Prologue: Leaving Earth

January 30, 2109.

A pale gray early-morning sky yawned overhead, beginning a cool Thursday. Max Wickliff excitedly watched the crowds gathering on the street from his bedroom window. Today was the day the space pod took off, and he would be in it. He bounced nervously on his heels, paced around the bare white room, flung himself on the floor, then jumped up again almost instantly. He couldn’t possibly contain all of his energy. Outside the room, he heard his younger brother and little sister racing each other down the hallway. “Calm down,” their parents kept saying, but they were excited, too.


Max joined Fynn, who was one year younger than him, and Simone, who was three years younger than him, in the hall.


 “What’s taking so long?” Fynn complained. “I thought we were leaving soon.”


 “I don’t know. We are, soon,” answered Max. He had heard this response from his mother eighteen times already in the past hour.


 “I don’t want to.” Simone fiddled nervously with a strand of dark brown hair.


 “We’ll be pioneers. Why wouldn’t you want to?” demanded Fynn. “It’s like going on the Mayflower to America, only better. We’re going on a spaceship. To outer space.”


Simone frowned. “I still don’t want to.” She had learned all about the Mayflower in the Grade 1 History Unit. It hadn’t sounded fun to her. People had been sick and cramped on the Mayflower and the food was stale.


Fynn seemed to know what she was thinking. “It won’t be like the Mayflower,” he said scornfully. “That was in the sixteen hundreds.”


Max tuned out their arguing. He stared down at the people gathering below. They were all waiting for the pod’s departure. They were making history.


 “What will living in a space colony be like?” Simone asked.


 “How should I know?” Fynn said irritably. His gray eyes darkened. He looked pleadingly at Max. “Did Mom say when we’re leaving?”


 “Well,” Max began, but just then Mr. Wickliff entered the hallway, announcing that it was time to go.


 “Wait,” Max said. He surveyed his plain, empty white room one last time. In his pack were changes of clothes, a few snack cubes in a worn-out plastic bag, and the few old toys he’d be taking with him. He also saved room for his shoes, which would be taken off when he changed into the provided space jacket. His parents explained that the jacket would provide him with protection from extreme temperatures, should the climate control on the pod stop working.


 “Are you ready, Max?” His mother stood at the door, holding Owen, who was three years old and asleep. His sandy light brown hair was tucked under a blue beanie cap to keep him warm on the way to the port. “He didn’t get very much sleep last night,” she explained.


 “Me, neither.”


 “Are you nervous? Nothing will go wrong—the pod’s been worked on for a long time to make sure it’s safe for us.”


 “I know. It’s not that...,” said Max, not entirely truthfully. “I’m just excited. That’s all.”


 “All right,” she said. “We should hurry. This is something we can’t be late for.”


He laughed, unsure of what struck him as funny, and followed her outside. There were no shadows that day, as though someone had wiped the streets of them. He stared at the blank sidewalk and shivered at the cold air. “Will we be waiting long?”


 “Not too long. Everything is nearly ready for us.”


They caught up with the rest of the family at the port. It was almost three miles away, but they arrived on foot, because the monorail was closed for the important event. Everyone in the area wanted to see the pod take its historic flight. The colonization of Galactic Colony USA was a big deal.


Even Owen stirred at the buzz of the crowd. Max was amazed by the amount of people who would see him flying off into space. Aside from the large group who had come to the port in person, the whole thing would be documented on national holovision. He had said formal good-byes to his friends yesterday; now he wouldn’t see them again, except for holographic calls. I’ll wave to them from the window of the pod, he decided.


He was one of exactly one hundred and five people leaving for CG-USA; all of the main scientists who had been working on CG-USA, including Mr. and Mrs. Wickliff, and their families. One hundred five wasn’t very many. Only thirty-five of them would be leaving on this pod; two other pods would take off in various places around America. He wondered briefly if anything would go wrong.


What if the pod crashed?

Fynn had been arguing with Simone all morning. He was tired of it. He was, however, very energetic and eager to board the pod. He replaced his old shoes with the thick black ones that had been given to him, and pulled his dark gray space jacket on over his clothes. It was a full body suit, with a top that looked like an everyday shirt, collared and zip-up, but it was made of a thick rubbery material. The gloves felt too tight on his wrists and too loose on his fingers. They were given helmets, too, black and glossy, but those weren’t needed for a while.


Fynn’s space jacket fit him fairly well, as did Max’s and Owen’s, but Simone’s sleeves hung awkwardly over her fingers, and the pant legs, tucked into her shoes, still spilled over almost to her toes. Fynn amused himself bothering her about it until she kicked him in the shins.


The line was thinning, moving slowly. They were all growing bored. “I’m hungry,” Owen announced sleepily.


 “We’ll get to eat during the lunch session,” Mrs. Wickliff promised him. She counted heads once, then twice, to make sure everyone was there.


Soon they were towards the front of the line. Max felt strangely deaf to the loud speculative conversations of the swelling crowd. He barely heard his mother ask, “Are you all ready?”


Max boarded the pod apprehensively. He glanced uncertainly at the faces behind him: those of the flight attendants, and the crowd watching, and the others in line.


 “I don’t think I am,” he objected, but quietly.


He looked around with a deepening sense of dread. “I can’t see through the windows from the outside,” he said with rising panic. “The people out there can’t see us!”


 “Well, no.” Mrs. Wickliff ushered him in further.


 “Then we can’t wave good-bye to them?”


Other passengers pushed past. Max shakily settled himself in a black plastic seat between Simone and Fynn. An attendant came around and buckled everybody’s harness securely, asking as she did so, “Are you all ready?”


Three minutes until takeoff, according to the interface on the wall. Max felt all he had been doing this morning was waiting. He stared blankly out the window at the faces outside. This could be the last time he’d glimpse this place, this port so near the familiar play park and hovercraft station.


Two minutes until takeoff. Max fumbled absently with the zipper of his space jacket. “Don’t play with that,” his father instructed him. “You need to keep it on.” Max nodded silently in return, to show that he had heard.


One minute until takeoff. Max clasped his hands together. They felt slippery with sweat.


Thirty seconds until takeoff.


 “Are you nervous?” Fynn whispered.


 “Yeah.”


 “Me too.”


Fifteen seconds until takeoff. Max gripped the harness until his knuckles turned white. He glanced around and saw Simone and Fynn were, too. Owen’s head rested on their mother’s shoulder and he yawned sleepily; so he wasn’t worried.


Ten seconds. Max squeezed his eyes shut.


Seven seconds. His heart was beating so fast he was sure it was in danger of exploding.


Six seconds. Don’t think about explosions, not now.

Five.


Four.


Three.


Two.


One.

Three years later...
Chapter One


 “I can’t believe we haven’t done this before now.”


Fynn stood defiantly in the hallway of the apartment complex, arms folded across his chest. He struck a somewhat impressive figure, despite his hair spiking up in all directions and his lopsided collar. “Here we go again,” Max said, rolling his eyes. Fynn acted as though he hadn’t heard.


 “We haven’t been to Earth in years. I can barely remember it,” he went on, exaggerating.


