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When Julian's mentor urges him to accept an invitation to study the dying sand of Valeria, all he sees is another assignment. Valeria's ban on romantic and sexual unions seems a trivial price to pay in the name of scientific progress; even the constant supervision by the Sisters, the advanced A.I. that runs Valeria, seems a negligible point.

When the situation proves to be more difficult than anticipated, Julian finds a lifeline in Saidan, a warm, emotional individual who has somehow survived a world of passive expression and uniformity. As they work together to try and solve Valeria's degradation problem, they learn the Sisters had a much more sinister reason for inviting Julian to Valeria, and the two of them may not be able to save themselves, let alone an entire planet...
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LAST DAY ON EARTH

I remember the last day before my extraordinary journey like it was just yesterday, though it feels like it happened in another life. I was walking with my mentor, Professor Lankis, across the courtyard of the Science Foundation. I can still recall the way the sunlight reflected off the mirrored surface of the various research towers, each dedicated to their own particular discipline. There was a pristine, white stone walkway beneath my feet, preserved by automatic maintenance. Flowerbeds and patches of grass grew in perfect squares across the garden, not a single blade of grass growing over the borders. The robot gardeners always took such good care of the courtyard in a way that seemed to reflect their synthetic personalities; all straight lines, no deviation from the program. No soil across the line. No overhanging grass. I was much the same way, back then. I operated within the rules I had created, scorning those who spent time on frivolities such as romance.

Lankis was looking a little older than usual, the angry scars from his fatal KEVAC Syndrome standing out in the harsh sunlight. His white hair and neatly-trimmed beard seemed to reflect the light, creating the image of a God-like figure walking across the courtyard. He could still keep pace with me, but it was a leisurely plod to begin with, with neither of us in any real hurry to get to our destination. I knew that even with modern science, that might be the last time we ever saw one another. I would soon be going to distant Valeria on a five-year science exchange, and he would be entering the hospice to live out his final days without the pressure of the Foundation's constant need of his mind.

"You're really okay with this?" Lankis asked, turning to me with his trademark skeptical gaze. I knew that look; I'd seen it a thousand times in his classes, back when I was one of his students. He really didn't believe I could stick to the Valerian rules, and I didn't blame him. Ten thousand years of human nature told him that it was impossible for a sexual man to abstain for five years. I should have known back then that he was right, but I was arrogant. I believed that love and attraction were simply matters of behavior control on my part. I had even convinced the Foundation, who had favored bypassing the issue entirely by sending the Nobel Prize-winning scientist, asexual, aromantic Elly Sanders. If Sanders had not failed the medical due to a previously-undetected arrhythmia of the heart, I would have willingly bowed out. The only scientist I knew who held a candle to her was Lankis, and I may have been biased in that regard by my affection for him.

"I can do it," I said. "I'm going to Valeria to conduct research, not flirt with the other scientists."

"Obviously," Lankis said. "The human spirit often has other ideas, though. You are not an island, Julian, no matter how much you want to believe it."

"Well, the threat of a death sentence for dating will have to keep me in my place, then." There was an air of smugness to my voice that I regret now, an aura of superiority, as if I was above Lankis' record of failed marriages and sordid love affairs. If he was hurt by my words, he never said a thing, but that skeptical look in his eyes remained. I can still see it when I close mine. It's the look of a man who knows better and has the research to prove it. He understood the human mind in a way no other man did.

"Well, just be on your toes," Lankis said. "Valeria is a surveillance society with a tight hold on its citizens. It's not exactly a holiday resort."

"This isn't a vacation," I said. "I'll have to spend five years in cryogenic sleep just to get there. I'll probably be sick as a dog when I wake up."

Lankis smiled: a sad, wan upturn of the mouth that others might have missed. It was his way of understanding that our chances of meeting again upon my return were negligible; he would likely be long dead by the time I reached distant Valeria.

"It has to be me," I said, almost defensively. "I have no attachments. No family. What I bring back from Valeria could change the future of this world. Somebody has to go. Why not me?"

"The Council decided you were the best choice, yes." Lankis stopped and sat down on a bench, short of breath from KEVAC Syndrome's internal scarring and looking every moment of his one-hundred-and-two years of age. "I do have faith in you. I just know that underneath that hard exterior, you are more human than you let yourself believe."

"Are you ready for the Galileans to send an envoy first? Besides, it would have been rude not to accept the Valerians' invitation."

"They plan to learn from us as well," Lankis said. "The road goes both ways. Don't act like you're doing them a favor; that's the kind of thing they'd like you to think."

"I'm sure they would." I fell silent, my hands folded together in my lap. For the first time since I'd been chosen, I felt a certain sense of apprehension at the task before me: a sense of doubt that I really could pull this off and return to Earth with new knowledge.

