be able to come back before the end of the semester?”

“That depends on how you do,” the doctor admitted.

I resolved to get better as quickly as possible so I could get back to the academy and finish my degree.

“I want to tell you now before you find out later. Managing your symptoms is going to be a rough road. It takes time. And there’s never a full cure. It’s more of a balance between symptoms that aren’t bothersome and side-effects which don’t overly impact the quality of your life. There’s a very good chance that you won’t be able to continue attending the academy. I’m sorry, Jake, but you will need to face the hard truth that your mental condition is going to greatly affect the trajectory of your life.”

I bit my lip. I was smart. I’d be the exception. I would sail through treatment in no time and come right back to the academy and gets my pilot certification. I was born to be a pilot. “Let’s just get this started.”

“All right, I’ll book your transfer.”
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I was already awake, but continued to lay atop my cot in the darkened cabin. Now that I was rested and a little calmer, I was able to think a bit more clearly. I now had two problems on my plate: my mental state, and Paradido traveling in the wrong direction. Since there wasn’t really anything I could do about the first one, I focused my energy on the second. Greene relied completely on the navigation system. I needed to demonstrate that it was faulty, but wasn’t sure how. Perhaps in a few days I would be able to see holograms and could find out for myself where the control panels thought we were going.

I heard the smooth swoosh of the door opening. “Metcalf? Are you awake?” Adam whispered.

I unbuckled the top strap so I could sit up. “Yes. What’s up?”

He came in and the door closed behind him. He slid onto his own cot, not bothering to activate any of the lights. “I heard you’ve been pestering the higher-ups. What’s going on?”

“Nothing. It’s nothing.” I let out a heavy sigh.

“It’s never nothing with you. You’ve been acting really strange the past few days. Fill me in. I’ve got your back.”

For a moment, I weighed in my mind whether I should tell him about the navigation. No one on the crew aside from Doc knew the true nature of my condition. According to Adam and the rest of the crew, I was just dull and took pills to manage a related condition.

“It’s embarrassing,” I said. “I had another episode when we almost hit that asteroid.”

“Another one, back-to-back? Are you going to keep having more of them?”

“I don’t think so. Doc adjusted my medication.” I laid back down on my cot. I wasn’t sure what shift it was now. Probably my recreation shift. I should have gotten up and started the work I had missed while sleeping, but cleaning felt like the least important thing at the moment.

“You know we didn’t almost hit that rock. We actually hit it.”

I jerked up again. “We hit it? Really?” I reached above my head and flipped the switch to activate the lights.

Adam held his hands up. “I would never lie. Well, not about that.”

“Where exactly did it hit?”

“The ship.”

“Yes, but where on the ship?”

He rubbed his chin for a moment. “I think it was port-side. Maybe near the front.”

“Upper port-side or lower port-side?”

“I don’t know, Metcalf. It hit. The ship shook. I was strapped in my little seat in the mess hall. You’d have to ask Greene to get the exact impact location.”

I lowered my head. “I’m on Greene’s bad side right now.” Then I looked up at Adam. “Could you ask him for me?”

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea. All I’ve heard is that you’ve been pestering them with your crazy shit. I don’t want to poke the monster.”

“It’s not crazy. Our trajectory is askew. We’re going to miss Zeta.”

“I hate to break it to you, Metcalf, but you don’t know how to navigate.”

I laid back down on my cot and stared up at the ceiling. Of course he thought that I couldn’t navigate. Navigation was done completely on the panels. Anyone who’d ever attended a flight academy would learn about using the stars to calculate location and orientation, but most students didn’t study navigation nearly as intensely as I had.

But even if I proved that our navigation systems had gotten damaged, Greene still wouldn’t trust me to get us to Zeta. I wasn’t entirely sure what the backup protocol for a damaged delivery ship was, but I knew what it was for a warp spaceship: check the stars.

“You should get to work,” Adam said. “I don’t want Dr. Whipple to put you down for the rest of the trip.”
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I thought when Dr. Ryan had said he’d set up my transfer that I would get discharged from the hospital and go to some other facility in town. Instead, Dr. Ryan had me sent to the Nazarian and Ryan Institute, a huge mental health complex located on Kappa.

After my outburst in the dorm, I was labeled as a violent patient. I was strapped in full-body restraints for the short flight between planets. I felt so mentally broken, I didn’t even try to fight the straitjacket. Plus, if I was a compliant patient, perhaps I would return to the academy faster.

The small passenger spaceship was a rough ride during launch and landing. If I had the use of my arms, I would have been able to brace myself against my seat. But without, I bounced around, the loose seatbelt digging into me each time gravity threw me from my seat.

My body felt battered and sore when the ship finally landed. As soon as the cabin door opened, a couple nurses came into the spaceship, removed my seatbelt, and hefted me out of the ship. They placed me not-so-gently on a gurney, rolling me through the crowded spaceport like that. I was too tired and drained to feel embarrassed as others stared.

A land vehicle took me the rest of the way to the institute. I must have somehow fallen asleep, because the next thing I knew, a voice broke through the darkness.

“Jake,” she whispered. “I didn’t mean to do this to you. I just got so upset. I promise I’ll never do it again. Just wake up, please. Please, please, wake up.”

There was pressure against my hand. I opened my eyes just a slit. Lola sat on the edge of my bed, both of her hands grasped around one of mine. But instead of the sensation of soft, warm skin touching my hand, it felt more like someone had set a book on top of it.

We were in a small, stark-white room with large windows. Outside were rolling green hills and a blue sky. The only adornment in the room was an analog clock high on the wall.

She turned to look at my face. “Jake?” she said in a hopeful voice. There were tear-tracks streaking her cheeks. Her tears shone like a thousand little crystals instead of looking glossy and wet. She wiped one away with her hand, and the shimmering dust spread across her cheek. “Don’t ever do that to me again.”

“Do what?”

“Shh,” she said, leaning closer to my face. “Don’t let anyone hear you talking to me. They’ll think you really are crazy.”

“But I am.”

She looked to the door before focusing back on me. “Don’t trust the doctors. They’ll try to convince you that there’s something wrong with your brain, but there isn’t. You’re special, not broken.” Before I could ask her what she meant, she leaned forward and kissed my forehead. “I’ll stay with you.” Then, she laid down on the bed, overlapping my body, absorbing herself into me.

It’s hard to describe what happened next. It felt like someone slapping me hard across the face, but all over my body. My eyes shot open. My lungs were dry and void of air, but when I tried to breathe in, my throat constricted. The sensation of pins and needles covered my skin as lightning shot through my chest. What little air I was able to get in came right back out in a scream.

I wasn’t in a stark-white hospital room, but a gray room constructed from rough blocks. There was a tiny window lined with bars near the top of the wall with nothing but darkness on the other side.

“Try to relax.” I was suddenly aware of the other person in the room. She was a heavy-set, older woman wearing a light green uniform. She had just injected something into my arm. The last thing I could do was relax. My muscled tensed and twitched while the pins in my skin turned to burning pain. I tried to breathe, but my lungs would barely inflate.

“Takes a while to come out of the sedation. I’ll check on you in an hour.” She turned and left my little room, her ponytail swishing behind her. I couldn’t recall being put to sleep. If this was what it was like, I never wanted to get sedated again.

As the pain continued to wash over me, I tried to call out. Lola said she’d be with me. Where was she? For the first time in my life, I wanted her by my side.
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At that moment, I wanted Lola, and she just wasn’t there. She’d know what to do.

No, she’d just tell me to commandeer the spaceship and fly it myself. That would only lead to another stay at an insane asylum, assuming I successfully landed Paradido without killing everyone on board. Staying in an institute was worse than simply being insane.

I had barely started in on my work when I got this feeling that I needed to check the control panels. Maybe I’d be able to see at least some of the holograms.

I brought my cleaning supplies with me as I rushed down the hall. I could see it in my mind: the steering wheel and buttons for controlled blasts. I’d need to turn Paradido to see how close we were to Zeta, and then change our direction. It would take extra fuel to do the visual check, but I already knew I couldn’t rely on the ship’s navigation systems.

When I got to the bridge, the room was entirely dark. The control panels were invisible to me and all the lights were off as well. Only the soft glow of the stars illuminated the room. I propelled myself to the observation area and looked out, then pressed my hand against the window.

My crew didn’t understand me or what I was going through. I was smarter than all of them combined, but had still been relegated to the most menial task. I sorely wished that they would listen to me. “What should I do?” I asked, knowing that the stars wouldn’t be able to answer.

They’ll never believe you. You only got this job because Ford was desperate for new crew members.

I closed my eyes, letting full darkness wash over me. “You’re back?”

Not yet. Not enough. Keep an eye out for the holograms.

“I will.”

“You talking to someone?” The lights of the bridge came on, glaring against the windows.

“The stars,” I said wistfully before turning to look at Greene.

“You still have work to do.”

“Yes, sir.” I pushed against the window and floated back to the floor of the bridge and left.
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The hardest part of the next day was keeping my anxiety and anger in check. Doc was becoming more suspicious, and soon it felt like the entire crew was keeping tabs on my behavior. Perhaps they were, or maybe I was just being paranoid.

Greene banned me from going on the bridge. Even though I had always kept a safe distance from the panels—and aside from the grease marker hadn’t caused a disturbance—his trust in me had bottomed out. I wasn’t even permitted to go there to clean. Instead, Van was assigned to maintain the area. As an expert mechanic, at least according to himself, he protested the new duty as being beneath him. It was beneath me, too, but without the ability to see holograms, I would never come close to reaching my full potential.

I eagerly waited for the side-effects from my medication to go away. I realized that I had no idea how many panels were on Paradido. The ones on the bridge were obvious, as was the large entertainment panel in the rec room, but what were the others?

On Spaceship Titanium, there was an entire room full of panels. My mom used to take me there and show me places she had been fond of when she was younger. There was a field of tall grass with a red structure in the distance and endless blue skies. Another was a forest of dense trees with thousands of bright green leaves shading a small clearing next to a waterfall. But they were still only holograms. I never knew where in the universe these places were.

Throughout the day, I constantly checked the few panels I knew of. When putting away my cleaning supplies, I glanced at the small dark rectangle on the front of the air-circulation panel which would display the current settings. I stared at it for a few minutes, looking for any sort of glimmer of something being there. There wasn’t even the faintest shadow of an outline. My thoughts had already become crystal clear, but why wasn’t my vision improving?

I wished there was some way to look up information on Xanestam without it letting Doc know. How long before the drug would all leave my system and finally stop manipulating my senses?

While pretending everything was my drugged-up normal, I put together a plan. Adam had mentioned that Paradido had actually hit the asteroid. From my memory of where the space rock had started and the maneuvers the ship did to try and avoid it, I had a good guess of where it had made contact with the hull.

With this information, I drew out a diagram of the spaceship and marked what was near the point of contact. It was a little in front of the mechanical room, so the engine wouldn’t have been affected. Either the navigation computer was at the spot of impact, or in a position where the aftershock of the impact had damaged it. When I did some poking around, I found the interior side of the dent the asteroid left just outside of a storage closet. The wall inside were barely bent, so the asteroid must not have hit Paradido very hard.

Even if I couldn’t prove to Greene that the navigation systems were off, I could still remedy the situation. I drew even more detailed star charts to plot the exact course to Zeta. I knew enough about flying a ship to correct Paradido’s course. This solution relied heavily on my ability to see the controls and was further complicated by my ban from the bridge.

This was our best shot. I looked over my star chart again one last time before folding it up and tucking it under the bedding on my cot. I hadn’t spent much of my sleep shift actually sleeping and now it was time to get up and ready.

I went through my normal routine, including chatting with Adam in the mess hall, before going to the mechanical room to get my cleaning stuff. Cory was already in there examining the engine, so I couldn’t spend the usual few minutes looking at the air control panel.

“Hello, Jake.”

“Hey, Officer Cory. Just getting my mop.”

Cory turned from the engine and watched me as I rummaged through the closet. “You know, some spaceships are self-cleaning. They don’t require an extra person to keep them tidy.”

“Yes, I am aware of that.”

“Why did you want to be a janitor on a delivery ship? Surely there are more exciting things to clean.”

I grabbed the cleaning solution and a rag and let the closet door glide shut. “I’m sure there are.” I turned and started to walk away.

“I went to flight academy too.” I stopped and turned back. Only Doc, Greene, and Ford were aware of my history at the academy. I never knew Cory had gone to one as well. “Just because I learned how to navigate a spaceship doesn’t mean I should.”

I nodded briefly before leaving the engine room. If Cory had actually gone to flight academy, he would have graduated just before joining the Paradido Crew two years previous. That was assuming he had finished. Working with crew members younger than me wasn’t so bad. Even having supervisors who were younger was annoying, but manageable. But when an egomaniac several years my junior acted like he was superior to me, I had a hard time not lashing out.

I clenched my teeth as I made my way down the hall. The rec room needed cleaning first. My mind was reeling as I scrubbed stains from the walls, ceiling, and floor. There was no way Cory had also gone to Theta Academy. He never would have gotten accepted there. More likely, he went to some third-rate school and spent all of his money on a warp ticket to Trappist. Why he would come to Trappist eluded me. If I could go back, I would have never chosen to come to this system.

I was so in my head, I almost missed it. Only when I approached the entertainment panel did it become recognizable. I saw the faintest outline of a woman tossing a disk just above the panel. It was the brand logo for this panel’s manufacturer. My heart rate quickened as I reached out to touch it. My hand passed through the arm of the woman before she flickered and disappeared.

There was no doubt. I had definitely seen it. Still, my vision would need to get a lot better, and fast, if I was going to successfully execute my plan.

“Jake, are you all right?” I turned to see Doc at the doorway to the rec room watching me.

I glanced at the now blank panel before answering. “Yes. I’m fine. There’s a spot on this panel.”

“You accidentally turned it on again.”

I couldn’t see or hear whatever activity the panel was currently broadcasting. “Sorry. I didn’t realize it was on. Could you make sure it’s off when I’m done?”

Doc came into the room and made his way next to me. “Let’s turn it off now.” He held his hand up and pressed his palm toward the screen. “One of the mates must have left it on their gentleman’s show. I have a hard time working while listening to one of those in the background, don’t you?”

“I’ve never heard one,” I admitted honestly.

“You’re not missing much.” 




•••




After eating my last meal before my sleep shift, I lounged in the rec room with Van. I had a ball which I repeatedly threw at the wall then caught as it bounced back. At that moment, I was trying to get it to hit two walls and the ceiling before I caught it. 

“You want to play Dungeon Cards?” Van asked.

“Nah, I’m good.”

Van got up from the sofa and turned on the entertainment panel. “Great. There’s a playoff game going on right now. Crabs versus Penguins.”

I nodded before throwing my ball again. I couldn’t care less about Trappist sports. Hockey had always been my game, but the only planet in this system with reliable ice was Chi, and it was way too cold there to hold any sporting events. It would have been completely uninhabited if it weren’t for the group of scientists there doing some form of research.

Van lounged on the sofa next to me. I glanced at the entertainment panel. It was completely dark. I hoped that the shadow I had seen earlier wasn’t just a fluke.

Ford appeared in the doorway. “Mate Metcalf, I need you to come with me.”

I looked at Van, who shrugged his shoulders, before I got up and propelled myself to the door. “What’s going on?” I asked.

“You’ll find out in just a minute.” Ford led me to the front of the ship and stopped in front of the door to the bridge. “Go ahead.”

I was excited to be permitted back on the bridge, but apprehensive at the same time. Part of me wanted to go straight to the observation deck and look at the stars. Cory and Doc were both on the bridge waiting for me. I wasn’t sure what to expect, but it couldn’t be good.

“Take a seat,” Doc said, gesturing to the pilot’s chair. It felt like a trap. I looked back at Ford, and he nodded. I went over to the chair and carefully pulled myself into the seat. Doc sat down in the commander’s chair while Ford positioned himself to my right and Cory to my left.

“Go ahead and show him,” Ford said in a gentle voice.

Doc pulled something out of his pocket. My heart dropped to the bottom of my gut. I immediately recognized the crumpled papers. “Cory found these while doing a check of the cabins.”

I looked at Cory, who lifted a single eyebrow. He looked so smug.

“Can you tell me what they are?” Doc asked. He held the pages out to me, but I didn’t dare touch them.

“They’re just doodles.”

Cory let out a single dry laugh.

“These pages look like they’ve been carefully drawn with much more detail than simple doodles,” Doc said. He carefully unfolded one, my diagram of Paradido, and held it so I could look at my own drawing. “Tell me about this one.”

“It’s a ship,” I said, shrugging my shoulders.

“It’s Paradido,” Ford said.

“Yes,” I said tentatively. I already felt like I had done something wrong, even though I had no idea why everyone was being so serious. “Does it matter?”

“No, it doesn’t,” Doc said, while tucking the first page back in his pocket and then unfolding the other one. “And here we have another star map.”

“You’re pretty stuck on those,” Cory said.

“It’s no secret that I enjoy looking at the stars.”

“It’s a very nice map,” Doc said. “What interests me is your depiction of our planetary system.” I hadn’t drawn our system in great detail: just Trappist and its seven planets. I leaned forward to see what Doc was talking about. I suspected Cory had added something in hopes of getting me removed from the crew.

This time I did take the paper when Doc offered it. I scanned it quickly. In the middle was our star surrounded by elliptical orbits holding little dots denoting the planets. Each planet was labeled by name in my handwriting.

“What did you draw there?” Doc asked.

“It’s a diagram of the current state of the Trappist system,” I said. I should have denied drawing it, but I didn’t think anyone else in the crew could mimic my handwriting that well.

“What’s the closest planet to Trappist?”

“Beta.”

“And the second?”

I knew the answer was Gamma, but there was something drawn orbiting Trappist between Beta and Gamma. It didn’t have a label, but it was clearly there. “Gamma.”

“What do you have drawn between Delta and Zeta?”

There was another orbit drawn between those two planets, but instead of a mystery planet marked on it, I had added little dots and labeled it ‘belt.’ “An asteroid belt.”

Little beads of sweat were forming on my brow. My stomach clenched and I felt nauseous. Everything on my map felt familiar somehow, even though I didn’t know what it was. On the last orbit, there was a second small planet following Chi. On some level, it all felt right, yet intellectually I knew the diagram was all wrong.