 “I don’t remember it at all,” Owen piped up.


 “We know you don’t,” Simone replied, exiting out into the hallway. She’d just spent a good half hour debating with the interface which clothes would be best to wear on the pod, and had finally settled on her first choice, a pink sleeveless top, black skirt and elbow-length white gloves. “Like the combination?” she asked of her older brothers. “The interface said—”


 “Sim. We’re going on a pod,” Fynn cut her off. “No one’s going to see what you’re wearing anyway! You’ll be in a space jacket.”


Simone folded her arms in an imitation of him, looking equally stubborn. “So? When we land and take off the jackets, then people who live on Earth will see. I want to make a good impression. So they won’t think everyone on GC-USA is a slob.” She glanced over Fynn’s messy hair and crooked collar.


 “Ignoring that, I don’t get why we haven’t once, in three years...”


 “Trips to Earth are expensive. Can you shut up now?” Max wanted to know.


 “No, he can’t,” Simone answered for him. “It’s a physical impossibility for some people.”


 “Like you?”


Max sighed resignedly and went to the kitchen. He selected an compact white cube from the freezer and dropped it in a cup of soy milk. It dissolved and created an ice cream shake, which he slurped, feeling satisfied. Sure enough, Fynn’s radar for sugar led him into the kitchen, Simone following. Fynn grabbed a cube from the freezer too.

Simone looked stricken. “You can’t have ice cream before lunch! We just ate breakfast an hour ago!”


 “Jeez, Sim,” Fynn said.


 “And don’t call me Sim. Like I’m one of the simulations, or something.”


Fynn gulped some ice cream. “Lighten up.”


Owen watched Fynn and Max interestedly. “But if you eat too soon, won’t you throw up in zero gravity?” he asked.


Simone tousled his hair, causing Fynn and Max to roll their eyes. “No, there’s artificial gravity on the pod.”


 “Oh... like here.”


 “No, there’s centripetal force here,” Simone said. “Fake gravity is too hard to...”


Fynn cut her off, seeing Owen’s confused expression. “She doesn’t know what the heck she’s talking about,” he explained, “just the words. Don’t pay any attention. She doesn’t know what centripetal force is.”


 “Yes, I do!”


Two members of the Wickliff family left the house in an extremely bad mood. Max thought of the long walk they’d taken on that first flight from Earth. It had been longer, and chilly. They didn’t need to bother with cold weather here. They could have warm sunny days whenever they wanted.


He missed rain.


His pace quickened as he thought back. What was rain like again? The interface gave you a simulation of any sound you wanted as background noise when you fell asleep; but he knew that vague pattering sound lacked the soft gray color of pouring rain on your roof, and the wet sound it made, and how much warmer you felt in bed because of the cold. He tried to recall how, exactly, that felt, but he couldn’t.


He realized after a moment he was at the head of the group, and sidled back towards where Owen was. “Are you nervous?”


 “Are you?” Owen wanted to know.


 “No,” Max lied. Then he sighed. “A little. But we’ll be fine.”


Owen nodded and returned his hands to his pockets. “All right,” he said seriously.


Max boarded the pod, this time, keeping his face expressionless. He didn’t want anyone to know that he, at thirteen years old, was scared of a trip some people took yearly. He entered after Fynn and before Simone and Owen.


 ‘Please take your seats. An assistant will come to assist you shortly,’ the interface droned. ‘If you must use the restroom, please do so now.’


 “I need to,” Fynn said suddenly.


Mr. and Mrs. Wickliff had already settled down. “Max, could you wait outside...”


 “Okay.”


 “I’ll go too,” Owen said. Simone didn’t want to be the only one left behind, so she tramped dispiritedly after them.


 “The restrooms are that way,” she said. “You’re going towards the luggage department.”


 “Shh,” Fynn hissed. “Come on.”


 “What?” Simone said loudly.


 “Sim. Shut up. We’re not going to the restroom.”


 “But you said...”


Max had some idea of what Fynn had in mind. “No way. We’re not going down to the luggage department. It could be dangerous. We’ll get in trouble.”


 “Come on! This is the last time we’ll see GC for a long time. All we’ve got to do is keep the door open so we don’t get locked in. It’s easy. And the windows down there are awesome.”


 “How would you know?”


 “Heard about an attendant talking about it last time.”


 “You would remember that,” Max muttered, annoyed, as they approached the door. “We’re not going in.”


Fynn heaved one of his dramatic sighs and agreed, but Max knew it wasn’t over. It was never as simple as that to Fynn.


They realized Owen was missing as Fynn exited the restrooms. “Where’s Owen?” Max said.


 “I thought he was out here with you,” Fynn said unconcernedly.


 “Why would he be?” Max demanded, his anger threatening to make him start shouting. He added in a more carefully controlled voice, “I mean, he said he wanted to use the restroom too.”


Fynn shrugged. “I wasn’t thinking.”


 “That’s right,” Max snapped, his temper rising again, “you weren’t. We are supposed to be watching him!”


 “Hey!” Fynn said, alarmed, and taking a step back. “It’s your fault as much as mine. You’re supposed to be keeping an eye on him, you’re the oldest.”


Max opened his mouth furiously, but Simone interrupted. “Shouldn’t we be trying to find him?” she said tentatively.


 “You’re right,” Max agreed. “Where could he have gone?”


Fynn had suddenly turned pale.


 “What?” Max said irritably.


 “Um,” Fynn stalled.


 “What?” he demanded.


“He may be in the luggage department.”


 “Why?”


 “Well... it was just a joke,” Fynn said quickly. “I told him we were going to play hide and seek there.”


There was a moment of dead silence.


 “What?” Max said, so loudly that a few curious passersby looked up openly.


 “Sorry. I just wanted to...”


 “No. Shut up. We have to go get him. Now. We’re going to take off any minute!” Max sprinted for the door, Fynn close behind.


 “Should we get Mom and Dad?” Simone asked, struggling to keep up.


 “No time,” replied her brother. “We’ve got about...” He glanced at an interface screen. “Seventy seconds!”


They reached the luggage department and slipped undetected into the room; all flight attendants were busy helping with passengers’ harnesses. “Owen?” Simone said, stumbling over the metal threshold.


 “We can’t stay long,” Max warned. “Owen! We’re not playing hide and seek!”


 “Maybe he’s back with Mom and Dad. We left him alone for about ten minutes,” Simone said.


Fynn closed the door with a metal click so that no one would hear them calling for Owen. “Owen!” he yelled. “We have to leave now!”


There was no response.


 “Great,” Max said. “He could be anywhere.”


Suddenly the ground vibrated violently. “You said we had seventy seconds,” Fynn said loudly over the rumbling.


 “I bet it’s been seventy seconds. Run!” Simone yelled. “Before the doors lock!” The doors to the luggage department automatically locked at takeoff.


 “But what about Owen?”


They all hesitated for a second too long. The green glow on the door handle vanished. Max felt his insides vanish along with it. He felt hollow. “Too late,” he said blankly. “We missed it.”


 “Attendants can open doors,” Simone offered quietly, after a long silence.


 “They won’t think we’re here.”


 “We could yell.”


 “That door is basically soundproof.”


 “Well, what do you suggest, Doctor Doom?” Fynn snapped.


Max turned on him. “Don’t. This is completely your fault and you know it is. You’re always trying to start something. Well, look what you started now. Are you happy?”


 “I wasn’t trying to ‘start’ anything!” Fynn said.


 “Yeah, well you...”


The ground lurched and Max was nearly sent toppling into a pile of plastic storage crates. Simone rocked unsteadily and put a hand to the wall. “I’m sure we’ll be okay,” she said, not sounding sure. “There’s oxygen here. We have our suits and helmets on.”


 “You’re forgetting the minor issue of gravity.”


 “We could...”


 “We couldn’t anything. When we stop at the refueling station, we’ll be crushed by our own weight.”


 “Won’t they look for us?”


 “I don’t know.”


 “But we’ll be missing. They’ll look.” Simone kept her hand to the wall. She stared at the vibrating ground.


Max shrugged unhelpfully.


 “Where’s Owen?” Fynn wondered aloud.


Owen’s neck had begun to throb from being bent so long. His head, tucked between his knees and against the thick white plastic of the crate, was pounding. He breathed as quietly as possible. At first, it had just been a game; Fynn had said they were going to play hide and seek. It felt like he had been waiting too long. Why had no one come? Then he heard voices and footsteps and he grinned: Fynn hadn’t lied after all! But seconds later he realized the voices were loud and angry. He was in trouble for hiding in the luggage department.


Had Fynn tricked him, or had they been forced to leave so that they weren’t caught? He didn’t know. What would happen if he revealed his hiding place? Would their family vacation be ruined because of him? And then he would never see Earth. He’d just have to keep hiding.


Owen was miserable. It was hot and cramped in the crate, which kept wobbling. Had they taken off? He was sweating and aching, and his heart thudded anxiously. Why didn’t the people go away? He didn’t know their voices or what they were saying exactly, because they were across the room, but he caught his name more than once. He shifted nervously.


The voices got closer. Go away! Owen thought, but they didn’t.


Suddenly he recognized a voice. Simone’s. “But we’ll be missing. They’ll look,” she said.


Owen’s heart leaped for a moment, then sank horribly as he took in what she had actually said. Missing?


Owen felt very small as he lifted the lid of the crate and looked up. Simone saw him first.


 “Owen?”


 “Where were you?” Fynn yelled. “We’ve been...”


The other two pushed him aside and ran to help Owen out the crate. “How long were you in there?” “What were you doing?” “Are you okay?” “Why didn’t you come out when you heard us calling you?”


 “I... I thought that we were playing a game,” he faltered, staring at the ground. Now they would hate him.


Instead, they swiveled in Fynn’s direction. He had been lingering awkwardly a few feet behind.


 “Why did you have to tell him that?”


 “Sorry,” Fynn offered weakly.


Max opened his mouth furiously, but Simone came to Fynn’s rescue and interrupted. It was rare that Fynn apologized for something. “Look, let’s not argue. We just have to get out here.”


They tried banging on the door and shouting, but half an hour later they only had sore throats and knuckles. Max sat on a crate, cradling his forehead with his fists. “Why are we even trying? It’s useless.”


 “Max...” Fynn said suddenly. “Look.”


 “I wish you’d stop talking. We’re doomed and it’s your fault, so just shut your mouth for once in your life and...”


Fynn grabbed Max’s head and turned it sharply towards the window. “...and look?” he suggested.


Simone and Max’s mouths fell open as they stared out the window, remembering why all of this trouble had been caused in the first place. “Wow,” Owen breathed, and the others nodded fervently. There was their own gleaming-glass GC-USA, their space colony, in an impressive light that they’d never been able to admire from the view in the passengers’ seats three years ago. Colors reflected and mirrored off of it; from the inside it was brightly lit and busy, like a large iridescent bubble with an entire universe inside. In spun steadily in space like a mobile hanging from the black ceiling.


 “It’s amazing,” Max said.


Fynn even managed not to say, “I told you so.” That may not have had to do with personal constraint, however, but with what had distracted him. “What is that?” he said loudly, pointing.


The others followed his finger with their eyes and understood immediately. A large, shadowy something stood out against the backdrop, somehow darker and more terrifying than the rest of the black void surrounding them. It was a spiral, not at all flat—it appeared to be like a hole dug out of the sky—and in constant movement. It reminded Simone of a tidal pool in the vast ocean of darkness.


 “A black hole!” Owen said, voicing the first thought of them all, but the others scoffed.


 “There’s no way. How could a black hole be so close without destroying everything?” Max said.


 “Yeah,” Fynn said, relieved to be agreeing with his brother for the first time on the whole trip. “Plus, someone would notice. Black holes don’t just appear.”


 “And,” Simone said, “we’d be getting sucked toward it if it were a black hole....” No sooner than she had said it did they realize a sort of pulling sensation between the pod and the Thing. It was hard to place, but there.


 “Coincidence,” Fynn said. “We’ve always been going in that general direction.”


 “Have we?”


 “Yes.”


 “I don’t remember now.”


 “I wasn’t paying attention,” Simone explained, “before I said that. None of us were. It’s just when you say something you start to notice it.”


No one answered.


 “Like when the interface says that it’s cold,” she prompted, “and to turn up the heat. And you tell it, shut up, like always... but then you think, maybe it is cold, and then that’s all you can think about.”


 “That must be it,” Max replied.


They all stared into the seemingly endless depths of the Thing. Wondering.


Another half hour passed. Max had started pacing around in circles, looking tense. Occasionally he let out an abrupt groan.


 “Can you stop doing that, please?” said Fynn. “You’re going to give me a nervous breakdown.”


Max shook his head. “You do realize we’re doomed, right?”


 “We’re doomed,” Fynn agreed.


 “This isn’t funny.”


 “I never said it was.”


Owen slumped glumly against the wall, near the ceiling. The fun of zero gravity had quickly worn off and he was beginning to feel a bit nauseous from the constant floating. Max and Fynn both felt a bit sick and regretted the earlier ice cream.


 “They should be looking for us,” Simone murmured.


 “They probably are. But not here. It’s locked. They’d think we can’t have gotten in...”


 “Where else could we possibly be?” Fynn demanded. “This is not a huge airplane. It’s a forty-passenger pod.”


Max kept eying the Thing. It had drawn unnervingly closer. He frowned and looked closer at it. He could have sworn he saw a sliver of blinding white, but the next moment it had vanished. Just my eyes playing tricks on me, he decided. Then he saw it again, a jagged thin white line. He froze. “Did any of you see...?”


 “What?” Fynn asked.


 “I thought I saw a white light in the... er... ‘black hole’?”


Fynn peered at it. “There’s nothing there,” he announced.


 “I know there isn’t now. But there was.”


His siblings stared at him.


 “Never mind. Forget it.” He resumed pacing.


 “You’re not going insane on us, now, are you?” Fynn said mock-seriously. “Because if so, then I can say later that...”


 “Crap, Fynn, stop it. It’s not funny!”