I could feel all the blood drain from my face. Last sleep shift, I had stayed awake and worked tirelessly on my plan. I remembered pulling out the papers and jotting every detail down. How did I forget about adding extra planets and an asteroid belt to the map?

I looked up out at the stars through the windows high above us. My eyes widened as I watched them. They seemed to flicker for a moment before shining steady. Then an entirely new array of stars appeared, overlapping the ones I was familiar with. Now you see what I see. I was dumbfounded, scared, and awestruck all at the same time.

“Jake, are you still with us?” Ford asked as he squeezed a hand on my shoulder.

“You’ve stopped taking your medication.” Doc said. There was no doubt in his voice that what he said was the truth.

I looked from Doc to Ford then back to Doc. I must have had a wild look in my eyes because Cory slunk back away from my side, putting some distance between us.

They had all affirmed their belief: I had lost my grasp on reality and could no longer be trusted. I had to be put down like the dangerous animal I was. But we were still on the wrong course. As soon as I was sedated, we would all be as good as dead. They want to kill you.

I had to prevent that. If my shipmates didn’t want to live, that was on them. But I was going to survive.

Ford’s grip on my shoulder tightened. “I know you don’t like the sedative, but we really have to put your best interests first.”

I tried to squirm away from his grip. They’d still have to take me to the medical room at the back of the ship to put me under. But when Doc got up from the pilot’s chair, I saw he already had the syringe in his hand.

“No,” I said, pushing myself from the chair. Cory was no longer to my left, so I went that way. “No, you can’t. You’ll kill us. You’ll kill all of us.”

“Everything’s going to be just fine,” Doc said. “You’ll wake up, this trip will be over with, and you’ll be back on firm ground.”

Doc made his way closer to me. My mind was racing. I had to find a way out. I couldn’t let him inject me with that syringe. Digging a hand into my pocket, I squeezed tight on my ball.

As soon as the idea hit, I went through with it. Within a second, the ball went from my pocket to careening through the air and knocking the syringe out of Doc’s hand. I didn’t wait to see his reaction and launched myself from the commander’s chair toward the door. I made my way down the hall as quickly as I could, but stopped suddenly midship. Between the lavatory and the mess, on the floor of the hallway, was a red lever. I yanked it, releasing a large square door. I pushed aside the floor tile and dove down the narrow passage. At the bottom were four pods. I entered into the first one and slammed the door shut.

I thanked the stars that the pods had been designed to work even in an electrical failure. I’d be able to eject it without interfacing with a panel. Ford climbed down the narrow passage and looked into my pod. I strapped on the safety restraints and tightened them before slamming down the large red button. The pod lowered away from the passage, and I could see Ford through the small window yelling something at me. The pod rolled out through a hole in Paradido’s hull before the blasters initiated. My body slammed against the restraints, knocking the wind out of my lungs as I watched Paradido get smaller and smaller through my little window.
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I sat huddled in the corner. All I wanted was to get better and return to my normal life. I never thought I’d get locked up and forgotten.

Dr. Ryan had already prescribed the gamut of antidepressant medications. Currently, I was on mood stabilizers and anti-psychotics. My mind felt dull as dirt. My body was no longer my own, just a sack of meat which required the occasional feeding and cleaning.

My hair had been shaved off. The only clothing I had was a thin gown. I stopped eating and sleeping. Life was no longer worth living, so I just spent my time in the corner waiting for it to end.

A pair of icy blue eyes peered through the small window of my door. I no longer cared who came in and out of my little prison. The nurses never talked to me. They would stab me with needles, deliver bland food which I barely ate, and on occasion escort me to the showers. There, they’d watch me stand under the hot water for a minute before declaring I was clean enough and hauling me back to my room.

I looked back down at my knees as I listened to the door click open and shut. I waited a minute for this nurse to do whatever she had come for and leave. When a couple minutes passed and she didn’t do or say anything, I looked back up at the door. “Lola?”

She nodded solemnly. She wore a glittering white sweater which came down to her knees and no slacks or shoes. “Don’t let the doctors take me away.”

“That’s the point, though, isn’t it? You’re just a delusion.”

“Jake…” She bit her lip for a moment before continuing. “I am very much real. Just as real as you, this room, and Theta. Please don’t doubt that.”

I didn’t have the energy to argue with her or anyone else.

“I need your help.”

Tears stung at the corners of my eyes. I was the one who needed help. She wasn’t even really there.

She looked over her shoulder like she was afraid of something behind her. “Don’t let go. I will always be here for you; you just need to want to find me.”

I coughed, trying to stop the swell of emotions from pouring out. “You weren’t there for me when I was sent to this place. It’s your fault I’m even in here.”

“Please don’t blame me. I’ve been with you this entire time; you just couldn’t see me.” She looked over her shoulder and urgently said, “Even if you can’t see me, I’m with you. Don’t shut me out.”

I buried my head in between my knees as I heard the door open and close again.

“Time for some new meds.” I didn’t move or respond to him as he injected something into my shoulder. “You smell. I’ll put you on the shower schedule for this afternoon.”

I didn’t see Lola again after that for over ten years.




•••

I woke up on the cot. Everything felt fuzzy. My vision was blurry, and sounds seemed like they were echoing down a long hall. My skin felt half numb, and I couldn’t smell a single thing.

“How do you feel today, Jake?” Dr. Ryan asked. He sat on a stool next to my cot, leaning over my face.

“Terrible.” My mouth and throat felt dry. He gave me a small paper cup of water and I took a tentative sip before passing it back.

“I think we’ve finally found a treatment plan that’s going to work.” He sounded overly cheerful, like the current haze I was in was a good thing. “There will be a few side-effects, but I think, in time, you’ll adapt nicely.”

I swallowed hard, trying to get my tongue to cooperate. “I can go back to the academy?”

He gave me a brief smile. “It’s too early to tell. For now, we’re going to get you acclimated to the medication and see if you need any additional meds to manage the side-effects.”

“What side-effects?”

“Don’t worry about that right now. Just try to get some rest.”

A while after Dr. Ryan had left, a nurse came in to summon me. He took me to the shower, but instead of handing me another thin robe, he gave me slacks and a shirt. As I got dressed, I could tell that I had lost a good bit of weight. The slacks drooped low past my waist. I wasn’t allowed to have a belt, so I was constantly tugging the waistband back up.

Once I was decent, the nurse led me down an unfamiliar hallway to a small room which looked similar to my own room, except instead of a cot, there were a couple of chairs. I took a seat in one and waited, not sure what to expect.

A woman with red hair and bright-red lips who wore a tight white uniform came in. “Good afternoon, Mr. Metcalf. I’m Alicia Gibbs. I’m here to give you the SBSE: Standard Battery of Sensory Examination. Have you ever taken the SBSE before?”

“No.”

“That’s fine, I’ll explain each part as we go through. For this segment, just answer the questions quickly and honestly. There are no right or wrong answers. We’re just looking at how your senses experience different stimuli. There’s no passing or failing, just a scale to see where your senses are currently performing. Do you have any questions before we begin?”

I could barely put a thought together, let alone a question about some unknown exam. She must have taken my silence as a no.

She took a pad from a clip on the door and powered it on. “We’ll begin with the visual segment. This first part is to determine the range of colors your brain can process.” She held the pad flat in her lap. “I have a forest full of animals. What color is the bird?”

I looked from her face to the pad and back to her face.

She repeated her statement. “I have a forest full of animals. What color is the bird?” I stared at her face, my expression dumbstruck. “Jake, can you hear me?”

“Yes.”

“What color is the bird?”

I had no idea what she was talking about. The pad in her lap was still off.

“What color is my hair?”

“Red.”

“What color is the bird?”

“I don’t see a bird.”

She tilted her head slightly. “Can you see the forest?”

“I don’t understand,” I said. “How am I supposed to see anything if the pad is still off?”

She bit her lip for a moment, clearly thinking hard. She stood up abruptly. “Please excuse me for a moment.” She left, leaving me alone yet again.

I later learned that loss of some fine detail recognition was common with my new medication. But I was the first person that couldn’t see any of the holo-chromatic spectrum. Unfortunately for me, Xenastam had been a last resort and my only prospect for living outside of the hospital. I could either continue to live in the Nazarian and Ryan Institute for the rest of my life, or I could take the miracle drug which removed my last shred of hope for becoming a pilot or even living a normal life.




•••




Since the emergency pod propelled away from Paradido in the same direction the ship was already traveling, I would actually reach Zeta before Paradido, given they changed their course back toward the planet. Even so, I would only beat them by a few hours.

The hours on the pod were tortuously boring. I couldn’t interact with the panel at all, the only food available was tasteless rations, and Lola remained absent, leaving no one to talk to. The pod’s navigation was automated, pulling to the closest strong source of gravity. If I had been able to see the display, I would have had the option to choose where the pod would land.

My watch was the only indication of the passage of time. The little window quickly fogged over, leaving me no view of the stars or even the planet I was heading toward.

With no stimulation, I spent most of that time sleeping. While napping, I felt a sharp tug on my restraints which shocked me awake. I could finally feel the pull of gravity. The parachute must have caused the jolt as my descent slowed. I tried to wipe all of the moisture off of the window, but it was no use. All that was outside was darkness.

Darkness. I was in deep trouble.

Zeta was a lush planet with sandy red soil, deep green plants covering much of the ground, and bright blue skies. But all of that was only on the bright side. Zeta’s day cycle exactly matched its year cycle, dousing half of the planet in perpetual sunshine. The other side which faced away from Trappist was barren and cold.

Since it was a large planet, landing on the dark side would be a death sentence. There was no way a person could traverse halfway across the surface of Zeta. My only hope was if I landed close to the dusk belt.

A few minutes after the parachute deployed, the pod crashed onto the surface. The door unlatched and opened, allowing me to exit. I looked out the entrance at the area around me which was illuminated by lights on the sides of the pod. I could see the soft red sand that was pushed away from the pod’s impact. It was cold out—at least below freezing.

I unbuckled my restraints and opened the compartment under my seat. Inside was an emergency survival kit packed with items for a variety of terrains and atmospheres. I riffled through the pack and pulled out the thin, silvery blanket, unfolding it and wrapping it around my shoulders. There was a second kit under the other seat which I took as well, along with all of the uneaten rations.

My body felt heavy as I climbed out of the pod, my muscles straining against the massive gravitational pull of Zeta. I looked up at the sky surrounding me. If I knew exactly which point Zeta was at in its cycle around Trappist, the stars would tell me which way would be the quickest to the dusk belt. As long as I made it that far, I would be set.

I looked at my watch. It told me universal time, and I just needed to translate that into Zeta time, which could be calculated using Kappa time. I drew out the calculations on the sand with my finger. Once I had a good idea of where Zeta was in relation to Trappist, I could map out which stars would point me in the right direction.

Sirius. Sirius would be in the middle of the night sky standing at the center of the dark side. I looked up, getting myself oriented. The big dipper was pretty skewed from this angle, but I was able to follow the handle and find Sirius low in the sky. Perfect. I just had to walk directly away from it for the quickest route to the dusk belt.

I pulled the kits onto my back, clicked on a flashlight, and started walking.
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Once I was acclimated to the new medication, I had a meeting with Dr. Ryan is his posh office. I had been isolated in my tiny room for almost a month. For my meeting with the doctor, I got to wear real clothing with pockets and buttons and sit in a room with windows that looked out to something other than blackness.

We sat in silence, me perched at the edge of the tufted leather sofa, and him lounging in a comfortable arm chair.

“What’s on your mind, Mr. Metcalf?”

I looked up from my hands to his face. If I was being honest, not a whole lot. My once nimble mind now couldn’t pull out a single thought without effort. But there was one burning question which I remembered to ask. “When do I get to leave this place?”

“If you’d like, right now.” He smiled, and the corners of his eyes crinkled. I still didn’t trust him. He said he was going to help me, but instead he had locked me up and pumped me full of drugs.

“What’s the catch?”

“No catch. As of right now, there are two options for your future. The first is that you just leave. You’ll be responsible for yourself. Find a job, a place to live, take care of yourself, and be independent. I just want to let you know that it is an option, if that’s what you really want.

“However, your second option will allow you much more freedom. You won’t have to worry about finding employment or paying rent. Your time would be your own to do with as you please. The only condition would be to appoint me as your guardian, and I would make sure that you’re taken care of.”

I sat back. It couldn’t be that simple. There was something that he wasn’t telling me. “I want to be independent.”

“I thought you would say that. Let me just say this: even though your condition is currently managed, the side-effects will make it nearly impossible for you to hold down a job. Under my care, you would qualify for assistance. You wouldn’t have to work or worry about money for the rest of your life.”

I hadn’t really thought about what sort of job I would get. My entire life, I had been sure that I’d grow up to be a pilot. Now that I couldn’t even go back to the academy, I wasn’t sure what options were available. “Would I be able to choose where I live and what I do if I were to make you my guardian?”

Dr. Ryan paused and leaned forward, steepling his fingers in front of his face. “You would get some input, yes, but the final decision would be mine. Nazarian and Ryan Institute also runs a halfway house you could stay in. There’s staff there who take care of cleaning and cooking. You would be quite comfortable.”

“I think I’ll take over from here. It’s been real, Dr. R.” I got up and turned to leave.

He rose as well and stepped between me and the door. “You must take your medication every day. Now that you have a diagnosis, leaving it untreated is an imprisonable offense. I won’t be able to protect you.” He pulled a vial of pills from his breast pocket and placed them in my hand before stepping aside to let me leave.

The sky outside was brighter than my eyes were used to, and I had to squint as my pupils adjusted. It was a cloudy day, mist hanging in the air. Even with the haze, it was too bright.

I wasn’t sure where to go. My first instinct was to go back to the academy, but I was on the wrong planet. My things were probably still in my old dorm room. There was no reason to try to go back. I wouldn’t be able to continue to study, and the only things in my dorm were my clothes and pad. I wouldn’t be able to use my pad any longer.

With only the clothes on my back and the vial of pills rattling in my pocket, I walked along the main road while I tried to figure out what the hell I was going to do.




•••




After walking for several hours, I needed to take a break. I sat down on the soft red sand and positioned my flashlight on the ground to illuminate the area around me. I only had a few pouches of water in my kit, but enough rations to last a hundred days.

I huddled under two thin blankets and ate a chewy ration bar then washed it down with two pouches of water. Thankfully, the atmosphere on Zeta was humid. The water-collecting buds on the bottoms of each pouch would refill them. But in the extreme cold on the dark side of the planet, I didn’t know if there was enough moisture in the air for the buds to keep up with my thirst.

How far had I gone? With the increased gravity, my speed was bound to be a bit slow, but the terrain was easy, and I had been walking for at least the equivalent of a work shift. My guess was I had traveled fifteen miles or so.

Look at the stars, you idiot.

I laid back and pulled the blankets tightly under my chin, then looked from one constellation to the next, focusing finally on Sirius low on the horizon. Was it any lower than it had been when I had began walking?

Even though I hadn’t thought to reference it earlier, it wouldn’t hurt to measure the angle between the star and the horizon. Even though I couldn’t actually see where Zeta ended and the sky began, I could spot the line where the splattering of stars suddenly gave way to flat darkness.

I pulled a circle of paper from my kit which would have been used to filter running water if there had been any. I folded it in half and removed a lace from one of my boots. I tied one end to the middle of the filter and attached a ration to the other end to use as a weight. With my makeshift inclinometer, I measured how high in the night sky Sirius was. After marking where the lace hit the filter I now had the angle above the horizon.

Doing a few calculations in my head, I figured out the approximate distance to the dusk belt—about 1600 miles. It felt like my heart quit beating for a moment and my breath froze in place. There was no way I could walk that far in this cold. I started to shiver under my blankets. What was I supposed to do?

After feeling sorry for myself for a while, it dawned on me that I had heard her. “Lola,” I called out into the darkness. “What should I do?”

There’s nothing you can do. Just get some sleep.




•••




I woke up shivering with my body curled up in a ball trying to conserve warmth. The two blankets were wrapped around my chest. I was trembling so much, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to get my muscles to do anything else. Get up.

I tied the two blankets into a makeshift poncho and wore it over my shoulders before digging through the kits. All of the items inside that were intended to be useful were worthless right now. I tossed out the water filters, compass, emergency pad, first aid kit, and anything else that was the slightest bit heavy that I didn’t think I’d need. I wasn’t expecting to actually make it to the dusk belt, but I wasn’t yet ready to stop trying.

The only items I held on to were the water bags, ration bars, and extra flashlight. I shrugged on the kits and started walking. I kept my light pointed down as I walked, watching the red sand give way under my boots. I walked for a couple hours before stopping to take a drink of water. The pouches had gotten cold while I slept and were mostly ice now. I didn’t want to waste any energy on warming up the ice, but I knew I needed to stay hydrated. I cut a slit in the top of the pouch and crunched off a chunk of ice with my teeth. Lightning bolts of pain shot through my jaw as I tried to chew.

I walked as I continued to suck on the ice block instead of crushing it with my already sensitive teeth. Turn left. It wasn’t like I’d make it to the dusk belt anytime soon, so I redirected my path to see if there was any variety in the landscape in a different direction.

It was oppressively quiet. In the utter silence, I could hear every sound generated by my body: the steps of my feet, the thumping of my heart, the cold wind through my lungs, and the gurgling of my stomach acids breaking down another ration bar. The thoughts echoing through my mind felt so real, I could hear them ringing in my ears. I tried to recite passages I had memorized and sing songs from my youth to fill the silence and quiet my thoughts.

I continued on like that for hours. I pulled out a ration bar and chewed it as I continued to walk. I hadn’t gotten much exercise on Paradido, and now my whole body was aching from the strain I was forcing on it.

Just when I was about to change course, I saw something far off in the distance. Below the line where the stars stopped was a barely perceptible glow coming from the ground. I wasn’t sure what was emitting the light, but guessed that this was what I was supposed to find.

By the time I got close enough to see what was ahead, my body was completely exhausted. I sat in the sand, staring at the expanse in front of me. Keep going.

“I can’t. I’m too tired.” There was a depression in the ground with light filtering through the red sand at the bottom. It looked like there was something just under the surface. Maybe it was an abandoned vehicle or a discarded flashlight buried in the sand. It’s neither. Go check it out.

With my last ounce of strength, I stumbled the rest of the way to the light. When I got there, I pushed aside the sand to unveil a milky-colored surface which was softly glowing. Whatever it was, it was huge. I kept clearing away sand, but the object below extended in every direction.

I was too tired to keep exploring. The surface was warm, so I laid down on the smooth, glowing thing and instantly fell asleep.




•••




“What kind of job would you like?”

After stumbling along the streets of Covington, the capital city of Kappa, for a few days, someone had pointed me in the direction of a public shelter. A couple months prior I would have been insulted by the idea of going to one of those places, but at that point, I was ready to admit that I had hit rock bottom and could use the services a rehab center could provide.

They had offered me a bed, warm meals, and clean clothing, but I had no intentions of staying for long. At the very least, I needed to get away from Kappa. Ideally, I would leave the entire planetary system. After I had used the showers and had put on fresh clothes, I did accept a backpack of provisions before getting straight to work.

That was my first priority: finding a job. I figured the career counselor at a government facility would be the best route to obtaining a position I would be capable of holding down.

“I want to be on a spaceship,” I said. The counselor nodded her head. She tapped on the panel set in her desk, probably leading me through some career-matching software. She was a plain-looking woman, but she wore dark lipstick which I couldn’t stop staring at. I should try that color.

“All right. There are many positions available on ships that most people aren’t aware of. Support staff, cooks, navigational support, maintenance, etc. What would you consider your strengths?”

“I’m intelligent. I have an in-depth knowledge of planetary navigation. I know how both a warp and conventional engine work.” I had learned a lot already from my brief stay at the academy.

The counselor smiled, her dark lips stretching to a thin line. “Sounds like you’ve done your research. That will certainly help you get a good position. You could set some of your earnings aside for flight school at some point. The one in Covington is very good. There’s also the Theta Academy, although that one’s pretty tough to get into.”

I tried to hide the disappointment on my face. My inability to see the holographic spectrum restricted me from attending any academy.

“Now, Jake, do you have any special considerations or limitations? And don’t be embarrassed about anything: I’ve helped recovering addicts, recent convicts, and even long-term wanderers get steady employment.”

“I can’t see holograms.”

“All right. Well, the clinic can set you up with an assistive device to help you with that.”

“They don’t work,” I whispered. She stopped tapping her fingers on the panel and gave me a long look. I couldn’t match her gaze and looked down at my lap. “I’ve already tried. The problem is in my brain.”

She slid her hand across the panel, probably to shut down whatever programs she was using. “It that’s truly the case, then we won’t be able to help you here.”

“Excuse me?”

“Individuals with an uncorrectable condition require more assistance than this facility can offer. If you’re unable to function at standard capacity, even with assistive devices, you need to obtain guardianship and apply for an unfit adult grant.”

The air got caught in my throat, and I had to remind myself to keep breathing. Unfit. That was never a word I thought would be used to describe myself. “How would I do that?”

“Well, first, you would need to select a guardian. Most individuals would use a parent or close family member. If that’s not an option, the Nazarian and Ryan Institute can take in unfit individuals.”

My heart sunk into my gut. “That’s not going to work for me.”

“Then I’m very sorry, Jake, but I wouldn’t be able to recommend you to any employer.”

I nodded and stood up. I couldn’t decide who I was angriest with—Dr. Ryan for diagnosing me and prescribing the debilitating medication, this woman who had just delivered an intense blow by only doing her job, or myself. One thing I was certain of was that I didn’t need these people’s help. “I’ll just have to find a job on my own.” With that, I grabbed my new backpack and left the shelter.

I wasn’t sure where I was going, but at that moment I just needed to get away from yet another disappointing place which was supposed to help. I kept walking farther and farther away from the city center.

The industrial area was just ahead. As I passed in front of a warehouse, I heard a loud crash come from inside. I stopped and peered through the large, half-open door. There were boxes littering the floor, and a young man and woman wearing coveralls were running around, grabbing boxes, and stacking them in a trailer.

The woman looked up and saw me watching. “Hey, you! What the hell are you doing? Don’t just stand there staring, come help us out.”

I set down my pack as I approached and picked up the nearest box. With nothing better to do, I could spare a moment to help. “What happened?” I asked as I set the box in the trailer.

“They fell,” she said curtly.

It took a while, but the three of us were able to get the mess of boxes neatly stacked and into the trailer. When we were done, the woman slipped away and the young man sat at the end of the trailer. I took a seat next to him, both of our legs dangling over the edge. He pulled a small box from his pocket and slid out a slender cylinder and stuck one end between his lips. He clicked a lighter and held the small flame at the end before taking a deep breath in. When he exhaled, a cloud of smoke came out of his mouth and hung around us.

“You want one?” he asked holding the small box out to me. I didn’t even know what it was.

“No thanks.”

“I know, it’s a filthy habit. Can’t smoke while we travel, even in our archaic, bag-of-bolts excuse for a ship. Got to do it when grounded.”

“You work on a ship?” I asked.

“Yep. Where do you think all this shit came from?” He gestured to the boxes behind us we had just stacked.

“You think your ship could use another man?”

He laughed, which turned into a cough before laughing some more. “Always.” He looked up to see someone approaching. Another man in coveralls who was in his mid-thirties. “Hey, Officer Ford! This poor soul wants to know if Paradido needs a new mate.”

The officer looked around the empty warehouse and then to the full trailer. “What’s your name, son?”

“Jake Metcalf.”

“Can you lift heavy things?”

“Yes, sir.”

“You ever been convicted of a crime?”

“No.”

He nodded, looking from me to the floor then back to me. “All right, Mr. Metcalf. I’ll run your name through the social database, and if everything checks out, you got a job.”

I knew I should have told him then about the hologram thing, but this was my golden chance to get a job on a spaceship. I tried to push the details of my disability to the back of my mind. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

“Report here in eight days at nine hundred hours sharp.”

“Universal or local time?”

Both men in coveralls burst out laughing. Officer Ford turned and left the warehouse out the back.

“What’s so funny?”

My new companion inhaled again through the thing between his lips. “Who the hell uses universal time?”

Everyone. Everyone on Spaceship Titanium. The academy used universal time. How backward was this system to actually use their own time reference?
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The warming sensation from below eased me out of my sleep. For a moment, I thought I was in my room on Spaceship Titanium, the glow reminding me of the lamps in my childhood bedroom. But instead of lying on a soft mattress, I was pressed against a hard slab. 

I rolled over, half expecting to find Lola sleeping next to me, but she wasn’t there. I sat up and blinked my eyes a few times, my pupils adjusting to the soft light, but I was unable to see anything more than ten feet away. I stood and meandered for a moment to wake my senses before I looked up at the sky to get my bearings.

“What should I do?” I asked into the nothingness.

Go back. You don’t know what’s making the light.

“Sure I do. The milky-colored surface thing is making the light.”

Don’t be that dull. Go back.

I walked back over to the depression in the sand and sat down. First, I needed to eat and drink some water. I drained the last water pouch. The water collection buds weren’t keeping up with my consumption. Now I would die from the cold and dehydration.

I walked around the smooth, illuminated surface and kicked away some of the sand. It looked like the white surface didn’t end. I picked a direction and walked forward, pushing away the sand to see how far the light went. 

The smooth surface extended surprisingly far. After fifty feet, there was still no perceptible edge. I kept going, only kicking away sand every few strides. A little farther, I finally found a change in the ground. There was a circle of the surface that wasn’t illuminated. I dropped to my knees and pushed away more sand with my hands, finding a seam where two milky slabs came together. I finished uncovering the circle and spotted a handle near the edge. It was a door.

I grabbed it and pulled. It didn’t budge. I gripped with both hands and tugged with all my might. I could feel sand crunching beneath the handle as I continued to strain. One more concentrated heave, and the seal broke. The door swung open, carrying me back with its great weight.

I slammed into the ground, my hands still clutched around the handle. I looked through the opening to see what was inside, but it was dark. My kits and the flashlight were laying back where I had slept. I jogged over to fetch them and quickly returned to investigate the opening.

With the flashlight on, I peered over the edge of the round opening. It was a metal tunnel leading downward with a small ladder bolted to the side. I gripped the top of the ladder and gave it a good shake. It was a little rickety, but it seemed like it would hold my weight.

What are you waiting for? Go on down.

“You seem awfully confident,” I grumbled.

You should be too.

“Well I’m the one risking my life.” I carefully eased my legs down into the hole and started the descent.

The hole didn’t go as deep as I initially thought. Within a minute, my feet were resting on a metal floor. I shined the flashlight around, trying to make out what this structure was. There was a single passageway extending from below the ladder, but it quickly turned to the left, so I couldn’t see the other end. The cement blocks were the same color as the red sand on the surface.

I followed the long hall, trailing my fingers against the rough walls.

How old do you think this place is?

“I don’t know. Older than me.”

How old are you? If she was just in my head, she should already know everything I knew. Perhaps my subconscious was trying to guide my mind to a deduction I should have already figured out.

“Thirty-two.”

Really? You were born thirty-two years ago?

“Well, no.” My adjusted age, which was the amount of time that had passed from my reference frame, was thirty-two. But anyone who did a lot of warp travel would age less than someone who stayed in one place. “I was born 148 years ago.”

Judging by the crumbling red bricks composing the walls and the amount of sediment staining the floors, this place must have been abandoned for about that long.

“What is this place?”

“A station.” Her voice echoed down the hall like she was really there. I turned around and saw her leaning against the opposite wall of the hall.

“There aren’t underground stations,” I said.

“Maybe not in the systems you’ve been to, but they’re actually quite common.” Lola took a step toward me. She was wearing a loose blouse and skirt which were as pale as her skin. She definitely wasn’t dressed for the cold, but neither was I. “It’s called a subway. Come with me.”

I followed her as she walked down the corridor which opened up to a large, well-lit room with railings peering over the platform below and stairs leading down. I approached the rails and looked at the space below. There was a channel carved into the concrete floor with metal beams along the bottom.

Lola glanced at me and followed my gaze. “It’s called a track. There’s an engine with wheels that sits on the rails and draws power from them to travel from station to station.”

I looked over at her. She was leaning against the rail, her white hair tumbling down over the void. “How do you know that?”

She turned around and rested her back against the railing. “I told you. I’ve been here before.”

“But I haven’t. And you only know what I know…”

“Oh, boy,” she chuckled. “You’re being awfully arrogant, Jake. There are things that you don’t know that other people do.”

“But you shouldn’t. You’re just in my head.” I felt silly trying to rationalize with her, but I couldn’t trust what she said if it was just my brain making things up.

She sighed and turned toward me and glared. “I’m not just in your head. Like right now, I’m standing here in front of you.”

“But you’re a delusion. You’re not physically there.”

“Look, we don’t have time for a philosophical discussion on the difference between perception and reality. We need to get down there and take the train. This line will lead us almost all the way to the dusk belt.”

I nodded in agreement. With no water left, I would die in a few days from dehydration. There was no way I would survive on my own, so I decided to go along with whatever Lola had planned. She descended down one of the staircases, her hair and clothing fluttered behind her. 

“So how does this work?” I asked. “You said engines follow the lines in these trenches?”

“Yes. Back when the stations were in operation, the subway trains followed a schedule, a new one coming every few minutes.”

“And now?”

“We’ll have to find our own.” She walked up to the edge of the platform and jumped gracefully down into the ditch. I climbed down as well and walked with her, following the tracks. “There should be one not far from here.”

The tunnel grew darker and after a hundred or so yards I pulled out my flashlight to see farther into the blackness.

“See where the paths fork up ahead?”

“Yeah,” I said, following her pointing finger with my eyes.

“That’s where the off-duty trains would get parked. Now they’re all off duty, but the point is there should be one over there.”

“So why did these stations get shut down?”

“You saw how many people were out there on the surface.”

I scratched my chin. “Right. But then why were the stations constructed in the first place?”

She flashed me a smile and crossed her arms. “Now you’re starting to ask the right questions.”

“So, why were they?”

“There’s one.” She pointed ahead at a boxy chunk of metal. It almost looked like a passenger ship, just without the wings or thrusters. There were windows set in a line along the side, and the only entrance was high up on the side. I had to hoist myself up to crawl through and get inside.

“How do we make it go?” I asked once Lola had also lifted herself inside. 

“Through that door,” she said, pointing to the end of the train. I walked down the length of the passenger car and through the door. There was a dark panel and two large levers.

“Shit,” I said. “I still can’t see holograms. There’s no way I can make this work.”

Lola chuckled. “This is pretty old technology. You’ll be fine. Use that.” She gestured to a small switch next to the panel I hadn’t noticed.

I flicked the switch, and lights turned on behind and around the panel as well as behind us in the main part of the car. The panel showed an arc of numbers with a line pointed to 0 and an illuminated red square with the letter P in it.

“The left lever is the brake. Push that one forward first.” I did as she said and an awful sound of metal rubbing on metal made me shudder. “The right one is power. When you throw it forward, it makes contact with the charged rail and the engine will move.”

“You think this thing still works?” I asked, skeptical that this old piece of junk could move without falling apart.

“We’ll just have to find out.” She moved to the side of the small room and held onto a handle on the ceiling. I looked up and saw a similar handle above me. I went ahead and grabbed hold of it with my left hand before throwing the second switch with my right.

The train lurched forward. The little needle shot up from 0 to 15, then kept climbing higher and higher. “Holy shit,” I gasped as I watched the sides of the tunnel whip past us through the windows. The sporadic lights lining the tunnel raced across the windows.

Lola let out a hearty laugh. “Not used to traveling with other objects nearby?”

“I guess not.”

“Look at our speed.”

I looked down at the panel: 40 miles per hour. “We’ve got to be going faster than that.” Even Paradido easily surpassed Mach speed.

“Nope. But it is faster than you can go on your feet, so we’ll make better time this way.”

I did the calculation in my head. If we had to travel 1500 more miles, even in the engine it would still take a day and a half to get to the dusk belt.

“Let’s not go to the dusk belt,” Lola said, yet again reading my thoughts.

“Where else can we go?”

She smiled, staring through the window. “Home. I want to go home.”
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We had been traveling on the subway train for two full days. Since there was no reason to stay in the control booth, I had tried to relax in the main passenger area. I laid across three of the molded chairs, but found it impossible to get comfortable. I kept my hands over my face, trying to block out Lola and whatever she was doing.

The only thing I had drank since getting on the engine was my own piss after putting it through the filter. Even then, it was uncomfortably warm and tasted off. Without sufficient fluids, I had a hard time getting the ration bars down. I was probably losing weight, yet somehow my body felt heavier and harder to move each day.

Lola rushed at me and grasped my arm. The physical contact surprised me. The time she had touched me and disappeared while I was in the academy flashed through my mind. “Jake! We’re almost there.”

I went with her into the control room, and she guided me through the steps of slowing down the engine. As I applied the brake, I saw an illuminated station in the distance. I was able to get the train car to stop at the platform. Here, the doors lined up perfectly with the edge of the platform so I was able to step out easily without climbing down the side.

Lola exited behind me then dashed toward one of the halls. “This way,” she said as she ran, her bare feet slapping against the smooth, concrete floor. I chased after her, trying my best to keep up. 

“Where are we going?”

“I told you,” she said. “I’m going home.”

Weaving through the halls, we came to a vertical tunnel with a rickety ladder similar to the one that I had first used to go underground. She nimbly climbed up and I came right after her.

Once on the surface, she kept going. With each stride, her feet kicked up another cloud of sand. I tried to keep up, but my body felt weak. I desperately needed water and real food.

My thoughts were racing. I hadn’t seen her eat or drink a single thing while we were traveling, and she was still somehow able to keep up this breakneck pace. The only way that was possible was if she wasn’t real. Delusions didn’t need to eat or sleep.

But delusions also didn’t have a notion of home or know about secret underground transit systems.

My head started to ache, and flashes of white crossed my vision. “Don’t you dare,” she yelled from ahead. “Focus! We’re going to make it.”

I tried to block out my doubts and focus on keeping up with her. I hadn’t had a chance to even pull out my flashlight—I was navigating completely by starlight.

Something seemed strange, and I paused a moment to slow down and take notice. The sky. There were too many stars. Far too many and much too bright. I shouldn’t have been able to see this well on the dark side. I looked up and found Orion. His belt was speckled with more than just three points. His chest was adorned with extra pin points of light, and there was an extra cluster of stars at the end of his arrow.

I stopped dead as my eyes widened. That was the definitive proof I needed. I had fallen into complete madness. There was no more hope left for me.

“They’re supposed to be there,” she called. Her voice sounded like it was coming from far away. “They’ve always been there.”

A profound feeling of deja-vu filled me. All of these constellations and clusters of light felt familiar, yet my rational brain told me that it was all wrong.

“Jake!” she yelled, her voice vibrating through my entire brain. I looked down from the sky to where she had been running. The sand was no longer red, but a mix of every color.

A sense of urgency filled me, and I ran faster than I’d ever run before. Even though I couldn’t see her, I knew exactly where she had gone.

I was going too fast when I noticed the ground dropped off in a cliff ahead of me. My arms and legs flailed out, kicking up clouds of red sand as I tried to slow down. I looked around me, desperately trying to see where Lola had gone, but tiny particles stung my eyes. There was nothing to hold onto so I slid over the edge of the cliff while grasping only handfuls of sand.
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I laid on my back for a while and gazed at the black sky. It looked how it was supposed to, all of my favorite constellations twinkling above me. I was still alive. The soft sand had cushioned my fall. To my left, the sheer cliff rose high into the sky, taunting me.

I had entertained my delusions for too long. There was no underground station. I hadn’t ridden a train to get here. My brain had filled in the gaps and made Lola and the whole subway journey feel real. If I survived long enough to reach civilization, I would go to the nearest medical center and get back on my medication. But I wouldn’t make it. My water pouches had stopped refilling and had been empty for over a day.

When I sat up, my body cast a long shadow which danced and stretched endlessly through the sand. I turned to see the source of the light. There were two bright orbs bobbing above the ground surrounded by darkness.

“Hey, here he is,” a voice said from behind the lights. From the uncoordinated movements of the lights, I figured there were two people holding flashlights heading toward me.