Fynn shrugged and stared vaguely at the Thing. He was worried, too, but didn’t feel like panicking just yet. “Just relax,” he said uncertainly. “Someone will have to find us.”


 “You don’t know that....”


 “We’ll be fine.”


 “You don’t know that either.”


Fynn caught a glimpse of a white flash. He started. “Hey,” he said, startled. “I saw it, too.”


 “Saw what?” Max wasn’t paying attention.


 “The white light or whatever you saw. That.”


 “Really?” Simone and Owen asked in unison.


 “Ha. There, I’m not insane!” Max eagerly went to the window and watched. His eyes dimmed a little. “The... uh... ‘black hole’. It’s gotten closer.”


 “What? No it hasn’t!” Simone pushed over to see.


It had. All four stared at it. Max frowned. “That’s not possible,” Fynn insisted.


The pod wasn’t moving toward the Thing. It was moving towards them. Simone, Fynn and Max shivered collectively as this thought struck them. Now Owen frowned. “I don’t understand.”


 “It’s just weird. This whole thing is.”


 “If it’s not a black hole, what is it?” Simone said.


There was a silence. Max leaned in closer to better examine It. His fingertips brushed the glass and he pulled them back instantly. “It’s freezing.”


Immediately the others had to touch the glass too. Fynn pressed his palm to it. “Weird.”


A sharp crack sounded. A small crooked line appeared in the glass.


 “It’s breaking!” Fynn yelled.


 “Get back from it, then!” Max tugged him away.


 “What do we do?”


 “I don’t know. Don’t touch it!”


 “But there’s no air out there. How are we going to breathe?” Owen said.


Fynn ignored the question. “Why is it cracking?” he demanded. “It doesn’t make any sense.” He leaned in closer to the glass. Cold radiated from it now. “I don’t...”


More cracks appeared, playing across the glass as though someone were tapping them in. They formed a small spiderweb of interwoven cracks.


 “Fynn...” warned Max.


Fynn looked at him for a split second, then laid his hand to the glass, gingerly. His teeth chattered. “It feels like the freezer in here.”


Owen rubbed his fingers together. “I know. I don’t like it.”


 “Let’s go back to the door,” Max said desperately. “If we could just get somebody to hear us...”


 “But they won’t, we tried that. Remember? You said yourself it was hopeless,” Fynn pointed out.


Simone’s eyes lit up. “The interface!”


 “What?” her brothers asked.


Simone ran to the dark screen. “Oh!” said Fynn, comprehending. All of them tapped quickly on the sleek, glossy screen. “Interface! Interface!” Owen yelled.

“It can’t hear you until it turns on,” Fynn said, briefly annoyed, “and it can only turn on in response to touch, which...”


 “Shut up, Fynn!” Simone said breathlessly. “It’s turned on!”


 ‘Interface toggled,’ said the interface’s cool monotone. ‘Do you require assistance?’


Max almost laughed with relief. “There’s an emergency in the luggage department!” he said, loudly and clearly. “Four of us are stuck here. The glass is breaking. Repeat, there is an emergency in the luggage department,” he enunciated.


The interface paused. It wasn’t programmed for this sort of assistance. ‘Request pending.’


 “Help! Now! Urgent!” Fynn said. “Glass breaking! Luggage department! Send a message to the pilot... or whoever.” Max nodded.


 “Yeah,” Owen added. “Help us! SOS!”


 “SOS?” muttered Simone, poking him, but she threw in a few pleas, too.


All of them paused hopefully.


 ‘Yes,’ the interface said at last. ‘Sending message to the pilot. There is an emergency in the luggage department. The glass is breaking. It is urgent. Possible damage to the rest of the pod may occur. Course of action suggested: eject luggage department immediately.’


 “No!” shouted Simone, but the interface’s screen flickered as the message was sent.


 ‘Message has been sent,’ the interface said calmly, ‘and I am now waiting for direct instructions from the pilot. Instructions pending.’ In this mode, it was oblivious to their shouts. ‘Instructions received,’ it said. ‘The luggage department will now be ejected.’

Chapter Two


He awoke, the side of his face pressed to an unfamiliar surface; rough, gritty, uneven and moist. His head was pounding horribly, and there was something warm matted in his hair which he recognized as blood. It was painful to touch, but he didn’t think that he’d been seriously injured. It was so dark that it scarcely mattered whether his eyes were opened or closed, but he kept them open. He took deep gulps of salty-tasting, frigid night air. He was cold; cold had settled itself in him and stiffened him, as though he had been lying there for a long time.


But how long have I been here? How did I get here?

He was Fynn Wickliff, he knew that. He remembered, dimly at first, then with terrible vividness, what had happened. He recalled everything; the neat way the luggage department had slid swiftly away from the rest of the pod, and in one quick motion, separated completely away. He’d had his oxygen helmet on and he could breathe, but he had not turned on his space jacket to protect himself from cold. He had ignored the safety instructions because he was in a hurry to go break the rules. He winced. That had been stupid. He switched the suit on, but found it had gotten broken in his fall. He forced himself to sit up.


Then what had happened? He didn’t know, exactly. He’d felt a magnetic pull between himself and That Thing, whatever it was. He closed his eyes, reliving it.

He’d been rushing toward it at a sickening speed. He didn’t have any time to think; his thoughts had been a big blur of panic and confusion, but mostly he’d been screaming. He had been falling in... it... and then... and then...


And then nothing. He remembered being blinded by a flash of electric blue, and then white, and feeling a hot, unpleasant sensation before ending up here. But he knew that hadn’t been all; it felt as though there were a big, black gap in his memory between then and now.


He tried the connection in the speakers of his helmet. The connection was dead. The front of the helmet had smashed open, he found out by touching it; his head hadn’t been hurt by the fall directly, but because of the shards of broken glass. He gingerly lifted the helmet off, scraping the side of his face with the sharp edge.


 “Hello?”


His voice echoed around the walls. It sounded odd in the unfamiliar place. He stared blindly around.


 “Hello...” he tried again. He thought he heard something, so he stood very still and listened. It was a steady drip, drip, drip of water. Rain.


Max stirred.


Drip... drip... drip...

The steady dripping and quiet roar of rain. He listened appreciatively for a moment, staring straight up at the sky. There wasn’t a sky. Rain didn’t fall on him. So where am I? The question didn’t matter very much at the moment. He listened, half-smiling.


Drip... drip... drip...

He yawned peacefully.


 “Hello?” he heard a voice say.


He frowned, blinked, and closed his mouth. He was still feeling disoriented, but that voice was familiar...


 “Hello...” the voice sounded again.


He wondered if he was dead. It didn’t seem so unlikely. He’d been subjected to space. How long would that take to kill him? Not long, he was sure, but he was not very knowledgeable on the subject. There had been light in his eyes, but he didn’t know what it had been from. Maybe he’d been delirious.


The voice’s echo died, and Max realized who had been calling. “Fynn?” he yelled. It occurred to him that if Fynn was there, the others must be, too. Either they were all dead, or he wasn’t.


 “Max!”


 “Where are you?”


 “I don’t know. It’s dark.”


 “Are Simone and Owen awake?”


 “I... I thought they were with you.”


 “No.” Max shivered and pulled himself up into a sitting position. “I didn’t... how did we get here?”


 “I’m not sure. How do we get out?”


 “Let’s just... keep moving in the same direction. We’ll end up somewhere.”


 “How do we know we’ll be going in the same direction?”


Max’s throat was sore from yelling. “I don’t know!” he shouted. “Let’s just try. It’s all we can do.”


Fynn fell silent. Both of them probed the darkness for a while, trying to keep moving without knocking into the hard, rough surrounding walls. I wonder where we are, Max thought. It wasn’t like anywhere he’d ever been before. Except... He smelled the air. It was thin and cool and tasted faintly of salt and clouds. Familiar somehow, but hard to place.


Max felt his shoulder knock into something softer and less solid than the walls and floor. An animal? he thought wildly.


 “Ow!” Fynn’s annoyed voice burst out. “That was my nose!”


 “Oh, it’s you!” Max half-grinned. “Sorry.” He tried to disguise his amused tone of voice.


 “Never mind,” Fynn said irritably. “At least we’ll head out together now.”


 “Hey, Fynn?”


 “Yeah?”


 “That noise... doesn’t it sound like rain?”


Fynn was quiet. “Yeah, I thought so too,” he said at last. “But it can’t be.”

Max made an effort not to sound as excited as he felt, but his eagerness gave way. “Well, listen,” he said, “maybe... by some fluke... we somehow just...”


 “No,” Fynn cut him off firmly. “We were way far away from Earth. We couldn’t have fallen down there. Plus, we’d be burned up falling through the atmosphere.”


 “Oh yeah...” Max realized. Then he sighed. “Well, where do you think we are?”


 “I don’t know. I thought maybe you’d have some idea...”


 “I thought I was dead at first,” Max admitted. “Maybe we are.”


He could almost hear Fynn smirking. “All right then,” he said. “That’s an interesting theory. Here? I don’t think it’s really much like an afterlife, personally.”


 “You wouldn’t know. It was a stupid idea, anyway.”


Both of them didn’t say anything for another few minutes. Then Fynn asked, “Where are Simone and Owen, anyway? I thought they might have heard us by now...”


Max simply shrugged and continued walking in the dark.


 “Oh, I know,” Fynn exclaimed. “We got sent to an afterlife, and they’re eternally stuck in limbo as ghosts.”


 “Shut up, okay? I said it was a stupid idea.”


 “It was,” Fynn agreed. He pushed wet hair out of his eyes. “I’m freezing. There are ice puddles everywhere.”


 “Yeah. I noticed.”


 “And I’m thirsty,” Fynn said suddenly. “Couldn’t we—”


 “No way!” Max cut him off. “Those puddles might be, I don’t know, dirty or something. There could be bacteria in them.”


 “You can’t die in the afterlife,” Fynn pointed out.


 “I’m not thinking dead so much as violently sick, but if you want to chance it, be my guest.”


 “Okay then. I will.” He sipped a little, then gagged. “Max! Oh no! The p-poison’s g-got me! I’m gonna die!”


 “Very funny.”


Fynn gasped dramatically for air. “But, seriously, it’s disgusting. It tastes like...” He frowned and broke off.


 “Like...” Max prompted him.


 “Ocean water.”


Owen’s clothes were waterlogged and his sandy brown hair was plastered against his forehead. He was half underwater, and when he stirred he spluttered and choked. He tasted a nasty, horrible, briny kind of water that he’d never experienced before. It made his eyes and nose burn. He flailed for a moment, sinking into a strange soft, coarse surface and at last made himself sit up. His sight was blurred by the nasty waster at first, but then he saw.


Water from the sky lightly sprayed down the gray ground and sharp black rocks. Sand, he thought, remembering the pictures he’d seen of it on the interface, though the interface had shown it much prettier; golden and sun-warmed. What was it doing here? Real sand was only on beaches. And the water from the sky... that was called rain. That was on Earth. On Earth?...

 “Mom?” he called, rubbing his stinging eyes. “Dad?”


When no one responded, he crawled out of the shallow, murky water and sat himself on the wet sand. Except for his head, which was exposed due to his lack of helmet—he’d taken it off when he had hidden in the crate—he was dry. The space jacket had proved useful, after all.


 “Anyone...?” he trailed off, looking ahead at the black water stretching past the horizon.


 “It’s not ocean water,” Max said dismissively. “We can’t be on Earth.”


 “That was your theory, not mine,” Fynn reminded him. “And I know it doesn’t make sense. I said so too.”


 “Theory, theory, theory. Okay. Just what is your theory, then, if all of mine are stupid?”


 “I don’t have one.”


 “Really? Good. Then you can shut up about whether my theories make sense or not, if you haven’t got any ideas of your own.”


Fynn snapped, “Just because this doesn’t make sense doesn’t mean I have to shut up about whether you’re being a lunatic.”


 “I am not being a—”


 “Let’s not argue,” Fynn said, echoing Simone. “We have to find everyone else.”


 “You’d think we were looking for dozens of people,” Max said, but he nodded reluctantly. “All right, then, fine... where would they be?”


 “I’m not sure. Close by, hopefully.”


 “Hey—light!”


 “What?”


 “Look!”


A dim, dull sliver of whiteness, barely enough to see by, had appeared. It was a bit pathetic, but, nonetheless, a light, and Max and Fynn both broke into grins at the sight of it. “Let’s go!” They simultaneously started running, Max slipping a little on the slick puddles, until they reached the way out of the darkness.


 “We were in a cave!” Fynn said, looking around at the stone walls. They were unusual stone walls, dark blue with thin white veins running through them. “That explains some stuff!”


 “Some ‘stuff’?” Max said, considering a lecture on being vague and how irritating it was, then deciding that was really more Simone’s department. “Yeah...,” he said. “A sea cave. Look.”


 “The ocean,” Fynn said, staring. “Wow, I haven’t seen that for...”


They stared at the expanse of sea. “I don’t understand how that’s possible,” Max said. “If we’re not on Earth, then how is there an ocean?”


 “We are on Earth,” Fynn said. “Probably.”


 “I thought you thought that was lunacy?”


 “Well.” Fynn shrugged helplessly. “Where else are there oceans?” Max opened his mouth, but Fynn interrupted. “Owen!” he said.


 “Now you’re the lunatic,” Max said. “I’m Max. We’re looking for—”


 “I know that!” Fynn waved him aside. “Owen! There’s Owen!”


A small, forlorn-looking figure was sitting on the shoreline. It started at the sight of them, then ran to meet them. “Max! Fynn!” Owen cried. “Where were you?”


 “We woke up in the sea cave,” Max explained, helping him take a piece of seaweed from his hair. “What were you doing on the beach?”


 “I woke up in the water. Where are we?”


 “We’re not sure,” Max said.


Fynn looked around, confused. “But where’s Sim? Isn’t she with you?”


Owen’s eyes widened. “No. Is this really a beach?”


 “We think so.”


 “I’ve never seen one before.” Owen looked around.


 “Yes, you have. You just don’t remember... you were three last time.”