I could have run, but instead I squinted while staring at the two approaching figures. I couldn’t see them well at all, but from their voices, I figured they were both young women.

“Told you that pod must have had someone in it,” the second voice said.

“At least I didn’t dismiss it as a meteorite.”

“You all right?” the second voice said, finally addressing me.

I rubbed my eyes, the flashlights too bright to keep trying to look at the two women. “As good as anyone stranded in the barrens, I guess.”

“I’d say better since you’re still alive,” the first voice said. Her voice was lower and huskier than the other woman’s. “And lucky, too, since we’re here to save you.”

“I don’t need rescuing,” I said as I got up to my feet and brushed the sand off of my coveralls.

“Uh, yeah you do,” the second woman said. “We’re over 2000 miles away from the dusk belt. I’m surprised you’re still alive, to be honest.”

The two women turned and started walking in the direction they had come from. I followed them, knowing I wouldn’t come across another person on the dark side of Zeta. The first woman asked, “How did you even get out here? I haven’t seen any ships come near Zeta.”

In all that time following Lola, I had completely forgotten about Paradido. “My ship was off-course. I was the only one who escaped.”

The second woman shined her light in my face. “Which ship? Was it that delivery ship?”

I shook my head. If they didn’t know which ship, they wouldn’t be able to look up who I was and learn about my condition. I desperately wanted to find out what had happened to Paradido. If it got sucked into Trappist, it would burn up and I would be the sole survivor. However, if any of the other crew members escaped, they’d be able to testify to my mental condition on the ship, guaranteeing my future of being locked up in the institute for the rest of my life. I could ask these two woman what had become of my ship and crew, but didn’t want my interest to give me away, so I held my tongue.

“We had a hell of a time finding you. This is nowhere near your pod. We flew all over the desert looking for you.”

Had I really traveled that far? Maybe the subway was real…

“Here we are,” the woman with the huskier voice said. They had a small passenger ship with only enough seats for six people. As they climbed into the ship’s well-lit interior, I could finally see what my rescuers looked like. The first one with the husky voice had olive skin and dark brown hair that fell in tight ringlets. She turned to face me where I had taken a seat in the back. “You better buckle up.”

From the look of it, this shuttle couldn’t possibly go fast. My guess was that it wouldn’t even reach Mach. I buckled myself in just to make the two women happy.

“Let’s get going,” our pilot with ringlets said. A roar of sound filled my ears as our vehicle lifted off the ground. I strained to see what the control panels looked like. The edges of the controls were just barely visible. It was more pronounced than the logo on the entertainment panel, but still not completely there like it should have been. We jolted forward with a kick, though it was nothing like lifting off on Paradido.

The other woman who had fair skin and jet-black hair said, “It’s going to take a while to reach the other side. Get comfortable.”

“How fast does this thing go?”

“Three hundred miles per hour,” the pilot answered.

I tried to convert the number in my head into something that made sense. I must have looked confused, because the fair-skinned woman laughed and said, “That’s just shy of Mach one half.”

“Wow.” I was surprised the shuttle could stay off the ground at such a low speed. Of course, I was accustomed to interplanetary flights and didn’t spend much time traveling around a single planet.

“You’re used to riding a spaceship,” she added. “I’m sure that goes a lot faster.”

“I traveled in a warp ship when I was a kid. That went damn fast.”

“Why would anyone want to travel warp?”

“I was going to be a warp pilot.” I stared out of the little window, but there wasn’t really anything to see.

“That’s even worse.”

I sighed and looked down at my lap. “My father was the pilot on Spaceship Titanium. I wanted to be just like him.”

She didn’t say anything after that.

“Why didn’t you?” our pilot asked.

They both looked back at me, waiting for my answer. A pilot of all people should know how difficult it is to become a warp pilot. Maybe flying vehicles this small didn’t require much instruction.

“It’s complicated.” I looked back out the window and remained quiet for the rest of our flight.
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My rescuers landed the craft at the airfield on the bright side. I stared out the window at the landscape around me—all of the ground in Zeta was the same red sand. Even the sidewalks and roadways were paved in red. Everything here was vibrantly colored: deep green foliage lined the roadways and building fronts, and the cloudless sky had a deep blue hue.

The three of us got off the little ship and the two women escorted me through the window-lined halls of the spaceport to a small room with a plaque on the door which said ‘Security.’

“We found a stray,” said my pale-skinned rescuer.

There was an older woman with frizzy white hair at a large wooden desk peering at a panel through a wearable vision enhancement set. She glanced up at me with muddy green eyes. “You care to explain how you ended up in the barrens of my planet, son?”

I desperately wanted to snap at this woman for calling me “son.” Instead, I held my tongue. I just needed to keep a low profile and angering someone with power wouldn’t help. “The ship I work on was off course. I was able to escape in an emergency pod.”

“That would have been the Paradido. What’s your name?” She had her hands poised over her panel, ready to look me up.

All the blood drained from my face. I had to think fast to avoid being found out. “James Cory,” I fibbed.

I could see her scroll through a few portraits on the panel. I saw my silhouette whiz past before she stopped on Officer Cory’s profile. I held my breath as she examined the picture and description. We both had dark hair and brown eyes. We weighed about the same. I hoped she wouldn’t figure out that I wasn’t the same man as the hologram in front of her.

She gave me a sideways glance. “You look a lot older than twenty-four.”

“I’ve been wandering around the barrens for days. I’m just happy I’m not dead.”

She pressed her hand down onto the panel, turning off the hologram. “Touché. You may leave.”

My rescuers led me out of the office and back to the bustling halls of the spaceport. “Good luck,” the woman with curly hair said.

“Wait. Do you know what happened to my ship?”

“It disappeared.” The older woman shrugged her shoulders. “It was there, and then it wasn’t.” My rescuers walked away, leaving me there in the middle of the hall, completely dumbfounded.

I looked down at my watch. It only displayed universal time and not local Trappist time. No matter which time I referenced, it had been a while since I had gotten any sleep. I walked down the spaceport until I reached the exit, then kept walking down the road.

Once I got to the center of town, I continued roaming until I found a cheap hotel. It made sense to have the spaceport in the middle of the light side, but this was also the hottest spot on the planet, getting constant direct light from straight above. I was starting to sweat and felt weak. I desperately needed to take a shower. Then I could get some sleep and work on a plan once I felt refreshed.

I checked in, yet again using Officer Cory’s name. The hotel had an open design. This town didn’t get a lot of rain or wind, so exterior walls weren’t always necessary. At least the rooms themselves were enclosed. As I approached my room, the door made a clicking sound and automatically unlocked. I slipped in and manually locked the deadbolt and privacy chain. 

The room was bright and white with a large window at the far end. I walked through the room to the window and pulled down the blackout shades. I’m sure the shades were automated, as there was a panel set on the desk to control every aspect of the room, but I could only half see the panel and didn’t want to bother.

Light still peeked along the edges of the shade, leaving the room not quite dark, even with all the lights off. I turned to the bed and gasped. Lola sat on the edge of the bed wearing a long dress. She stared at me with glossy eyes and bit her lip.

“It’s gone.”

I sighed and sat down on the bed next to her. I was too tired to fight with her and instead asked, “What’s gone?”

“The town I lived in. My home.” She sniffled and wiped her eyes with her hands. “All that’s left is that gigantic crater.”

Had the cliff I had fallen down been the edge of a crater? I hadn’t really checked it out. “You used to live in the barrens?”

“They weren’t always barrens. Zeta used to spin. It had a day and night cycle just like other planets. Ten hours of light followed by ten hours of dark.”

I knew that a planet’s angular velocity and orientation could vary over time, but a drastic change in spin like Lola was describing took thousands of years.

I clutched my head in my hands. First an imaginary subway and now an impossible planetary deceleration. Would my delusions keep ramping up and become more and more unbelievable? Would I start to embrace the fictions my mind came up with? The thought scared me to the core.

Lola scooted to the middle of the bed and hugged her knees to her chest. “I need your help.”

“How so?”

“Go to Chi.”

I stood up and turned to face her. “What? Why? And how? There’s rarely flights that go that far.”

She looked down, then to my face, her icy blue eyes piercing into my soul. “I’m not really here.”

“Fuck,” I said, throwing my hands up in the air. My delusion had finally confessed to being a delusion. I walked over to the covered window and stared at it as if I could see the view behind the blinds.

“I’m real,” she whispered. “I’m not a hallucination. What you see is a projection. I don’t know what happened to my physical body, but the last thing I remember was traveling to Chi. Go there and find out what happened to me. I want to be whole again.”

I heard her footsteps on the plush carpet coming toward me. I must have been psychotic, but for some reason, I turned to face her. There were crystal tears streaking her cheeks. She reached up a hand to brush her fingertips down my cheek. Instead of wincing away from her stony cold touch, I leaned into it.

“I’ll make it worth your while.” I could feel myself get hard as she whispered in my ear. “My body is warm and soft just like yours, not hard like my projection.”

I tried to step back and away from her, but instead stumbled into the window. “No, no. There’s no way to be in one place and project yourself to another.”

“Isn’t there? What about holocomunication? Don’t you see someone who’s not there when you make a call?” She walked back to the bed and sat down. I felt like I could finally breathe now that we had some distance between us.

“Sure, but you can’t feel them or hear them in your head.”

“Why not? Holographs make something appear to your eyes which may not physically be there. Have you considered that the same exists for your ears and tactile receptors?”

I could feel a headache coming on. I pressed my hands against my head and squeezed my eyes shut. If I blocked her out, it would only get worse. “No. I’ve never thought about it.” A sharp pang of lightning flashed behind my eyes.

“There’s a shuttle going to Chi in two days. Make sure you’re on it.” As she walked to the door, my head continued throbbing, but as soon as she left my room, the door shut behind her, and the fog clouding my head began to clear.

I walked over to the bed and fell back into the mattress. It squeaked in protest under my weight. I didn’t want to think about Lola, Paradido, or Chi. I didn’t want to consider projections or holograms versus hallucinations.

My head didn’t feel good when I got back up, but what I really needed was a distraction. I splashed some water on my face then left my room. When I got back to the lobby of the hotel, I asked the receptionist, “Where’s the closest bar?”
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My mouth tasted like bitter bile. My head hurt, but not like a typical episode. No, this was a hangover headache. I rolled over, getting caught in the scratchy sheet and finding a strange woman sleeping next to me. She had dark skin speckled with freckles and a head of brown curly hair. I watched her for a while—the gentle rise and fall of her chest felt soothing. Even though I couldn’t remember her, or many other details from the previous day, by the lack of clothing on either of us, I had a good idea of what had happened in my room.

I sat up slowly, my head painfully swirling in protest. I needed to drink some water, but first I needed to put on some clothes. My underwear wasn’t far from the bed, and once I had gotten my shorts and a shirt on I went into the bathroom to get a drink. This cheap room didn’t even have those shitty recycled cups, so I stuck my head under the sink faucet and drank like that.

Once quenched, I splashed water on my face, then looked up at the mirror. I couldn’t make out a whole lot of detail since the mirror was completely fogged up. Still, something seemed off. I held a hand up to my face. The skin at my temple stung when I touched it. I could feel the curves of a gash sliding down to the bridge of my nose and farther down my face along my cheek and finally ending at my earlobe. I looked at my fingers. At least there wasn’t any blood.

The woman in my bed had left her shiny, little black bag on the counter. Curious, I opened it and sifted through the contents. It was mostly cosmetics, a few loose mints, and a couple condoms. I closed her bag and put it back where I found it before returning to the bedroom.

“There you are,” she said in a deep, husky voice. She sounded almost like Adam. “I was beginning to think you had left.”

“I was just in the bathroom.”

She sighed and rolled onto her back, stretching her arms up above her head. She was amazingly beautiful. Her eyes were a light yellow-green, and she had curves in all the right places. I had no idea how I had convinced her to leave with me.

When she rolled away, I saw immediately what must have drawn me to her. On her left shoulder was a tattoo of Orion. The stars were marked in heavy black strokes surrounded by an illustration of the mythical man in delicate blue lines.

I walked over to the bed and sat down, reaching my hand to her shoulder and gingerly touching her tattoo. I traced his belt with my finger.

“Still enamored with the ink?”

“Huh?” I said.

“You were talking about it all night. I’ve never met anyone so fascinated with the stars.”

I let my hand trail down her back. “Really?” I couldn’t recall a single thing from the previous twelve hours. I wished I could remember making love to the beautiful woman lying next to me. At least I could still marvel at her beauty.

She rolled back to face me and pulled me in for a kiss. “That one’s on the house.”

I had no idea what she was talking about, and the confusion must have shown on my face. She got up out of bed and got dressed. The only article of clothing she had other than her shoes was a short little dress. After popping into the bathroom, she reemerged with her black bag tucked under her arm.

“Thanks for the lovely evening and generous tip. If you’re ever in town again, be sure to look me up.” With a wink, she slipped out of my room.

Of course the only way I could have scored someone so beautiful was to pay for her time. I collapsed into the bed and stared at the ceiling. The shuttle was in just 25 hours. Was I really going to Chi? Would I actually find Lola there?
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“Let me know if there’s anything I can help you with.”

I nodded at the sales clerk as I continued looking around the store. The bright side of Zeta had a much warmer climate than the barrens, so all the clothing here was lightweight. I needed something warm for Chi. I had never been there before, and had no concept of just how cold the freezing climate would feel.

The only people who resided on Chi were scientists. And apparently Lola. Maybe she was actually a scientist and had discovered a method to telepathically communicate. I shook my head. It was a ridiculous thought. She was a delusion. I was foolish for even entertaining the idea of venturing to Chi.

But I had nothing to lose. After taking the escape pod off of the now missing Paradido, no other ship would want to employ me. Sole survivors of destructed ships were considered bad luck. If I stayed on Zeta, it was only a matter of time before I’d slip up bad enough to get sent back to the Nazarian and Ryan Institute. If I really thought about it, taking the shuttle to Chi was my only option.

After browsing through a handful of racks, I knew I wasn’t going to find what I needed at this store. I turned and exited, then continued walking along the sidewalk down the line of shops. I breezed past a few more clothing stores. The next storefront was a technology retailer. I chuckled at some of the ridiculous tech displayed in the front: a laser for slicing eggs and gloves which were supposed to train users to play the virtual harp.

Even though they wouldn’t have warm clothing, I felt myself drawn to the store. I stepped inside and looked around.

Aside from a few oddities, the shop was mostly stocked with the usual technology crap you’d give your uncle for his birthday. They had ear-buds which played music, aluminum bracelets which claimed to reduce warp travel nausea, and pocket panels too small to actually be useful.

Something glistened in the corner of my eye. I turned to find a single rack of clothing made of some sort of gold metallic fabric. I felt oddly drawn to them. There was a hooded jacket, pants, gloves, and even socks made out of the stuff, along with what looked like a bandana to cover the nose and mouth.

I held up the hoodie and examined it. The fabric was surprisingly cool to the touch. The inside was such a flat black that no light reflected from it whatsoever.

“That’s the new insulator line,” the woman working at the store said as she walked toward me. She had hot pink lips and her hair was tied up in a high ponytail. A badge on her shirt said her name was Sara.

“Hmm,” I said, returning the hoodie to its rack.

She made a smacking sound with her lips as she earnestly chewed on something. “They’re supposed to keep all of your body heat in and block out extreme temperatures. Honestly, we don’t sell too many of them.”

I raised my brows in surprise as I looked at her. “How extreme?”

“It’s the same material used in the suits for the scientists on Chi, so it must work pretty well.”

“Really?” It was almost too perfect. I wondered if that was the truth, or just something the company manufacturing it claimed.

“Sure. It says right there on the tag.” She pulled out a rectangular card from the front of the garment and turned it to show me. The fine details in the hologram weren’t quite clear, but I could see the outline of a few people wearing similarly shiny clothing surrounded by what appeared to be ice. It must have been a snapshot of the research team sporting their gear on the surface of Chi.

Sara smacked her lips again. “There’s a twenty percent discount when you purchase the whole set.”

“I’ll take it.”

She led me to the register where she scanned and bagged all of the golden outerwear. “That’ll be 700 Teuros.”

I gasped for breath. That was how much I made in a month. “Shit, that’s expensive. These better work.”

“Well, we have a thirty day no-questions-asked return policy.”

I sighed.

“I know, that won’t do you any good somewhere like Chi. But if you do survive the cold, you can bring it back.” She handed me the bag with a huge grin once the transaction was complete. “Thanks for shopping with us.”

I took the bag, but didn’t move from where I stood in front of her. “How did you know I’m going to Chi?” It wasn’t a common destination. There was no way she could have known.

She tilted her head. “Just a lucky guess.”

I looked at Sara for a moment longer, trying to figure her out. The only person who knew I planned on traveling to Chi was Lola, and Lola only existed in my head. It had to be a lucky guess. I sighed and looked into my bag, doing a mental inventory to make sure every item was in there. Satisfied, I looked back up to Sara who was still smacking her lips. 

“Safe travels,” she said.

I nodded and walked out of the store.
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I knew rubbing my fingers against the smooth film on the surface of my ticket would wear the hologram away, but I couldn’t see much of it to begin with. The slick sensation was calming, and I was a ball of nerves.

I sat at the gate waiting for the small ship to start boarding. I could see it through the wall of windows. Even though the passenger ship was a sub-warp vessel, it was a good bit smaller and lighter than Paradido and moved much faster. This flight would only take 18 hours, as opposed to the two-month trip on a delivery ship.

There was only one other passenger on my flight, a short man who had muscles upon muscles. He had close cropped blond hair and sunken brown eyes. He was also sitting in the waiting area of the gate. I looked around the spaceport at the crowds of people waiting for bigger ships. My sole traveling companion and I were the only ones who weren’t absorbed in a panel.

“Not too often people come to visit the lab.”

It took me a moment to realize he was talking to me. “Oh, uh, yeah. It’s my first visit.”

“I figured. I’ve been working there since they set up the lab. I’m Doron.” He held out his hand and gave me a firm handshake. “So who are you visiting?”

“Uh, no one really. I just thought I’d go check the place out.”

He gave me an inquisitive look. “You know there aren’t any hotels or attractions there—just the lab. Who are you staying with?”

Even though I had been obsessing over this trip to Chi for the last two days, I hadn’t actually thought all the details through. “I… I don’t know.”

“Well, you’re more than welcome to stay with me. I don’t know why anyone would want to check out Chi, but I can show you around the place.”

I was incredibly grateful. “Thank you. That’s a big help.”

We waited in silence for a while, and I started to wonder if our flight had somehow gotten delayed. Then I noticed a team of security personnel jogging through the port while one of them barked orders into a communication device. I watched them run down the wide walkway, then disappear through an unmarked door.

“What’s going on?” I asked, mostly to myself.

I was about to get up when a radio announcement pierced into my ears. “Alert. There is a man on Zeta wanted for impersonating an officer.” An image flickered onto all of the panels dotted throughout the port. All I could see was the outline of a man’s head and some red text at the bottom. “Do not try to approach him. He is considered dangerous and is mentally unstable. If you spot this man, please notify the nearest security agent.”

“Impersonating an officer? What a dumb thing to do,” Doron said.

I nodded at him and could feel a tight knot forming in my stomach. The woman I had spoken with in the security office must have deduced my true identity. “It’s certainly a high level of stupid.” I looked up at Doron, and for a second I could clearly see the red text in the hologram.

It said, “WANTED: Jake Metcalf.”

I could feel my stomach drop and my head felt light. Why was Doron still talking to me instead of turning me in? That’s when I remembered the new gash on my face. I gingerly touched my sore cheek. It must have been enough for Doron not to recognize me as the face in the hologram. I was suddenly grateful for whatever accident or altercation had caused my disfigurement.

My future of getting locked back up at the Institute flashed through my mind. That’s when an agent for the starline announced boarding for my flight. I took a deep, unsteady breath and kept my head down as I followed Doron to the boarding passage.

“Ticket please,” the agent said.

This was it. My ticket had Officer Cory’s name on it. If the agent noticed it, this would be the end. Instead, she glanced at it and let out a tsk of annoyance. “Next time, don’t scratch away the details from your ticket.”

“Sorry,” I muttered, still keeping my head down so she couldn’t get a good look at my face.

“Well, no one in the right mind would try to sneak onto a ship headed to Chi. Go ahead.” She handed me my ticket, and I raced through the passage and onto the ship.

Aside from the escape pod and rescue craft, I had never been in a vessel this small. The cabin where the pilot and copilot sat was separated from the passengers by only a thin curtain. There was one flight attendant who sat in the main cabin. Doron and I took our seats in the back of the ship, and within ten minutes we lifted off.
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I slept through the first part of the flight. But even after getting a full eight hours of sleep, we still had another ten before we’d arrive at Chi. Doron and I exhausted all topics of polite conversation within an hour. With nothing left to do, we sat quietly in our seats, staring out of the small windows of the ship.

Doron reached down under his seat to grab his bag. “Want to play a game of checkers?”

“No thanks.”

“Come on, there’s nothing else to do.” He pulled a pad from his bag, waved his hand over it, then held it out at me.

“I don’t want to play.”

“I’ve got other games.” He swiped his finger through the air above his pad, likely flipping through the applications. “Chess, backgammon, aliens vs vegetables—”

“That’s okay. Just play against the A.I.”

“Oh, this is a good one. Ever play domination? It’s a fabulous game.”

“No, I can’t.”

Doron finally looked up from his pad to my face. “Why not?”

I looked down at my knees and shook my head. “I can’t see holograms, not well.”

Doron leaned forward and raised his eyebrows. “Really? I’ve never met anyone with partial blindness. I assume it can’t be ameliorated?”

“I don’t think so,” I said with a sigh.

“Were you born with it, or did you acquire it after an injury or illness?”

I leaned back. His questions were getting too invasive for my tastes, and I didn’t want to divulge too much personal information to a stranger. “I wasn’t born with it.”

Doron sat back and gave out a single laugh. “I’m sorry. I get carried away when I hear about something curious. I’m a researcher by profession and by heart. I always need an explanation for everything. It’s too bad. You won’t be able to see most of the stuff we’re working on.”

I took a deep breath. Maybe Doron knew of a way to improve my vision. “It’s a side-effect from a medication I’m taking. Was taking. But even after I stopped the medicine, my vision hasn’t gotten much better.”

“What medicine was it?”

“Xanestam. I took it for ten years.”

“And how long ago did you stop taking it?”

I squeezed my hands into fists. I wanted to stop talking about this. “A week ago.”

He nodded while looking at me carefully. “Any medicine could take longer than a week to work out of your system. But sometimes side-effects from certain medications are permanent, so don’t count on getting your vision back. If you don’t mind me asking, why were you taking Xanestam?”

I really didn’t want to admit to this man who was willing to put me up in Chi that I was mentally ill. “Because my doctor prescribed it. Why do you care?”

He shrugged his shoulders. “Like I said, I have an inquisitive nature. Besides, any medication has off-label uses. Usually, Xanestam is prescribed to people who have supersonic hearing. There’s a lot of noise on that spectrum in this system, so people who can hear it can’t hear anything else. But you seem to understand me just fine, so I figured you were taking it for something else.”

Gripping my knees with my hands, I heaved out another deep breath. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

I glared at him until he lifted his hand up and said, “Apologies. I didn’t mean to get so nosy. I’ll leave you alone.”

“Thank you,” I said through gritted teeth.
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As soon as we started approaching the landing zone, I couldn’t stop thinking about Lola. She hadn’t communicated with me for three whole days. I was beginning to miss her. I wanted to shout, “I’m here, Lola!” but instead I glanced and Doron and said, “It’s about time we arrived.”

“You are visiting someone,” Doron accused as he grabbed his bag and stood up, ready to disembark from the ship. “I know that look. That’s the look of a man in love.”

“I don’t know a single person here,” I said flatly.

I followed him off the ship and through the passage to the small spaceport, if it could even be called that. The building was a single room with enough seating for only a few people. I felt light as I walked. Chi was a small planet, and the gravity here was less than any other planet in the system.

“I hope you brought something warm to wear,” Doron said. He pointed to a window, and I followed his gesture to look outside. It was pitch black with a multitude of stars. Chi didn’t have any moons, so there wasn’t any extra light to pollute the sky. The ground was made of jagged crystals, glittering under the starlight. It looked like a landscape of sparkling diamonds.

“Those are ice crystals,” he said, noticing my expression of awe. “We still don’t know how they formed like that.”

“Wow,” I whispered, unable to look away.

“It’s actually around negative forty out there, so no one spends much time outside. All the buildings are connected. This hall here leads to the apartments. I’ll show you my place and we can drop off our stuff.”

I nodded my head in agreement, but still couldn’t pull my eyes away from the view. Only after I heard Doron open the door to a long corridor did I turn away and dash over to follow him.

The building interiors were as dull as the view outside was remarkable. Everything was composed of brown bricks and windows were few and far between.

The corridor forked, and we took the hall to the right. There were maybe a dozen doors. We stopped at the last one on the left. Doron pulled some keys from his bag and opened the door. “Home, sweet home.”

I entered and took in the space. His apartment was much larger than any living quarters I had seen before. I had never really thought about how small accommodations on ships were due to size constraints. The only place I had stayed in on a planet was my dorm at the academy, and that had also been a small space.

There was a living room with a large L-shaped piece of furniture lined with pillows, a table and chairs for four, and an entire kitchen similar to the one we had on Paradido. I couldn’t believe this was all for one person.

“You have a roommate?” I asked.

He laughed. “Oh god no. I barely have enough space to have anyone over.”

I shook my head. “I’ve lived my entire life on spaceships. Most cabins are barely big enough to lay down in.”

He glanced away and bit his lip. “Right. I forget sometimes that other people don’t live like I do. Well, there’s plenty of space for you to stay here while you’re on Chi.”

“Thank you. You’ve been incredibly generous.”

He showed me into his office which could have been a second bedroom. He had a large desk in there, along with another piece of furniture with cushions on it. He pointed to the soft seat and said, “That’s a pull-out.”

I wasn’t sure what a pull-out was, but it looked comfortable enough to sleep on.

“Are you hungry?” he asked.

“Starving.”

“Let’s go to the mess.”

I was surprised when Doron left the apartment instead of using the kitchen inside. We went back up the hall and down the other direction at the fork. Soon the hall opened up and led in several different directions. The second on the left led us to a dining area with seating for around a dozen people. There were two people already there seated at the same table.

Doron went immediately over to the pair. “Hi, folks.”

A woman in a shiny pink outfit which resembled the gold one I had bought on Zeta turned to him and said, “Hiya, Doron. How was your trip?”

“Good. Good. The missus says hi.”

“Who’s the bloke?” an older man with graying hair and watery blue eyes asked.

“This is Jake. He’s my wife’s cousin.”

“This is Rachel, she takes care of the facilities here,” Doron said, gesturing to the woman. 

Rachel turned in her chair to face me and held out her hand. “Pleasure.”

“And this is Ted. He’s our technology guy.”

The older man nodded. 

“Let’s get some grub,” Doron said, walking to a panel on the wall. “All of our food is dehydrated, so you select what you want here, and the food distributer retrieves it, hydrates, and heats it, then delivers it right here.” He opened a small door under the panel to show an empty tray. “So, what would you like?”

I looked at the dark panel. I had no idea what food options were available. “I don’t know. Whatever.”

Doron nodded. “Spaghetti and meatballs, then.” He poked at the panel a couple times. After a few seconds, I could hear the tray behind the door slide around. “All done.” He pulled out the tray with a plate of spaghetti and two large meatballs accompanied with steaming vegetables and a glass of water.

Before he could hand the tray to me, something caught his attention. He looked up to a corner of the room. I followed his gaze to a small flashing red light. There was a panel below it, but all I could see was the hint of some scrolling text.

“Shoot,” Rachel said. She stood up from her seat and grabbed her tray. “We better get to the site.” Ted got up as well.

Doron handed me the tray with my food. “I’m sorry, Jake, but I need to go take care of this. Hopefully we won’t be long.”

Rachel deposited her tray through the same door my food had come from, and then her, Doron, and Ted rushed from the mess.

I set my dinner on the table and sat down. The spaghetti was a little bland, and the meatballs had an odd texture, but it was much more palatable than I had expected. It was certainly much better than the nutritionally optimized slop I was used to eating.

There was nothing keeping me in the mess after I had finished my food, so I returned my tray and decided to have a look around.

I wandered around the complex of buildings, all connected to each other with enclosed hallways. These buildings were the entirety of human existence for the whole planet.

I was able to go everywhere except for the lab, which was locked with a sophisticated-looking mechanism. They had all the important things a person needed including a grocer, medical center, and gym. From the size of the apartment building, assuming all the apartments were the same size as Doron’s, I estimated only a dozen people lived here.

As I thought about it, I realized I had no idea what kind of research was being done on this planet. Doron had never mentioned what type of scientist he was. The conditions on the surface of Chi were unwelcoming enough to make me wonder what made the planet so special.

I grasped my head in my hands as I walked back to Doron’s apartment. What was I doing here? A delusion had told me to travel to the farthest planet in the system, and I just did it. Perhaps I needed to spend the rest of my life in a mental facility.

Doron had left his door unlocked, so I let myself into his apartment. There wasn’t really anything for me to do since the only entertainment I could find was a panel hanging on the wall. The cushioned furniture looked inviting so I stretched out on it and decided to take a nap.
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I woke up to the sound of the door to the apartment opening. “Sorry about that,” Doron said as he closed the door behind him. “The scanners alerted us of some unusual activity. We thought we had found something in the ice. Turned out to be just a trick of the light on a jagged crystal formation.”

“That’s fine. I kept myself busy.” I sat up and rubbed my hand over my head. My hair was getting long.

“Looks like it,” Doron said with a laugh. “We’re far enough from Trappist that day and night are pretty indistinguishable. We use Kappa standard time, which means it’s time for me to turn in.”

“I could use some more sleep.”

“I’ll help you get your bed set up.”

I followed him into the office. I thought I’d be sleeping on the small seat, but Doron removed the pillows and a device inside folded out into an actual bed. “Let me know if you need anything.”

“Thank you.” I stood next to the bed as Doron left, closing the door behind him. I laid down on the lumpy mattress. It was more comfortable than the cot I had strapped myself into daily on Paradido, but not nearly as plush as the hotel bed.

I wasn’t sure how long I had napped earlier, but it must have been a long time because I found myself having a hard time falling asleep. After a while of just lying there, staring at the ceiling, I decided to get up and poke around the office.

It was too dark to see much, but I was able to feel around the desk and turn on the lamp beside it. The room filled with a warm glow. I hadn’t noticed the bookshelf earlier. No one read physical books anymore, and it had taken me quite a while to accrue my collection. But Doron’s office had several shelves crammed with identical black-bound volumes.

I didn’t even try to hold back my curiosity. I pulled out one of the books in the middle shelf and laid it on the desk. It opened to a drawing of crystal formations similar to the ones I had seen outside. I flipped the pages to find more pictures of the same subject. It was a sketch book. Had Doron drawn all of these?

I opened the drawer in the desk to find a set of charcoal pencils. Doron must have been the artist. I closed the sketchbook and replaced it on the shelf before grabbing another one.

The second book was similar to the first, except the crystals were more abstract. Every few pages contained a figure. It appeared to be a woman wearing loose clothing with flowing hair. One of the figures had a lot more detail—a naked woman with shoulder-length hair. It was the woman I had just met earlier that day, Rachel. I smirked at the drawing before closing the book. I now knew the nature of Doron’s relationship with her.

After replacing the sketchbook, I took one from the next shelf up. This one was in pristine condition with minimal signs of wear. When I opened it, the image facing back at me was so shocking, I immediately closed the book. I took a deep breath. This wasn’t merely a sketch of crystal formations or naked women. I gingerly opened the book again to confirm the horror I had seen within. This time I held it open long enough to take in all the elements of the image.

I recalled the frog dissection I had done in biology class on Spaceship Titanium. The frog had been laid on its back and the skin on its belly had been cut away and stretched to the sides with pins. That’s what this picture reminded me of. Except it wasn’t a frog; it was a woman. Her skin seemed to explode outward leaving her insides exposed. The most unnerving part was her eyes. They looked from the page straight through my soul. I had read descriptions of even more gruesome scenes in my novels, but to see the image in front of me in acute detail was a different story entirely. The blood dripping down her legs looked so real, I almost thought it was actually flowing over the paper.

Unable to look any longer, I flipped to another page, then another. Each drawing was as appalling as the last. Some were of people, some of animals. There were horrific scenes of couples without heads copulating and animals eating rotten flesh off of living individuals. With each progressive page, I felt more and more sick.

Maybe these weren’t Doron’s drawings. Maybe they belonged to someone else. I flipped to the very first page and read the inscription. “From the mind of Doron Moreau.” Well, fuck.

I couldn’t think about it anymore. I put the book back on the shelf and tried to push the contents out of my mind.

I lay awake on the pull-out for most of the night. Who was this man I was staying with? Could I really trust him? It felt like forever before I was finally able to fall asleep.
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When Doron offered to give me a tour of the lab the next morning, I pushed the images of his drawing out of my mind and accepted.

“Well, this is it,” Doron said, waving his arm out to indicate the entire building. The lab looked just as high-tech as the bridge on a warp ship.

I was able to see a lot more of the holograms now. The panels lining the walls and work surfaces projected shadowy figures and diagrams. I still wasn’t able to discern the texture or color of the illusions, but at least I could see enough to distinguish what they were displaying.

“What exactly are you researching here?”

Doron smirked as he leaned against one of the work surfaces. “The ether.”

My confused face betrayed that I didn’t know what he was talking about.

“That’s what they called it ages ago. Now it’s known as dark matter.”

I had heard of dark matter before. One of the classes at the academy was on galaxy formations, and dark matter played a significant role in the shape of galaxies. Basically, it was stuff that was there, but couldn’t be seen. But we knew it was there because something had to be there to balance the gravitational pull. I would have taken the course if I had gotten the chance.

Doron continued, “Dark matter is a bit of a misnomer. It’s not really black.”

I nodded my head. Everything that we could observe bounced off light. Dark matter didn’t, hence the name.

“See, we thought dark matter couldn’t be detected because it doesn’t interact with any frequencies of the electromagnetic spectrum. We can’t find it using microwaves, radio rays, x-rays, nothing.”

“But you know it’s there,” I said.

“Right. But now we know more. Obviously, gravity was the key.” Doron walked over to one of the work tables and held up a small metal box with a thick cone sticking out of the top. “This is a gravitometer. It’s sensitive enough to detect even the smallest perturbations of gravity. Using it, we can visualize the ether.” Doron’s voice was high and excited.

“Why would you want to see dark matter?” I asked.

“Why not? It’s basically an entirely different dimension. It doesn’t interact with matter in any way other than gravitationally. We can pass right through it, and it through us. But if we can see it, at least in a sense, we can observe it and learn how it works. Over 90% of the energy in the universe is dark energy, and if we can understand it, we might be able to use it. It exists completely outside of space time. Can you imagine, a ship made of dark matter, unconstrained by the speed of light? We could travel almost instantaneously from place to place without skewing our time reference.”

The idea was pretty neat. The ability to travel between systems without the rest of the universe aging much faster than the traveler would be revolutionary. “But why are you studying it here on Chi? Couldn’t you set up your lab somewhere… warmer?”

Doron carefully set down the gravitometer. “Because at this moment, Chi is overlapping with a cloud of dark matter.”

I furrowed my brows. I wasn’t sure what exactly that meant.

“Look, I’ll show you,” Doron said. He tapped one of the panels on the work table and a control panel appeared above it. He turned one of the holographic knobs which made an image materialize between us. It was hazy, like a cloud. It looked to be three feet across at the widest and extended five feet above the floor. “Can you see that?”

“It looks like mist.”

He gave me a wide smile. “That, right there, is dark matter.” He swept a hand into it, but like any hologram, his hand passed right through.

I tentatively stretched my hand out to the cloud. Goosebumps covered my arm as my fingertips touched the mist. My hand felt cold. I was shocked by the sensation and quickly withdrew my arm.

He laughed at my reaction. “It’s not going to hurt you.”