 “Oh. I didn’t know we’d been to the beach.”


 “We lived by the beach.”


Owen smiled. “I like it,” he decided.


Simone’s breathing came fast and ragged. Broken shards of glass cut through her gloves into her hands. She could only be thankful for the helmet she wore, protecting her head from the heavy weight pressing down on her—the walls of the luggage department, collapsed on top of her—and the fact that only her hands, in her own white silk gloves, were the only part of her cut—the rest of the suit was made of stronger material.

Where am I? Simone wondered. The place she was in was so dimly lit she could only make out the vaguest of shapes. She pictured herself inside a massive ball of steel wreckage hurling through space. Her heart jumped into her throat. No, that was impossible, or she wouldn’t be alive now.


Alive for now.


How would she get out? She was trapped, and from the absence of others’ breathing, she was sure she was alone. Panic enclosed her in a vice-like grip. No breathing. That could mean everyone was dead and she was lying in the darkness by herself with—


No. Stop panicking, she told herself. Stay calm. That’s what you were supposed to do in a situation like this. “Max?” she asked, and her voice came in a strange, cracked whisper. She couldn’t help but feel that this was not her voice. How am I supposed to stay calm? she asked herself.


 “Fynn? Owen?” She reached out the arm that wasn’t caught in twisted metal and tried to feel around in the dark. It hurt the places with spiked glass, but she tried to ignore it. Her fingers shuddered on every plastic storage crate, every bit of metal, expecting to find instead a cold, still face.


When after ten minutes of these macabre images flashing through her mind and finding nothing, Simone weakly lay her hand down and tried to think of a way out of this predicament.


They taught you on e-School to stay calm during emergencies, and to yell for help, but her lungs felt flat and achy and her throat hurt. She couldn’t see how she could yell, and furthermore, who would she yell for? And she was having a hard time staying calm. She had been conscious for over two hours, and the first part hadn’t been so bad. It had been too surreal to believe. Then the reality settled in, and her imagination couldn’t help but supply her with every possible horror.


So she counted to one hundred in her mind and took deep breaths. That was something easy, something mindless, and from all the holographic shows she’d watched this helped relieve stress. When she’d finished her mind didn’t jump about so much and so crazily, and she could think more.


I am pinned under a mass of metal wreck by one arm.

I am surrounded by plastic crates of luggage and broken glass.

Anything else? Simone thought sarcastically.


No, she answered herself.


Great. A lot that helped me.

She slowly, agonizingly, began to try to free her left arm. If she went too fast, pain shot down into her fingertips. After working steadily at it for a while, she had finished. Her arm collapsed, exhausted, to the ground.


 “Now...,” she murmured.


Simone sat upright and dragged herself forward a little. One foot bumped a plastic storage crate. The other made a splashing noise. Water? she thought in surprise. She peered down to where the light from the cracks in the wreck was best cast. Shining waves of dark water came almost two feet high up. People’s luggage drowned in it. She felt a pang as she recognized some of her family’s crates.

Chapter Three


Simone traced the top of her metal prison. Now there was the issue of escaping from the wreckage of the luggage department. “Hello,” she said, tentatively. Nobody answered. She peered down at the pit of water and plastic storage plates, then back up at the metal roof. Hesitantly, she knocked her fist on it. Still very real and very solid.

Simone saw a gash in the metal, but it was positioned inconveniently over the two feet of water. She sighed, took a breath, and advanced forward. The only way to get out was from that hole. She stood up to her knees in the water and tried to clamber up high enough to reach the open space. Eventually her fingers grasped the sharp, bent edge. She winced, feeling the glass shards in her hands, but tried to ignore it. Closer... closer...


Her foot slipped and she lost her balance, landing painfully at the bottom of the pool of water. She pulled herself up onto a storage crate and tried again. This time she succeeded in hoisting herself on top of the wreck. She blinked, barely registering. The luggage department had crashed on a beach and was half underwater. How was that possible? They’d been in space...


 “Hello?” she said shakily. In the distance, she spotted them. “Max! Fynn! Owen!” she shouted.


Fynn, thinking he’d heard something, turned and looked. “Now what is that?” he said in surprise. The others looked and saw a crumpled-looking mass of steel and aluminum. “The luggage department,” he and Max said in one voice. They looked at each other, then at the figure sitting atop it. “Who—?” began Fynn.


 “Simone!” Max said.


They rushed to meet her. It was hard running on soft sand in their bulky suits, and Owen had a difficult time keeping up with them. “Wait... for me!” he cried.


 “Simone, are you okay?” Max shouted.


 “I—I’m—where are we?” she said instead.


Max glanced around. “We’re not sure. Some kind of beach. I said it might be on Earth, but Fynn thinks Mars must be better developed.”


 “Hey, I never said that.”


 “Do you need help getting down?”


Simone had already slid off. She staggered and dropped down onto the sand, looking deflated. “I’m exhausted,” she said. “And there’s glass in my hands—it hurts—”


 “Where?” Max and Fynn went to look. Owen, finally caught up, stood back a little.


 “Oh,” Max said in realization. “If we’re stuck here... what if the cuts get infected?”


 “But you’re wearing silk gloves,” Fynn said suddenly.


Everyone stared at him. “So what?” Simone blinked hard.


Fynn looked amazed. “Come on. So out of all of us, I’m the only one who knows about silk?”


 “What are you talking about?” Max said, annoyed.


Fynn heaved an irritated sigh. “Well, it’s like this,” he said in an annoyingly patient tone, as if he were explaining addition to a kindergartener. “People used to wear silk under their war armor, like, a long time ago, because stuff can’t go through it. Like bullets or something. I don’t know. You can still get cuts, but the actual bullet wouldn’t stay in and infect you.”


 “Wow,” Max said after a silence. “You’re right. Imagine you knowing something like that!”


Fynn decided, under the circumstances, to let it slide. They set down to work extracting the shards. It was a difficult and grueling process, punctuated by Simone’s frequent yelps.


 “Stop doing that!” Fynn said. “You’re going to make me jump and if I shove a shard harder in then that’s going to hurt.”


 “You don’t know what it feels like having people pull glass out of your hands! It already hurts!”


 “It’s okay,” Max reassured her. “We’re almost over, honest....”


This was a lie, but it silenced their arguments and made the whole thing somewhat less torturous. Owen watched the whole thing, wide-eyed with horrified fascination. When the last bit of glass had been removed, they gently slid off the gloves. At that point Simone’s hands were raw and bleeding; blood darkened the nails and left rusty red grunge across her skin. She bathed them in the salt water, which burned, but Fynn said it would help with the healing, anyway.


 “Just please shut up,” she said angrily.


Fynn opened his mouth to reply, but caught Max’s glance and said nothing.


 “So what are we going to do?” said Owen, in a small voice.


 “I don’t know.”


Max and Fynn went to inspect what was left of the luggage department, while Simone and Owen sat on the beach drawn away from the water. It was a cold, miserable and rainy and there didn’t seem to be any shelter around except the dark, dank sea caves. All they could do was get wet and listen to the rain’s steady thrum.


 “It got torn up pretty badly,” Fynn said, examining it at length.