I took a step back, still eyeing the cloud. It seemed to be swirling slowly away from where I had touched it, but it was hard to be sure. Doron turned the knob which shut off the gravitometer, and the cloud blinked away.

That’s when something from outside the window caught my eye. I slowly approached the wall of glass, not believing what I saw.

Doron followed my gaze. “Oh, I see you’ve found our mascot. We think that marble statue was left behind by the earliest settlers of Trappist.”

I pressed my hand against the window as I looked out. Frozen in the ice was a pale figure draped in layers of white cloth. It was hard to see much detail through the imperfections of the ice, but my gut told me who the figure was. I could feel the blood drain out of my face and my heart rate quicken in recognition.

“That’s no statue.” That was Lola.
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I didn’t want the team here to suspect I was mentally ill, but I was okay with them thinking I suffered from insomnia. I needed to see her again. I needed to make sure it was actually Lola frozen in the ice.

I snuck out of Doron’s apartment a couple hours after he fell asleep and followed the halls back to the lab. The lights were all dimmed, reinforcing the imposed day/night cycle. It reminded me of wandering the barrens on Zeta. I was really glad I had made it out alive.

There was a security guard posted at the door to the lab. She was watching something on the panel, the soft light emanating from it illuminating her face in a strange green. She chuckled softly before waving her hand over the panel and watched intently as something new danced across the screen.

Perhaps the night guard was always this distracted. I decided to test it and see how much noise I could make without her noticing. I quietly crept closer, turning the corner so that I’d be visible from the security desk. She had a slender face and blond hair tied up in a ponytail. When she didn’t look up, I decided to get a little bolder by shuffling my feet and swinging my arms as I walked.

She didn’t notice me until I was about ten feet away from her. Her eyes lifted from the panel, and locked on me. She jumped up, shouting, “What are you doing here?”

I couldn’t help but smile. I would have no trouble getting past her and into the lab. She wasn’t even properly trained. An effective security guard would have had her stun gun aimed at my chest before I even knew she was stationed there.

“I’m so sorry, miss.” I held my hands up so she could see they were empty. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

“Who are you? What are you doing here?” she asked, her voice tense.

“I’m lost.” I gave her a charismatic smile while stepping closer to her desk making sure to keep my hands in the air. I could see her right hand reach to feel for her stun gun in its holster, but she didn’t pull it out. “I’m visiting my cousin’s husband, Doron. I couldn’t sleep, so I figured I’d take a brief walk, but then I got all turned around.” I leaned up against her desk, hoping she found me charming.

“What happened to your face?”

I reached up and touched the gash with my fingertips. I had forgotten it was there. Most people opted for laser-assisted healing, which alleviated scarring. I hadn’t thought about it since getting on the ship to Chi. They probably didn’t have the equipment to do the procedure here, but I didn’t mind the scar.

“A house fire. My younger brother was trapped inside. The fire suppression team said the structure was compromised, and there was no way to get him out. I couldn’t imagine going on without him, and decided to do what the team was unwilling to. When I went back for him, the roof caved in and one of the support beams hit me as the roof collapsed.” I knew a story portraying me as a selfless hero would win over this simple woman.

She gasped and her eyes grew wide. “Oh my gosh! Is he okay?”

“Oh yeah, he’s fine. I got him out just in time. But that was ages ago.” I held out my hand. “I’m Jake.”

“Lisa,” she said, shaking my hand. She sat back down, her features relaxing. She motioned to the panel and said, “Have you seen the news?” With a quick gesture, the hologram from the panel grew much bigger. I could make out the newscaster pretty well, even if I could only see her in shades of gray. When my portrait appeared, I did my best to keep a straight face. The picture was from my crew ID. I combed my fingers through my hair which had grown out a bit from the buzzcut in the picture.

“Can you believe that?” Lisa asked.

I gave her a confused look.

“This guy took over the controls of a delivery ship and steered it directly into our star before jumping on an escape pod to Zeta. The spaceship just disappeared. I guess he was crazy, and no one on the ship knew.”

I felt a pain in my chest, like someone was squeezing my lungs and heart. I had never planned to go back to my old life, but now it wasn’t even an option. “Wow.”

Lisa leaned back and chewed on a fingernail. “It’s too bad. He was pretty cute.” I idly wondered if she thought I was attractive with the scar. “Do you need help finding your way back?”

I shook my head, trying to ground myself. “Um, yeah. Yeah, I do.”

She stood up and pointed down the hall. “Just turn left at the end of that hall. Residences are right through the corridor.”

I nodded. “Thanks, Lisa.”

“Try to get some sleep.” She gave me a sweet smile before turning back to her panel and gesturing to change the program.
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I awoke to Doron opening the door to the spare room.

“Good morning!”

I rubbed my hands over my eyes. No matter how late in the morning it was, I still had not gotten enough sleep.

“You sleep well?”

I shook my head.

“I’m heading over to work, but wanted to let you know that Rachel has the day off and offered to show you around.”

The naked drawing of her in Doron’s sketch book popped up in my mind, and I did my best to suppress a smirk. I sat up and threw back the thin blanket. “You gave me the tour yesterday.”

“I know, but I figured you might get bored, and she offered. Just relaying the message. There’s a communicator there if you need me.” He pointed at a small panel mounted on the wall in the living room. “I can meet you in the mess hall at dinner hour.”

He turned and left. What I really wanted to do, more so than spend time with Rachel, was to go outside and get a closer look at Lola. The thought hit me suddenly. I recalled Rachel’s pink thermal outerwear. I knew what I needed to do today. I hurried and got dressed and grabbed my bag.

Rachel’s apartment was next to Doron’s. I knocked on her door and waited a moment. When she didn’t answer, I knocked again. I was about to press my ear against the door and try to listen and see if anyone was in there when it suddenly opened.

“Oh good, you came.” Rachel gave me a forced smile through clenched teeth. She was clearly not pleased to see me. She stepped

out of her apartment and closed the door behind her. “Would you like to see some of the facilities here? We have an amazing grocer with the best synthetic fruits.”

I shrugged my shoulders and said, “Sure.” We started walking down the hall toward the main corridor. “Actually, I was hoping to see more of Chi.”

She gave me a sideways glance. “The grocer is part of Chi.”

I briefly grasped her arm and flashed her a charismatic smile. “Of course, but I was hoping to get out of here. Out of the facilities. I want to explore the surface of the planet.”

She pulled away from me, and I let go of her arm. “I don’t think that’s such a great idea.”

“Why not?” She was wearing the same jacket and pants as she had been the previous day. She wouldn’t even need to change.

She bit her lip and kept her eyes down as we continued walking. “Without visualizing the, uh, stuff they’re studying—using special equipment—there really isn’t much to see.”

“The dark matter?”

She nodded.

“Maybe we could get one of those devices to see it. Doron showed me one yesterday. The, uh, gravity-o-tomiter.”

Rachel gave me an intense look. “We shouldn’t go out there.”

“Why not?”

“The dark matter. It changes people.” She started wringing her hands, clearly unsettled.

I didn’t know the entire extent of how dark matter interacted with physical matter, but I doubted it had any influence over humans.

“I was hoping to see the ice formations and stars. We wouldn’t have to go out there for long,” I said. 

She shook her head. “They’re the same stars as everywhere.”

“I have a soft spot for stargazing. Plus, this far away from Trappist, it will look different.”

She looked down and bit her lip. “Fine, I’ll show you around outside. But I’m warning you, it’s really cold. I hope you brought something warm.”

Even though all of the buildings on Chi were connected, I still thought each one would have an exterior door. But among all the structures, Rachel said there was only one exterior door, the same one I had come through when I had first arrived.

I already had my new outerwear in my pack. I slipped it on while Rachel watched. She had a concerned look on her face, like she couldn’t trust me enough to take her eyes off of me for even a second.

“Is that all you brought?” she asked.

I looked from my shiny sleeves to her pink ensemble. “Is this not enough?”

She pulled a pair of silver gloves from a pocket along with a hood. The hood slipped over her head, and had goggles attached, leaving none of her skin exposed.

Remembering the bandana, I pulled it out and tied it over my nose and mouth. It was surprisingly easy to breathe through.

“Do you have goggles?” Her voice was muffled through the hood.

“No. Do I need them?”

“Only if you don’t want your eyes to turn into icicles out there. We’ve got some spares in here.” She opened a door to what appeared to be a coat closet and grabbed some eyewear from a shelf.

I took what looked like safety goggles fashioned for a classic mad scientist and pulled them over my head. Some numbers appeared in my periphery, one obviously the time and the other looking like the current temperature.

I slipped the hood from my jacket over my hair and pulled it tight. “All right, I’m ready,” I said.

Rachel raised an eyebrow. “You’re never truly ready for this kind of cold.”

She opened the exterior door. It didn’t lead immediately outside, but instead to a little waiting area. “This is the mudroom,” she explained.

Once the first door was firmly closed, she opened the door on the other side. As soon as the seal between the inside and out was broken, freezing air rushed into the room. It felt like something slammed into my chest, sucking all the air out of my lungs. My vision grew dark, and I could sense my balance shifting.

“Steady there, partner.” Rachel’s hand immediately grasped my arm. I took a slow breath in, the cold air burning my lungs. “Bit of a shock, isn’t it?”

I nodded. She kept hold of my arm as we walked out the door. There was a smooth cement path leading away from the exit. Just to the left was the landing pad where my passenger ship had dropped us off. After that, the walkway turned to gravel. Other than the path, the surface of Chi was a ragged growth of crystalline ice.

“This is pretty much it. Over there is our research area.” She pointed to a trail branching out to the right, away from the landing pad.

When she let go of my arm, I headed straight to the research area.

“I wouldn’t go over there,” she warned.

I turned back. She was firmly planted at the stop where the path broke off. “Why not?”

“There’s a lot of the dark matter stuff over there. It’s not safe.” I couldn’t see much of her face, but her concern showed clearly through her eyes.

 “Doron said it’s totally safe.”

She scoffed. “He would.”

Before I could ask her any more, a red sign started flashing in the center of my vision. Rachel could see it too and said, “You need to get inside. You’re close to getting frostbite.”

I followed her back into the mudroom. Once the door to the outside was firmly shut, she opened the door to the inside and the room quickly warmed up.

I hadn’t realized how cold my body had gotten. My skin felt like it was on fire, every inch tingling with pins and needles.

“Hurts, doesn’t it? I bet you didn’t even notice the stars.”

She was right, I hadn’t noticed anything other than the cold and the ground beneath my feet.

Once we had our outerwear off, Rachel brought me to the mess hall. “I got you some tea,” she said, setting a mug onto the table in front of me before taking a seat across from me. I carefully reached out for the mug. The skin on my hands was bright red and inflamed. I pulled my palms close to my face to examine them. “Another minute and your skin would be necrotic.”

I carefully lifted the mug to my lips and took a sip. “Thank you,” I said as I placed the cup back on the table. “I don’t know what came over me. Going out there was a really stupid idea.”

She bit her lip. “I don’t know if you should be thanking me.”

“What do you mean?”

She looked around the room at everything except for me. “I know you’re not Doron’s wife’s cousin. I’ve looked up every person in his and his wife’s family, yet didn’t recognize you. I did some research yesterday and found the warrant for your arrest. The only reason I haven’t turned you in yet is because Doron seems so fond of you.”

I wasn’t sure how to respond and took a tense sip of my tea.

“I’m keeping my eye on you, Jake Metcalf. If you do anything to my Doron, you’ll have to answer to me.”

•••




The rest of the day passed by slowly while in Rachel’s company. It became clear that everyone on Chi worked around the clock. Everyone except for her and me. She mentioned that all of the scientists collected their time off for big chunks of leave to visit their family elsewhere in the planetary system. Maybe she didn’t have anyone to visit. Maybe that was why she was so clingy with Doron.

“What’s on your mind?”

I had been staring at my untouched dinner. I looked up at Rachel’s face. I wondered how long she had been watching me. “Not much.” Turning my attention back to my meal, I shoveled a forkful of rice into my mouth.

“Why are you here?”

“Huh?” I swallowed quickly. “You were hungry. I came with you…”

She shook her head. “No, not why are you in the mess hall. Why are you here on Chi?”

“It sounded interesting…”

“Bullshit.” She had on a surprisingly stern expression. “No one comes to Chi because they want to be here. There are plenty of places to lay low—places that aren’t freezing and devoid of amusement.”

I opened my mouth, but couldn’t come up with a good lie for being there.

“And don’t use that stargazing line again. Anyone who knows anything about astronomy knows that the best star view in Trappist is from the dark side of Zeta.”

My mind flashed back to chasing Lola across the red sand, the sky illuminated by three times as many stars as there should have been. They were always there.

“Why are you here?” I asked.

“I work here. But I asked you.”

I raked my fingers through my hair. “I just had this feeling that I needed to be here. I know it sounds stupid, but buying the ticket to fly here felt like my only choice.”

“You should get away from here as soon as you can. The dark matter stuff—it’s not harmless. It messes with people’s minds. The more contact they have with it, the worse it gets. If you want to keep your sanity, you’ll leave.”

I almost laughed at the last part. My sanity was already far gone. I was on this planet because a delusion told me to come here. And now my primary goal was to melt a block of ice around some statue.

“Everyone here seems perfectly normal to me.”

“You don’t know them like I do.” She glanced to her sides before leaning in and whispering. “Doron’s the best at hiding it, but he’s been affected too.” She straightened up in her seat. “Not everything is what it appears.”

I nodded slowly. If anyone in the place was crazy, it was her. 




•••




When Doron returned to the apartment later that evening, he seemed totally normal to me. He made himself a cup of tea before taking a seat on his padded furniture—which he called a couch—and reading the news on his pad. I could see most of the projected holograms now, so I watched a program on the entertainment panel.

“Thanks so much for spending the day with Rachel,” he said, not even looking up from the news. He took a slow sip from his steaming tea and set the mug back down on the table next to him.

“I thought she was the one babysitting me.”

He chuckled. “No, quite the opposite, actually. She gets lonely. She was incarcerated on Kappa, but got early release in exchange for a certain amount of community service. The catch was that her community service is here on Chi, and she can’t leave until she’s completed all of her hours. I think the isolation has gotten to her.”

“Wow. What was she charged for?”

He idly scratched his chin. “That one’s not really my story to tell. You’d have to ask Rachel.”

An awkward silence stretched out between us, and my concern finally took over. “I saw some of the sketchbooks in your office. You’re quite good.”

Doron smiled. “I just dabble. It’s something to keep me busy.”

“Some of them are pretty dark…”

“Yes. I’ve found that putting the images on paper helps get them out of my head.” He calmly sipped his tea, clearly finished with our discussion.




•••




I had no trouble staying awake after Doron went to bed. My body didn’t want to sleep, and I was too anxious about getting another look at Lola. Now that I knew going outside was so dangerous, I wanted to head back into the lab to get a better look at her frozen in the ice. I waited until Doron had been asleep for a few hours before slipping out of his apartment.

I walked briskly down the halls toward the lab. When I got to the last turn before the lab, I stopped before rounding the corner. I peeked around the wall and saw Lisa standing at her post. She was shifting her weight from side to side, her eyes darting all over the hall and doors to the lab.

I backed up away from the corner. I had expected her to be watching something on her pad again instead of being on high alert. Not wanting to leave empty handed, I waited there, barely concealed behind the turn. She couldn’t keep up the intense vigil for long. Eventually, she’d want to sit and would let her attention drift.

After what felt like forever, she settled down in the chair at her desk, glancing around again before turning on a pad. I gave her another five minutes to get engrossed in the program she was watching before I ventured farther down the hall.

I barely made it two paces before she jumped up. Grabbing her taser from her belt and pointing it at me, she yelled, “Stop there!” The light shining from the taser blinded my eyes, and I instinctively held my arms in front of them. “Put your hands in the air. Let me see your face.”

I slowly lifted my hands up and squinted in the bright light. “It’s okay, Lisa. It’s just me.” I started walking toward her. “I couldn’t sleep again. I was just taking a walk.”

“Don’t move any closer.” Her posture was rigid, and I could tell she was trembling by the shaking of the light.

“Lisa, please. Lower your taser. It’s just me.”

“You’re Jake Metcalf.” I had never told her my last name. “You’re the crazy man who navigated his ship to fly straight into a wormhole before taking an escape pod to save himself.”

“That’s… That’s ridiculous.” Had Paradido really gotten sucked into a wormhole? Certainly I would have noticed some sign of one forming before leaving the ship.

Lisa’s hand jerked down to the desk and pressed a button. Red flashing lights and an ear-piercing siren filled my senses. She had to shout to be heard over the alarm. “Jake Metcalf, I’m detaining you on behalf of the Trappist Interplanetary Police.”

“This is just a big misunderstanding,” I said, taking another step forward.

“Don’t come any closer!” she yelled.

“Let me explain.” But I didn’t get to explain. A blue bolt shot from her taser and leapt onto my chest, knocking me back and paralyzing my muscles.
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The next thing I remembered was sitting in a small room, though I wasn’t sure how I had gotten there. Lisa was sitting on a chair just on the other side of the one transparent wall.

“I’m so sorry I tasered you,” she said.

All of my muscles were sore, like I had done a particularly rough exercise routine the day before. “Yeah, that was a little unnecessary.” I looked around me, trying to get my bearings. “Where am I?”

“Medical room. This one’s designed for use as a quarantine.”

“So what happens now?” I asked.

She hung her head and massaged her temples with her fingertips. “I don’t know. I don’t know what came over me.” She let out a heavy sigh.

“What do you mean?”

She chuckled to herself for a while before lifting her eyes to look at me. “Why would a small research outfit need a security officer? There’s less than a dozen people on this planet.”

I didn’t know the answer so I just silently stared at her.

“I don’t know what I’m doing here.” Tears welled up in the corners of her eyes. “When Rachel said you were a criminal, I felt like I had to prove myself—like apprehending you would give me purpose. I don’t know. It sounds stupid now that I say it out loud.”

She suddenly stood up. “I should go.” Before I could protest, she had walked away. I wanted to call after her, but didn’t.

I looked around the quarantine cell. I couldn’t imagine why they would need one all the way out here. Surely there weren’t any scary diseases going around such a sparsely populated planet. The advantage, though, was that I had a proper fold-out toilet and wash area, along with a soft mattress lining the bed.