 “Yeah....”


He and Max worked to pull the lifeless metal wreck off the cargo, but they weren’t strong enough to lift it, so they got to work dragging it away. By the end of it, their hair was plastered cold and wet to their foreheads from rain; Fynn’s palms were ripped up almost as badly as Simone’s, but he was too excited to give much though to it at present. He impatiently wiped blood from his hand and pointed at the crates. “Hey, I’ll bet there’s food in there. I’m starving.”


 “Yeah, there is, but we should save it,” Max reminded him sternly. “Who knows how long it’ll be before we get more food. We could be anywhere.” He didn’t say so, but it was clearly understood that he meant “anywhere on Earth”, and it was silently agreed between the two of them that there was no other possible place to have landed.


Fynn got on his knees and peered down into the sunken part of the department, covered in wet mucky sand and under the shallow water. It appeared that some food cubes in the submerged crates had been hydrated by the water into sandwiches, then, sitting in the water after some time, gotten soggy and floated to the top. It now formed a layer of thick, scum-like white stuff that they agreed was inedible.


They did manage to salvage some dry packages of powder for soups and noodles, however, and even an emergency first aid kit that they both brightened at the sight of. This, and having grabbed some heat blankets (despite the fact there were no energy sources for them), brightened their moods considerably. Maybe they were lost, but the rescued luggage from the space pod was a reminder of home in this place. Not everything could be so strange with their everyday necessities with them.


Still, it was an unpleasant thing, knowing that these familiar bits and pieces were the only things they had.


 “Anything else?” Max asked. He’d looked through several more crates and been disappointed by their soaked, unusable contents.


 “Hmm—um-m.” Fynn said something incomprehensible. “There’s another crate down there.”


 “Bet it’s useless,” Max replied dismissively, but he bent down to look anyway. “Actually,” he said, considering, “it looks a little dry—could you help me...?”


Fynn, used to their routine by then, responded automatically. They slid down into the wet indent in the sand and, using strips ripped off the unusable wet blankets to protect their hands, dug the dirty white crate out and hauled it up onto the shoreline. “It’s heavy,” Fynn panted.


 “Yeah—let’s open it—” Max pried up the lid and peered hopefully inside. Both their eyes widened at the sight of what was inside.


 “Glider packs,” said Fynn.


Glider packs were an uncommon sight on GC-USA, and on a larger scale, the real USA on Earth, of course, but they were recognized. Everybody knew what they were; more to the point, everybody wanted one. They were a sort of electric-powered backpack with folded-up wings. You could go fairly high with them, and the holographic commercials said they were ‘excellent for long travel,’ but everyone knew that they were expensive toys that only rich scientists could afford for their children.


 “I bet they could go far for travel though,” Fynn argued. “I mean...”


 “Where would we go?” Max snapped.


 “Somewhere... I don’t know! Do you want to stay here? I’m sure if we go far enough…”


 “They’ll run out of battery.”


 “Well, they’ve got high battery life,” Fynn said. He didn’t know this for a fact, but he was sure it was true. When Max looked doubtful, he added, “There’s chargers in the crate!”


 “See anywhere to charge something?” Max snapped, gesturing with both his arms at the desolate beach.


 “Oh yeah...,” Fynn realized, looking crestfallen.


They trudged back to the sea caves, holding their precious belongings (as well as the glider packs, which Max admitted might have some use, anyway). Owen was eager to use the packs, but the older siblings objected. It was growing dark on the beach. Everyone was ravenous.


 “Can we... could we eat?” Simone asked hesitatingly. She was put off by Max and Fynn’s stormy countenances.


 “I guess we could use up something for dinner,” Max admitted. He was hungry, too, and none of them had ever missed a healthy meal in their lives. Choice was limited, so they had a bland meal of mushy noodles with a bad salty taste (the only water available was from the ocean), eaten with their bare hands. The meager supper left them somehow even hungrier than before, and in addition, provoked a new thirstiness. Everyone went to bed miserable.


Nobody slept. Only Owen managed to drift off occasionally, but nightmares woke him back up frequently. They huddled under their heat blankets, which there were simply ragged pieces of thick fabric, weighted down by their useless solar chargers. There was not enough sunlight, artificial or otherwise, around to charge a blanket. Aside from that, the ground was just as hard and unforgiving as it had been previously.


Simone, especially, was shaken from the events of the day, and preoccupied by her sore, smarting hands. Though she was feeling exhausted, she could barely close her eyes. Every minute or so she adjusted her blanket to smooth imaginary wrinkles, as if doing so would somehow keep her warmer.


 “Do you think,” Simone said at last, into the dark, “that everyone on the space pod will be okay?”


 “Why wouldn’t they?” said Fynn, defensively, because he hadn’t given any thought on the matter.


 “I’m sure they’re fine,” said Max.


Owen barely heard. He was too tired.


 “Well, they haven’t got any luggage,” Simone began.


At this, Fynn rolled his eyes. “They’re scientists,” he interjected. “Everyone on the planet will be waiting for them. They won’t just let them starve. And they’ve got money with them, or on Earth.”


 “Mom and Dad will worry about us,” Simone said.


Everyone was quiet.


 “What about the black hole?” Owen murmured sleepily. “What if the pod fell in?”


Fynn’s eyes, half-closed, flew open, remembering the blue-and-white flash he’d seen falling. Max had described seeing a white flash in the Thing before. Coincidence? “You know,” Fynn said carefully, “we should be dead. Not just falling down—to here. Shouldn’t our blood have boiled or frozen or something?”


 “We’re lucky,” Max said firmly. “Let’s not think about it too much. It just gets confusing.”


 “All right,” Fynn said, but he wasn’t satisfied with the answer. When he spoke again, Max didn’t say anything, and breathed heavily as though sleeping, but Fynn suspected he simply didn’t want to talk any more. He sighed, turned onto his side, and feigned sleep also for the rest of the night. By morning, his question was forgotten.


Max sat up as soon as the sun rose. It had at least stopped raining, but he was in a horrible mood, sore, freezing, and very hungry. The others were no better.


 “Let’s have breakfast,” Fynn said immediately. No one dissented; no one suggested that they save anything for later. The fact was that they had food, and they were all craving something warm and delicious to eat—one of the savory artificial turkeys prepared on Thanksgiving, perhaps. It was a disappointment to have to force down the distasteful mushy pasta again, but they didn’t waste one noodle.


 “You know,” Simone said, “we could find food here.”


This was a possibility that hadn’t occurred to Max. “Like what?” he inquired.


Simone thought a moment. “I’d say coconuts,” she said, “but there probably aren’t any here. I don’t see any palm trees.”


 “Coconuts? Palm trees?” Owen asked.


 “They’re things that you sometimes find on beaches,” Simone said, “you’ll learn about them if—I mean when....” She trailed off.


 “We could go fishing,” Fynn broke in quickly, to cover up the awkward pause.


Max nodded. “I guess we could....”


But, of course, none of them knew how to do this. They had no experience with surviving somewhere alone. Max and Fynn, having both passed English 6.3 on e-School, had read The Swiss Family Robinson, though this was small comfort. The Swiss Family Robinson was a large digital novel, and they had all been tested on it so thoroughly, drilled on it so constantly, that it lost its meaning; every paragraph attacked and ground down by the analysis of the interface so that its story was stripped bare, save for a few excellent vocabulary words.


 “I could try making a fishing rod,” Owen ventured, “the e-Teacher showed us a picture. And I’ve read a story about fishing.”


 “Have you,” Max said tersely. It wasn’t a question.


 “Yes,” Owen said, missing the coldness in his voice. “It was about a silver fish, and someone caught it, and the fish said if the person would set them free they’d give them a wish.”


 “We could do with a wish,” Fynn said bitterly.


 “I know,” Owen said, “but I don’t think that kind of fish—”


 “Never mind,” Simone said, to silence Fynn’s inevitable sarcastic comment. “You can try to make a fishing rod. The rest of us... we can search the beach for something useful, I guess.”


 “We?” began Fynn, but Max elbowed him.


The three of them scouted the whole beach. There was nothing of any use in sight, nothing that they hadn’t noticed earlier: simply rocks, and sand, and endless sea. Fynn muttered more than once that it was stupid to try—that they wouldn’t find anything—but he never considered abandoning the task. “We should try out the glider packs,” he said instead, “then we can see the whole beach all at once.”


 “No,” Max snapped. “They probably aren’t safe. Maybe they got damaged in the crash somehow.”


 “I don’t think so.”


 “You just want to try out the glider packs. You don’t care about actually finding anything.”


 “That’s not true! You’re just mad at me because you think all this is my fault!”


 “It is your fault!”


 “No, it’s not!” Fynn stalked away, fists shoved deep into his pockets.


Meanwhile, Owen ran up and down the shore, searching for the proper tools to make a fishing rod. It was an unfamiliar sensation, running on sand, and despite the situation, he enjoyed it hugely. His bright, crisp white shoes, lined electric blue and brand-new, got dirty and gray very quickly. He took them off, as well as his socks, and left them straggled across the seashore. He thought it a stroke of good luck when he found a bent, gnarled stick, wet and slimy, washed up on the coast.


Excitedly, Owen ran up to Fynn, clutching the stick. “I found the part for the rod!” he said. “Look!”


 “Yeah, great,” his brother lied. He glanced over to where Max and Simone were busy looking around, a few yards away. They appeared not to notice him.


 “Could I go over to the wreck?” he went on.


 “By yourself?” Fynn wondered what Max would say. He didn’t feel like asking anyone. It was just another way for Max to glance at him in that superior way. He and Simone, he was sure, were both upset with him; they thought this whole thing had happened because of him, which he felt was very unfair. He had not meant to cause anything.


He peered down at Owen’s eager face. “I guess it’s fine,” he said irritably. It would get Owen out of the way for another while, at least.


Owen grinned brightly. “Thanks!” He took off down the hill.


 “What did Owen want?” Simone asked, looking up.


Fynn, in his annoyance, imagined she’d said it coolly. She didn’t really want to talk to him—she was blaming it all on him, just like Max. “Nothing,” he snapped.

“All right...,” Simone said, taken aback.


Owen reached the place where the luggage department had landed. The crater it had left was smaller; the waves had nearly smoothed out the sand. Still, when he scrambled down, he was up to his ankles in water. He tread cautiously, stick in hand.

Peering back up the hill, he saw nobody was watching him, so he got on his knees and climbed through a gap in the department’s ruins he knew that they would have forbidden, because of its jagged edge. This way, Owen felt, was much faster. He made it through safely, and paused a moment to look around. The broken glass had been removed by Max when he and Fynn had went there, themselves, so he was reasonably sure it would be fine to walk around barefoot. There were large empty spaces where crates had been taken out.


Owen sat idly for a minute, taking in the whole scene, then got back to work. It was a bit exciting to be here on the beach, scary as it was, but he needed to find a way to finish his fishing rod. He rummaged through the half-drowned crates and found a small, sky blue, ratty fabric thing, wet and heavy from sitting underwater all night. He squeezed it and it dripped onto the sand. Owen recognized it as the scarf his mother had knitted him. She said she always knit him sky blue things to match his eyes. He turned it over, wondering sadly if there was a way to get the scarf back to normal. Maybe not. He pocketed its remains, anyway.


He turned back to the rest of the crate’s contents. It had been one of his family’s crates, and he went through all the items one by one, all their sad remnants. A little white memory device that had stored family photos, to see on the interface—lost forever. Simone’s black satin gloves—soaked, but savable. Max and Fynn’s holographic games—permanently damaged. Electric robot toys, his, in a plastic case—all waterlogged and unfixable. A bouquet of dried flowers his mother had picked from the garden before leaving Earth—ruined, little bits of petals like wet paper floating miserably at the top. He promised himself that he would pick her some more to bring home.


Wedged in the corner, under the folds of wet old sweaters, was a little electric green clockwork insect. It was his; he had named it Jinx. It was his favorite toy, very old; it had been passed down in the family for several generations. He paused, with bated breath, and wound it up. It jittered feebly in his palm and fell silent. Tears stung his eyes. He tucked Simone’s gloves and Jinx alongside the wet scarf in his pocket.


Turning back to the wall, he spied a dark, glossy screen, with a long, narrow crack across it. “Interface?” he asked hesitantly, then recalled what Fynn had said: it responded only to touch. His heart was leaping with excited anxiety now. If he made contact with the pilot now, they would all be saved. But if not....


He tapped nervously on the screen with shaking fingers. “Hello?” he stammered.


 ‘Z—x—e-e,’ the interface screeched incoherently. After a while, its screen feebly flickered faint white. ‘D-do y-you require assist—an—c-e?’ it questioned finally, in a very warped version of its old cool monotone.


 “Please, please talk to Mom and Dad,” Owen pleaded, forgetting it was only a machine he was talking to. “We need help. We’re on a beach somewhere.”

The interface hummed mechanically. ‘R—e-quest c—cannot-t c—computer,’ it answered. ‘Dam—age assessment under-r-way. R-require f-fix—in-g. Battery exhausted.’


 “We need help, it’s an emergency!”


The interface replied: ‘Send-in—g emergency s—sign--al to pilot. P—please wa-a-it.’ It hummed unnervingly loudly; Owen knew it must be badly broken. ‘No signal a-avail—able,’ it said. ‘O—out of range.’


 “Try again!” Owen implored it.


 ‘Re—send-in-g-g,’ it hummed. There was a very long pause. ‘No sign—al—,’ it began. It stopped. ‘N—n... no... sign-a-a—a-a—l, o-out of-f-f r—a....’ It seemed to struggle, but its final effort collapsed. Its screen flickered and died; the interface had burned out completely.


 “No! Come back! You have to!” Owen kicked in frustration, but his foot only connected with soft sand. He shouted at it, banged on its screen, but it was quiet and dark and dead. Suddenly he felt very dizzy and he let his knees give way; he kneeled on the ground, staring helplessly at the broken machine, and lapsed into silence. For a time he just sat, and watched, and twisted the cold bit of scarf in his pocket.