As I tried to sit up, every muscle in my body screamed. I instinctively gasped at the pain, but the motion of expanding my chest to let in air hurt even more. Controlling my breath, I stared at the ceiling above me. It was one of those false ceilings that would be open above. I entertained the idea of climbing through one of the panels in the ceiling to try and escape, but if this room was truly built as a quarantine, there would be a ventilation system up there and no way out.

Thoughts raced through my mind. Was it all over now? I had been caught. The Trappist Police were coming for me. They would take me back to Kappa, and back to the Nazarian and Ryan Institute. I’d be put back on drugs and spend the rest of my life locked up with other crazy people. The thought of being sent back to that place was enough to make even the sanest man go mad.

I tried to come up with a plan, but nothing came to me. Once the police were here, there would be no way out. If I tried anything to get away, Lisa would stun me again.

When I was a teen, I had thought I was invincible. Everything life had to offer was open in front of me. I was clever, strong, and brave. I could have chosen any career path but decided to follow in my father’s footsteps. I should have picked something different. There was a physical pang in my chest as the heartache sunk in. If I had chosen a different career, I could have stayed on Spaceship Titanium. I could still be there with my mother. As things stood now, she had no idea what I was doing. She probably thought that I had graduated from the academy and was now stationed on a different warp ship.

“Lola, what am I going to do?” My eyes fogged as tears formed and slid down my face. And now I was seeking advice from a delusion. I had lost everything: my family, my sanity, my freedom. My chest hurt too much to even have a proper cry. Instead, I continued to lie there staring up at the ceiling as more tears fell from my eyes.

“Feeling pretty sorry for yourself?”

His voice startled me, and I quickly sat up, immediately regretting the movement. “What are you doing here?” I asked, quickly wiping any trace of moisture off my face.

Doron sat down in the chair Lisa had occupied earlier. “Thought I’d check on my wife’s cousin.”

I gave a single laugh, my chest’s aching already starting to ease.

He looked at his hands, examining them like he’d never seen them before. “I haven’t been completely honest with you.”

“How so?”

“I did a background check on you when you bought your ticket to Chi.” He held up his hand when I started to ask him how he knew I purchased that ticket. “Our research group is notified whenever someone makes plans to travel here. Since I was the one who chartered the flight, it made sense for me to look into you.”

He took a deep breath before continuing. “I saw you leave your hotel room and head to the bar. You clearly weren’t Officer Cory. If I could easily discern your true identity, then anyone could, so I sent a woman posing as a working-girl to rough you up a bit, make you hard to recognize.”

Instinctively, I touched the new scar on my face. “Why?”

“After all of my research, I’ve gotten a sense for how dark matter works. It always pulls together. The only reason you would come all the way to the edge of the system is because you’re part dark matter.”

I didn’t even try to hide incredulity from my voice. “I’m dark matter?”

Doron glanced up to the ceiling for a second before focusing on me. “Part. Dark matter doesn’t interact with physical matter in the way you’d expect. Even though they basically exist in different dimensions, dark matter seems to have an influence on our world.”

I furrowed my brows. “I don’t understand.”

“My research has taken an interesting turn recently. I’ve been measuring the effects dark matter has on people—specifically Rachel and myself. I had to stop doing trials on Rachel after she started getting paranoid and no longer consented. But I try to subject myself to it as much as possible.”

I waited for him to say something more, but that was it. After a long pause, he said, “Good luck, Jake,” and left.

I still had no idea what I was going to do. Freeing Lola no longer consumed my thoughts. My only desire at the moment was to get off of this planet.
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I looked around the quarantine room for the millionth time trying to see if there was a way out. The room was airtight to prevent the spread of disease, but there was a door for entry the doctors would use. It was right next to the corner toilet-sink combo.

Doron was long gone, and Lisa hadn’t returned. I peered at either direction through the one transparent wall to see if anyone was coming down the hall. I couldn’t see too far, but it looked clear. I went to the facilities in the corner and pulled down the top part which folded out into a sink. A burst of cold air met me through the drain. It was almost as cold as the air outside. This side must have been an exterior wall. I pressed my hand against it. The block wall didn’t feel cold—certainly not freezing. I went back to the sink and turned the water on. Nothing happened.

Even though I didn’t need to relieve myself, my curiosity was piqued. I folded down the lower part which made the toilet seat. Yet again, I was greeted with another frigid draft. I pressed the flush button on the small control panel above the sink. A loud crackling noise came from the plumbing. After a second, water came spraying as a fine mist from the sides of the seat, instantly crystallizing into ice shards and floating down around the corner in an impromptu blizzard. More water flowed until the whole bowl filled with ice. I watched in motionless terror as the expanding ice split a seam through the aluminum bowl. The crack let more cold air rush in, making the temperature in my small cell drop.

Rushing to the transparent wall, I beat it with my fist. “Hey, someone. I need some help in here.” A dot on the facilities panel turned yellow, indicating it needed repair.

I started breathing quickly, panicked that this was the end. With every breath in, I could feel the harsh air turning my lungs into ice. I tried to yell again, but my breath got caught in my throat. I stumbled down onto the floor and pushed myself back into the farthest corner from the draft. I pulled my knees to my chest, curled into a ball, and squeezed my eyes shut, waiting for it all to be over.

In the academy, we learned exactly what would happen to our bodies in the vacuum of space. We also learned what would happen in extreme conditions. Drowning, fire, heat, cold. Hypothermia didn’t seem like a bad way to die. I was already unable to feel the cold. Next, I would get tired and fall asleep. It was a peaceful way to go.

I waited and waited. I didn’t feel tired, but the cold had passed. What was going on?

“You know, it’s really hard to get your attention. I do like the new scar.”

I opened my eyes and looked up. She was sitting in the room with me on the bed. I glanced at the facility corner. It looked completely normal. There was no ice and no damage.

“Where have you been?”

Lola sighed as she idly combed her fingers through her hair. She was wearing a long purple tunic and white pants. “It’s complicated.”

“Well, I’m on Chi now.” I covered my face with my hands. “I have no idea what I’m even doing here.”

Lola shrugged her shoulders. “You found my body. Stop wasting your time and figure out a way to free me from the ice.”

I felt incredibly wary. She obviously didn’t care about what I had been through already and how it had affected me, but solely what I could do for her.

“But I’m trapped in this room.”

“Have you tried the door?” She got up and walked to the door, then placed her hand on the knob.

Before I could ask where she was going, she opened it and slipped out. I jumped up to my feet and rushed to the door, but didn’t make it before it slammed shut. I grasped the knob and pulled. It was unlocked and the door flew open. I stepped out to the hallway which stretched in front of the transparent wall of my now vacant cell. Lola was nowhere to be seen. Why hadn’t I thought to check the door? I thought I had. It didn’t matter. I was free. But I was also a wanted man and needed to be careful.

I knew Doron was on my side, but I decided not to seek his help. You need to do this yourself.
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Since it was the middle of the day, at least according to the clocks, everyone was busy going about their business. That didn’t stop me from carefully looking around each corner before proceeding. No one needed to know that I had left the medical room. I made it from the medical building down the main hall all the way to the area used as the spaceport and only exit. There wasn’t a single soul in sight as I opened the closet and pulled out my gold outerwear.

With my warm clothes on, I went into the mudroom and sealed the door. I took a deep breath, bracing myself for the cold outside.

The freezing air rushing in was just as shocking as it had been the first time. The skin around my eyes hurt. My eyes themselves felt like ice cubes. With one last steady breath, I stepped outside.

As the cold permeated every fiber of my body, I started walking around the group of buildings. I followed the path to the right which wrapped around the complex exterior. The lab was on the other end, so I needed to hurry if I was going to get there before I froze.

What was supposed to happen when I got to her? Would I be able to get her free from the block of ice restraining her? Would I survive the cold long enough to even make it back inside?

Rachel’s voice starting ringing in my head. “Didn’t even notice the stars, did you?” I looked up at the sky. Swirls of mist partially obscured the view, but the general starscape was visible beyond. I blinked a couple times, and the stars seems to get brighter and denser. For a moment, the sky was filled with constellations and galaxies I wasn’t familiar with, but after another blink they were gone.

I could barely feel my fingers and toes as I slowly progressed forward around the jagged ice formations. Chi had a surprising amount of water for the Trappist planetary system. I knew breathable atmospheres were routinely added to planets when they were first settled, along with at least some fresh water. But it was never enough water to completely cover the surface, especially on planets which had average temperatures below freezing.

Following the outside of the building, I made it to the lab. It must have been lunch time, because when I peered in the windows, there was no one inside. There was a narrow path between the wall of windows and a wall of ice. I pressed my gloved hand against the ice as I kept walking. I was close.

There she was, frozen in space and time. She did look like she was made of marble. Her clothes and hair draped away from her body, like a hologram on pause.

“Lola,” I whispered. “I’m right here.” I wasn’t sure what to do next. I wished I could touch her.

As if she was listening to my thoughts, her eyes opened. They were a piercing blue as clear as the Zeta sky. She stared straight ahead before her eyes jerked to look at me.

I tripped backwards, bouncing against the window before falling onto the ground. Pain erupted from behind my eyes. I tried to run back to the path, but my feet were numb, and I stumbled into the jagged ice formations. Only then did I see Lisa outside as she rushed toward me.

“Jake! What the hell are you doing out here?”

I tried to pull myself back up to my feet, but only stumbled again. As the center of my vision grew dark, I knew I was losing consciousness. I took a ragged breath in and said, “That woman in the ice: she’s alive,” before I lost consciousness.
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The skin on my arms, legs, and face felt like it was on fire. My eyes were so inflamed I had trouble opening them.

I recalled being outside. Then what had happened?

Those eyes. The memory of Lola opening her intense blue eyes sent a wave of nausea through my gut. It really was her. She was real. She was alive. I wasn’t sure if that made me excited or scared. Maybe a little of both.

I looked around me. I wasn’t in Doron’s apartment. There was no sofa, desk, or bookshelf full of strange sketchbooks. Actually, there wasn’t much of anything in the room.

Thick blankets were wrapped around me, pinning me to the bed. I wasn’t in the medical center either.

A pair of arms squeezed around my waist, and my muscles tensed in response. “You feeling any better?”

I looked over my shoulder to confirm that the voice was Lisa’s. “Where am I?”

“My place. I needed to warm you up quickly, and this was the best way I could think to do it.”

I wiped a hand over my face. She could have put me in a bathtub with warm water, although the view of her stripped down to her panties wasn’t all bad.

She nuzzled her nose against my neck. “You didn’t answer my question. How are you feeling?”

I sat up and stretched my arms above my head. My muscles were still sore from her taser, and my skin had progressed from burning to tingling. “To be honest, I’ve been better.”

She chuckled, then sat up and pulled on some leggings and a shirt. “So, what happened out there?”

I was still having a hard time believing it all. “You know that statue right outside the lab?”

“No, actually, I’m not authorized to go in the lab. I just guard it.”

Come to think of it, why did the lab even need a guard? There were only a few people living here. Surely the lock on the door was sufficient. Who were they trying to keep out? I tried to clear my thoughts and get back to the point. “There’s a statue of a woman frozen in the ice which can be seen through the windows of the lab. Except she’s not a statue, she a real woman, and I’m pretty sure she’s alive.”

Lisa’s eyes widened. “You mean, like, cryogenicly frozen?”

“I mean alive. I saw her open her eyes.”

She let out a low whistle. “Jake, are you sure your eyes weren’t just playing a trick on you?”

I hadn’t thought of what I saw being another delusion. She was definitely there, right? Doron could see her too. There was really a woman frozen in the ice, and Lola had led me to this planet. It was too much to be a mere coincidence. Unless the conversation with Doron about the statue had been a hallucination, just like the imaginary blizzard in the quarantined room. “I don’t know,” I said, letting out a shaky breath. “I’ve never had the firmest grasp on reality.”

Lisa gave me a smile, the sweet kind of smile that meant she pitied me. “Don’t worry about it right now. For the time being, you should try to rest. I’ll go make you some tea.”

I watched Lisa as she left the room before curling myself back up in the mass of blankets. I looked down at my hands, wondering if I could trust anything I saw.

Lisa came back in with two mugs of steaming liquid. “Jake? What’s the matter?”

I touched the new scar on my face with my fingertips. It felt wet. Was I bleeding? I looked at my hand and it was wet with tears. I was crying.

“I don’t know what’s real anymore.” The realization hit me like a rogue asteroid. I could feel myself crumbling under the pressure of it.

“Oh my god, Jake,” she said, placing down the mugs before sitting next to me and wrapping her arms around me. “Is there anything I can do?”

I tried to nod my head. “Call my doctor on Kappa. Dr. Ryan.” I knew I’d be committed to his care, but that beat never being able to rely on my senses again.

She nodded and jumped up. “I’ll do that right now.”
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I wasn’t able to sleep. Each time I closed my eyes, Lola’s frozen face with her haunting eyes would jolt me back awake. Lisa had insisted that I shouldn’t be alone and was nestled beside me. Not wanting to disturb her, I got out of the bed and slipped on my clothes.

“What are you doing up?” Lisa sat up to look at me.

“I didn’t mean to wake you. I can’t sleep. I keep seeing her face. I need to do something.”

She sighed and laid back down. “You’re not planning on doing anything stupid like going out in the cold by yourself again, are you?”

I leaned over the bed to kiss her briefly on the forehead. “Don’t worry. I’ll be fine.”

She gave a little pout, but didn’t try to stop me from leaving. Once I was out in the hall, I decided to seek out Doron.

I found his spare key and let myself in his apartment. The lights inside were all off, and the door to his bedroom was closed. I debated whether or not to wake him before a heavy fatigue settled over my body. I needed to get some sleep. Instead, I pushed through.

I knocked on his bedroom door and it almost immediately opened. “Jake! I’m glad you made it back. Care for some coffee?”

“Yes, coffee would be great. I’ve had a hell of a day. I don’t know what to believe anymore.”

Doron nodded idly as he went around the apartment turning on lights. He set up the coffee maker to start brewing enough for two. “It’s a lot to take in.”

“I don’t think you understand,” I said. “I’ve struggled with mental illness my entire life. I already have a hard time distinguishing reality from fantasy.”

The coffee maker gave a beep, and he poured two cups of coffee, handing me one. “Well, let’s say everything you’ve experienced is true. What would you do then?”

I thought about it for a moment. The past few weeks I had been seriously entertaining the possibility that Lola was real, but I hadn’t fully embraced it. I took a sip of my hot mug of coffee while I decided whether or not to share my experiences with Doron. I was already on Chi. There was nothing more for me to lose. “That woman frozen in the ice. If she’s really there, I would want to free her.”

He raised his eyebrows and set down his coffee, giving me his full attention. I explained my second venture outside of the building complex and what I had seen.

Doron slapped his hand against the kitchen counter and exclaimed, “I knew it!”

“What do you mean?”

“Originally, all of us scientists thought she was just a statue, but as we continued researching the behavior of the dark matter masses we noticed a pattern. Clusters of dark matter would collect around her, then disperse, like she was drawing them in and sending them away. I bet that’s how you saw her as what you thought were delusions. She was sending you messages using the dark matter.”

“But… how?”

“We’ll just have to find out. I think the best way would be to thaw her out and ask, don’t you?” He got up and set his mug in the kitchen sink and called out, “Put on something warm. We’ve got a body to reanimate.”

I felt a fluttering in my chest. This was it. The definitive answer to what I had been experiencing for the past decade. The final truth of my sanity. I went into the office I had been using as a bedroom and pulled back out my outerwear. Once I had it on, I met Doron in the living room.

“What are you wearing under that?” he asked.

I looked down at my jacket. “Just my normal clothes.”

He walked back to his bedroom. “That won’t do.” He reemerged holding up a shirt and pants which looked like one of the animals farmed on Delta. “This will keep in the heat and help you stay warm.”

I shrugged off my outerwear and donned the fluffy outfit before putting my golden clothes on top. With the extra layer, I looked like a fat man and felt like a pillow.

“Ready?” Doron asked.

“As I’ll ever be.”

He led the way out of his apartment and to the lab. “Shouldn’t we be going to the exit?” I asked.

“There’s another exit in here. I need to grab some equipment first.” He took a bag and put two devices inside before saying, “All right, let’s get out there.” I only recognized the gravitometer.

Behind a wall of panels and computers was a hidden hall which ended in an exit to the outside. Through the door was another airtight chamber before we passed through a second set of doors and were in the icy expanse.

I was disoriented upon emerging outside from a different exit, but Doron knew exactly where to go. He turned to the left and after a while we came to the narrow path between the wall of ice and the lab windows.

I wasn’t sure that the extra layer was helping at all. If anything, the coarse fibers were poking through my normal clothes and itching my skin, making me uncomfortable in addition to the biting cold.

“Here it is.” He pointed along a ridge of jagged ice. We climbed through carefully and soon found ourselves face-to-face with Lola’s serene figure. “You go ahead.”

Something seemed off as I approached her. The first time, an irresistible pull had lured me to this spot. But now, I felt nothing. “Lola,” I whispered. “Please still be there.”

A wave of several emotions crashed over me: excitement, nerves, apprehension, joy, and fear. I wasn’t sure what brought them up. I could feel my heartbeat in my throat.

This time, I was able to get a good look at her. She wore a white dress which clung to her body. Her white hair floated around her head in an aura of flowing strands. Her eyes were closed, but I could still see the ice-blue irises in my mind.

Doron came up behind me and rummaged through his bag. He pulled out the gravitometer and aimed it toward Lola. When he powered it on, a dark cloud hologram descended over her. “There it is.” He pulled the other device from the bag and aimed it at the ice wall. “You might want to stand back.”

I took a step away from her and watched as he turned on what looked like a flashlight, except the light was melting through the ice.

Say my name.

“What? Why?”

Doron turned off the ice-melter and turned to me. “What’s up, Jake?”

I squinted at her through the ice. Say my name.

I slowly removed my gloves and pressed my bare hands against the ice wall. “Lola.”

Her eyes opened, and they seemed to suck me in. I couldn’t look away.

Before I knew what was going on, Doron and I were flung backwards by a wave of energy. I landed on my back, but quickly propped myself up to see what had happened to Lola. She traveled toward me, her arms and legs unmoving like she really was a statue. She came right at me, crashing into my body. Pictures seemed to flash in front of my face: Lola riding a crowded underground train, Lola walking on a completely uninhabited Zeta, a foreboding feeling while traveling in a small craft to Chi. I lost all sense of myself as Lola took over.
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I remember now. I remember what happened to me.

She was inside a small craft. I recognized the view. She was between Theta and Kappa. The craft, however, was not one that I recognized. Aside from pictures in history books, I had never seen technology so archaic.

Lola was deep in thought as she let the autopilot guide her ship. It’s about time my parents let me add a breathable atmosphere to a planet by myself. Figures they would wait until only the farthest-out planet was left. I doubt anyone will ever settle there since it’s just an icy dump. I should be able to get everything set up in less than a day. Then, I can go back to the base on Kappa with plenty of time before my wedding.

I could see the image of the young man in her thoughts. He was average height with dark hair and eyes. To be honest, he looked a bit like I did ten years ago. Maybe that’s why she chose me—because I resembled her fiancé.

Time shot forward to Lola on the surface of Chi, dressed in a space suit which made her look like a purple marshmallow. She pulled a large device from the bottom of her craft and started fiddling with the controls. Once it was on, the device began hissing as it shot out gasses. I recognized what it was doing. It was an atmosphere builder, except a much older model than any I had seen before.

Satisfied that her work on the surface was done, she slipped back into her craft and removed the space suit. She sat down heavily and gave out a long sigh. This time, I couldn’t tell what she was thinking.

She moved to the back of the craft and pulled out a large bag. There was a zipper around the perimeter which she opened slowly and carefully. When she pulled out the garment inside, she smiled. I recognized the dress.

No, I shouldn’t. I couldn’t tell what she was debating in her head. Maybe just for a minute. She undressed down to just her panties before slipping the white dress over her head.

She looked truly breathtaking. The fabric fluttered effortlessly around her figure. She pulled out a small mirror from her bag and admired herself. Oh, I almost forgot. She pulled another item from her bag. At first, I thought it was some sort of scarf. She placed part of it securely on her head, and the rest of the fabric cascaded down her back. I can’t wait to see Michel’s face when I wear this down the aisle.

A shrill beeping outside demanded her attention. She turned sharply to the side. Something was wrong with the atmosphere builder.

I could already foresee what was going to happen. I wanted to yell at her, “No, don’t do it!” but I couldn’t reach out to her. She wouldn’t be able to hear me.

She extended her hand and pressed a yellow circle on the door. It made a hissing sound. Oh no.

It was too late.

She had forgotten about her space suit. Protocol was to keep it on until the atmosphere builder passed the 15% mark. But she had gotten distracted by the idea of trying on her wedding dress.

And now, all the air was getting sucked out of her lungs so quickly she didn’t even have a chance to scream. The door flung open, and she stumbled outside, her muscles freezing in the cold. Her entire body was frozen solid by the time she reached the ground.
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I picked myself up and brushed the flakes of ice from my pants. Doron had a stunned expression on his face.

“Did you feel that? It was like a pulse of energy or something.”

It was like her entire life had flashed before my eyes. I tried to hold onto her memories even as they slipped out of my consciousness like a dream right after waking.

“You didn’t see?” I asked.

He raised an eyebrow. “See what? You stupidly try to freeze your hand off? You’re lucky I was able to pull you away before you got stuck to the ice.”

“I could see her life. All of her memories.”

“Interesting,” he said. “Well, I got it all recorded on the gravitometer, so once we’re done out here we can review what it captured. But right now, we’ve got to free her from the ice and bring her inside.”

I helped Doron lift the heavy rectangle entombing Lola, and we brought her in through the door directly to the lab.

Once inside, we carefully placed her on a refrigerated lab table which would keep the ice frozen for the time being. We peeled off our outerwear, and I removed the itchy thermal layer. Then, Doron held the gravitometer up to one of the lab panels to transfer the recording he had taken. “All right. Let’s see what this puppy saw.”

The hologram from the panel flickered on. I could see the gray cloud enveloping her form in the ice. The cloud of dark matter condensed into a figure. It was a copy of her. The dark Lola walked forward and reached out her arm, touching the spot where I stood. Then the cloud of matter dissipated back into a mist.

Doron slapped his hand onto the lab table. “Holy shit. It’s a dark person.”

“Do you think she’s both physical and dark?”

He was practically vibrating, he was so excited. He started turning on all the panels and keying in notes. “Jake, do you know what this means? All of the other scientists thought that dark matter was homogeneous, but if dark organisms exist, it must be more complex than that. There could be all kinds of dark lifeforms!” He continued talking about the endless possibilities, but too quickly for me to catch what he was saying.

He interrupted his jabbering to stare at me silently for a moment. “Jake, you’re the key. Your ability to communicate with it will be instrumental to furthering our research.”

I was still wrapping my head around what had happened. Lola was dark matter? Or did she just control it? Was she the only one? Were there whole civilizations of dark matter people? All the questions swirling through my head were making me dizzy and my head ache.

Then it hit me.

Lola is real. She’s been real all along.

Pain like the stabbing of a knife sliced between my eyes and reverberated within my skull. I thought I heard Doron utter some statement of concern before I lost consciousness.
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My episodes were supposed to have been a side-effect of the drugs to manage what I now knew weren’t hallucinations. Yet here I was again, regaining consciousness after an intense headache.

“We lost you for a moment there, son.” Doron said. He and Rachel were both looking down on me as I laid on the pull-out in Doron’s office.

“I’m fine,” I insisted as I tried to sit up. Dull pains swirled in my head, and I had to move slowly.

Rachel walked away from me and pressed her back against the far wall. “What did you do?” I looked at her wide brown eyes. They were filled with fear. Was she afraid of me?

Doron grasped a strong hand on her shoulder. “I already told Rachel about the statue being an actual woman.”

“Lola,” I said, quietly enough that neither caught her name. I took a deep breath as I steadied my thoughts. “I’m fine. I used to have these… episodes all the time. Migraines, followed by passing out. I thought they were a side-effect from the medicine I used to take, but I guess that wasn’t the case.”

“You were probably just in shock,” Doron said.

I had struggled with these incidents for long enough to know that what I had just experienced was one of them. They always happened when I thought too hard about Lola or when I had trouble accepting her existence. Now I knew they were caused by me refusing to accept the truth. I started laughing, the insanity of everything suddenly feeling humorous.

Doron sat down next to me and pressed a hand against my forehead.

“I’m not sick. It’s just so funny.” I laughed again and Doron and Rachel shared a concerned look. “I just—I’ve been seeing this… dark person… for ten years. I thought she was a delusion. I was diagnosed as schizophrenic. And now, I just found out she’s fucking real. Yeah, I think I’m in shock.” I laid back down and took another deep breath trying to steady myself, then continued laughing until tears streamed from my eyes.

Doron looked at Rachel. “Maybe we should give him a minute.”

She nodded. “We’ll be right out here if you need anything, Jake.”

They slipped out of the room and left me to my maniacal laughing. I laughed until my ribs hurt and slowly each heave of breath devolved into a sharp sob.

The past ten years of my life had been a lie. I had lied to myself. Dr. Ryan had also lied to me—although I’m not sure he would have been able to differentiate between a delusion and an invisible person. If only I had known, maybe I would have finished my education and actually become a pilot. I could have avoided my horrible occupation as a ship janitor.

I knew I wasn’t being honest with myself. Lola was too distracting. I would have never been able to finish school with her hanging around. Even if I had, there was no way I could have gotten a job as a pilot with a disruptive person always following me.

As I calmed down from my sobbing attack, I wondered where she had gone. She was always finding me, but now I had been the one trying to seek her out.

“Where are you?” I whispered.

I’m right where you left me. You can come see me whenever you want.

Her last memory was still fresh in my mind. I didn’t want her to rush my thoughts like she had earlier, but it was the best way to learn about her.

I took an unsteady breath. She was real. She was an actual person who had lived. She had been on Trappist when it was first settled, which meant she had been frozen for over 500 years.

I had so many questions and couldn’t come up with any answers. I thought about the possibility of reanimating Lola. The thought of touching her skin sent a shiver through my body. The desire to be with her overtook any remaining rational thought. I needed to talk to her, which meant I needed to go back to the lab.
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Lisa was sitting at the security desk.

“Do you think you could let me in the lab?” I asked.

She looked up from her panel and slowly stood up. “Jake? Did something happen? You look like you’ve been through hell.” She walked around the desk, stopped in front of me, and placed her hands on my shoulders. Her eyes searched mine, trying to read my thoughts.

“She’s real.” I could feel hot tears roll down my face, but I didn’t care. “The woman in the ice that I told you about, she’s real. Doron and I got her out. She’s in the lab right now.”

Lisa stroked her hand through my hair. “Jake. Everything is going to be fine. Dr. Ryan is on route to Chi right now. He’ll be here soon and this nightmare will be over.”

I stumbled backward. I had forgotten about asking her to call the Nazarian and Ryan Institute. “No, you don’t get it. It was all real. She’s been real all along. Her body was here on Chi, and she was sending messages to me using the dark matter.”

Lisa took a step forward. “Jake, please, listen to what you’re saying. Communicating using dark matter? Dr. Ryan said you’d have a hard time letting go of the delusions.”

I pulled at my hair and stumbled down and sat on the floor. “No! You don’t understand!”

“Let’s just sit here and try to calm down.” She sat down, but didn’t try to get any closer. “Dr. Ryan will be here soon, and he’ll help you feel better.”

“All he’s done is drug me up until I could barely function!” I shouted. “That’s no way to live.”

Lisa bit her lip. “Then show me. Show me this woman you found in the ice.”

I got up to my feet. “She’s in the lab.”

Lisa went to her desk and pressed a control on her panel which unlocked the door to the lab. She opened the door and gestured for me to go through first.

Through the windows, I could see the void in the ice where Lola had been. “She’s right over here on the chill table.” I walked toward the table, but when I caught sight of it, it felt like something punched me in the chest. I rushed to the side of the table where we had left Lola. “Where is she? Where did she go?” I desperately looked around the lab.

Lisa placed a hand on my shoulder, and I jerked away from her touch. “There’s nothing there, Jake. There never was.”

“No, Doron and I cut her away from the ice just earlier today. She should be here.”

“Or, your expedition outside with Doron to get this frozen woman was all a hallucination.”

I couldn’t take it anymore. I turned to the supply rack next to the table which held hundreds of glass bottles and shoved it over. “This wasn’t a hallucination! I touched her. I saw her life.”

“You need to calm down,” Lisa said firmly. I saw her place her hand over the holster holding her taser.

“I’m not going to calm down.” I moved to the next table and shoved off the equipment that was laying on it. The heavy metal devices made a satisfying crash against the floor.

Lisa raiser the taser up and pointed it at my chest. “Please, Jake. Don’t make me do this.”

We stood there in a silent stalemate. Time seemed to stretch on forever as I tried to regain my breath. In my periphery, I saw a short blade lying on one of the lab tables. I didn’t want to do it, but I didn’t see another choice. If I could just get past Lisa, Doron would be able to protect me. He’d keep Dr. Ryan from locking me away. I just needed to disable her enough to keep her from tasing me. If I moved quickly enough, I could grab and throw the knife at her arm before she’d be able to react.

I was rehearsing my plan one more time in my head when we were interrupted. A voice came from Lisa’s belt. “Lisa, there’s a Dr. Ryan who just arrived. Said you’re expecting him.”

“Tell him I’m in the lab.”

“Roger.”

It was now or never. I leapt for the knife and grasped it in my right hand, but she was too fast. Instead of hitting me square in the chest, however, her taser shot me in the foot. I tripped and fell, the shock not enough to completely put me out. My muscles were shaking so bad that even though I still had a hold on the knife, I knew I wouldn’t be able to throw it with enough force to hit Lisa.

“I’m so sorry, Jake.” Her taser was aimed back at my chest. The stern look on her face told me she wasn’t going to stop until she had completely incapacitated me.

“Don’t do this, Lisa, please. If Dr. Ryan takes me, you’ll never see me again.” I could see a flash of uncertainty cross her face. “He’ll keep me locked in a ward and pumped with so many drugs I won’t be able to think.” 

Her features softened even further. Her voice wavered as she said, “But you asked me to contact him.”

“I did. I know I did.” I scrambled to think of something that would stop her. She had a soft spot for me, even after I had confessed my darkest secret to her. “Lisa, I don’t think I’ll be able to live without you. You’re such an amazing woman. I know we haven’t known each other for long, but I think I’m falling in love with you.”

She lowered her taser and relief washed over me. “I always knew you were a good person.” Tears started falling from her eyes. “Even when Rachel told me you were a wanted criminal, I knew that you were only doing what you felt you had to. I just wanted to take away whatever it was that was tormenting you. I wanted to be with you.”

“I want to be with you too.” Even though my muscles were still spasming, I knew that I was safe.

Suddenly, the only thing my senses could register was the sound of approaching footsteps. Lisa had left the door to the lab open. There was nothing to stop him from getting to me.

“You must be Lisa. Pleasure finally meeting you in person.” Dr. Ryan nodded at her before turning his attention to me. He was wearing a business suit which was somehow still pristine after his long flight. “Mr. Metcalf. I knew it was only a matter of time before I’d see you again.” He turned back to Lisa. “Thank you for looking out for him. I’ve got it from here.”

“What’s going to happen to him?” Lisa asked, her voice still unsteady.

“I’ll be taking Mr. Metcalf under my care. I’ve already got a spot reserved for him at my institute. We’ll get him the medication he needs, and he’ll be able to live in comfort.”

More tears snaked down her face “Can I visit him?”

“Not initially. But once we’ve gotten him on a good routine, I don’t see why not.”

Lisa nodded her head as if what he said was reasonable, but I could see through Dr. Ryan’s honey-sweet words. I would never be allowed to interact with another person again. With a slip-up as big as mine, I would be forever under his control.

“You’d rather be dead than locked up by Dr. Ryan for the rest of your life.” I turned my head toward the source of the voice. Wearing her flowing-white wedding dress, Lola sat on top of one of the lab tables. She tilted her head down and looked up from under her lashes. “You know what you need to do.”

The trembling of my muscles had subsided enough for me to regain some control. I took the knife in my hand and pointed the tip up between my second and third rib.

Time started to move in slow motion. Lisa lunged toward me yelling, “Jake! No!” I didn’t feel any pain, just pressure as I gripped the handle of the blade. She knelt in front of me, her face blotchy and covered in tears. “Jake?”

I looked down at my hands. They were drenched in red. Blood seeped out of my wound and a dark puddle spread across the floor from my chest. My breath caught in my throat. My vision became blurry, and the scene before me seemed to skew and stretch.

Dr. Ryan came rushing toward us. “Quick, get him outside.” He lifted me from under my arms, and Lisa got my feet. “The cold will freeze him before he can bleed out.”

“This way.” She pointed at the lab door which led outside.

The last thing I remembered before everything went dark was Lola standing next to me saying, “Embrace the cold, Jake. It will only hurt for a little while.”
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I rolled around in bed, unable to get comfortable. Everything had changed so much since I had left Paradido. Normally, I found uncertainty exhilarating, but recently, it only made me anxious.

“Adam, are you all right?” Maridia’s eyes opened only a slit.

“I’m fine, love. Go back to sleep.” I kissed the smooth olive skin of her forehead. She smiled briefly before turning over and pulling the light-gray sheet tightly under her chin.

I knew I wouldn’t be able to get back to sleep, so I sat up and flipped on the panel next to the bed. 82:19. I still wasn’t used to the time system used here, so I had no idea how long it would be before the first risers would begin to stir.

Back when I was a ship cook, I’d go to the kitchen whenever insomnia struck and try to make an interesting new concoction like seafood from Beta mixed with spices from Delta. But now I was far away from my home planetary system and unfamiliar with the available flavors. Everything here tasted too sweet. The bread, meats, and even locally grown vegetables tasted like candied cough syrup. It reminded me of being sick as a kid.

Maridia made a soft snort, then continued the light breaths of deep sleep. I reached over and brushed a curling tress of hair off her face. She was so beautiful. Her kind spirit made up for the fact that I had lost everything. I would never see my home or family again, but her smile made me feel at peace—like everything would be all right. I hoped it would be.

I got up from the bed and quietly put on some clothes. As I approached the door, it soundlessly opened for me, and I stepped out of Maridia’s residence. I walked out into the cool night air and along the dock which looped around her house. I took a seat, letting my feet dangle over the edge but now quite touching the water.

I took in a deep breath of the fresh air. It was aromatic with the smell of spring flowers and fresh rain. This planet was unlike any other I had known. There were abundant plants and wildlife which easily supported the small human population. Life here was easy. Everything a person could want was in plentiful supply. Even Maridia—whose only occupation was as a medium seeing into the future—lived in a palace. I wondered if every planet was now like this, or if Gloeben was an anomaly.

The door opened again soundlessly, light spilling out from the hall. I turned to see who was coming to join me. When I saw him, my breath caught in my chest, and I almost tumbled over the edge into the lake.

“Hello, Adam.”

“No,” I said, struggling to find my voice. “You’re dead.”

The man in front of me looked down at his chest, then examined his hands. “That’s funny. I don’t feel dead. Although after what you all did to me, I certainly should be.”

“No, no, no. This isn’t happening. My brain is playing tricks on me. This is just a dream.”

“I used to think the things I saw were just in my head. But then I learned that they’re real.”

My hands were shaking. I pinched myself, hoping this was all a bad dream. Pain radiated from my skin, confirming that the man in front of me wasn’t a nightmare. “What happened to your face?”

He touched the long scar which traversed his face with his fingertips. “I kind of like it, don’t you? It adds character—makes me look badass.” He stepped forward and sat next to me, then leaned back to look up at the night sky. “Adam, I need your help.”

I swallowed hard. “What can I do for you?”

“I’ve already exacted revenge on everyone who wronged me in life. Everyone except for Greene. And since we were always friends, I was hoping you could help me. What do you say, pal?” He placed a hand on my shoulder and gripped hard. His touch was icy cold and much firmer than I expected.

“Sure, Jake. What’s the plan?”
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