Lankis detected this, of course, and placed a wrinkled hand on my shoulder. It was shockingly intimate: an action I wouldn't have allowed from just anybody, but Lankis had been by my side for most of my adult years. I was thirty-five years old, still pretty young by human standards, and yet, most humans had felt intimate contact by that point. I had not. Lankis had been the closest thing I'd ever had to a friend or lover, and yet, this action was the warmest thing I'd ever felt from him. His hand almost seemed to burn through the fabric of my Foundation uniform.

"If anybody can do it, Julian, it would be you." Lankis withdrew his hand as fast as he'd put it there, and suddenly I realized that was his way of saying goodbye. He knew anything else would just embarrass me, pushing me past the limits of what I deemed acceptable. I was such a robot back then. I could have made a good gardener, trimming the grass in perfectly straight lines. But the human equation is far more complex than any algorithm we could write, and people truly come into their own when taken from safety and placed into extraordinary circumstances.

Extraordinary didn't even begin to describe what I would find on Valeria, or to quantify its value. The value of love, of life, of civilization, and of society. All the things I had taken for granted up until that last day on Earth.


THE JOURNEY

It was a few days later when the gravity of my situation seemed to dawn on me. What had been purely theoretical was now becoming a certainty as I was taken to the preparation center by anti-grav train and measured for a basic jumpsuit that I would be wearing in cryogenic stasis. It was explained to me more than once that the suit would measure my vital signs in stasis and wake me if abnormalities were detected, upon which I could self-administer care and go back to sleep.

There would be no help on the mission: I was going alone, transported by an auto-piloted ship flying under a respected flag of peace. It was highly unlikely that the vessel would be attacked, but it was fitted with an advanced A.I. that could use the ship's weapons as well as any human. Just in case.

The one thing I hadn't considered is how alone I'd be. I think it finally dawned on me that I was actually going into deep space all by myself when the doctors walked away. I was lying in what the doctors dubbed 'the coffin.' The top started to close, creating a glass screen between them and me. I realized philosophically that the screen had always been there: that there had always been something separating myself from others. They worked in groups: I worked alone. They created connections: I was a solitary unit. The glass seemed to cement the fact that I was the only one who could carry out the mission. When I realized that, I started to feel fear for the very first time. The world's future was on my shoulders. I was the only one who could bring home research that could help with Earth's radical soil depletion, medical breakthroughs that could end the epidemic of KEVAC Syndrome, and even sociological research that could change the way we lived on Earth. Me. Julian Tamaris of the Science Foundation of Earth. It was all up to me.

Cryogenic fluid poured into the chamber, the cool liquid rising up around my ears. It seemed to relax me, and I felt like I was floating in an ocean. Yet my last thought before I lost consciousness was a simple moment of doubt. I'm human. What if I fail?

*~*~*

The worst thing about waking up from stasis? Dizziness. As soon as my eyes started to work again, which was after a frightening few minutes in total blindness, the world spun in a sickening way that made me wish I couldn't see. Getting up was not an option, though it had been explained to me that it wasn't supposed to be. The pod opened, the last of the liquid drained out, and I started to rise on a metal plate that made my sense of nausea overwhelming. The plate reached the top of the pod and stopped. I waited in silence for seconds until the end of the plate lifted one leg, then the other, in a stilted kind of exercise routine. Every motion hurt like hell, stiff limbs moving for the first time in five years. I reminded myself to tell the doctors they needed to build in something to move the limbs every now and then in stasis, in order to minimize suffering on this end. Certainly they would tell me a reason why it wasn't possible, and on a whim I would design a prototype just to prove them wrong. It wasn't as snarky and self-serving as it seems, I assure you. I just like to improve the conditions of the human race as much as possible with the knowledge that I have acquired over the years. That's what being a scientist means to me.

After what seemed like hours, though it could have been thirty minutes for all I knew, the plate finally lifted me to a standing position. I was very unsteady and my fears were actualized as the straps holding me to the plate retracted and I instantly fell to my knees. I vomited endlessly, clearing my stomach and lungs of the fluid that had been freezing them. I'm sure the doctors would tell me that it was all normal, though let me tell you, it felt the furthest possible thing from normal. I suppose that's why they don't include it in the orientation. Humans aren't supposed to be frozen like popsicles and sent off to distant planets. We haven't exactly evolved to include a survival mechanism for it.

Anyway, coming back to normal was a very slow process. Luckily, the doctors had planned for this and a robot fed me at regular intervals. I suppose it must have been a week until I was walking properly again. You would think they would have included a chronometer in the room, but either it was an oversight, or they didn't want me to know how inefficient their stasis revival process was. I guessed the latter.

As soon as I felt normal again, the door to what I termed 'my cell' opened, allowing me access to the rest of the ship. A slow, stumbling walk to the control room told me that we still had three days left before our arrival on Valeria. My stomach was still a little queasy and I didn't exactly relish the thought of landing, but it wasn't not like I had any choice in the matter. A data tablet allowed me access to infinite science periodicals, and I spent three days reading in the Spartan, but comfortable, cabin they had set aside for me. Anything was preferable to the stasis pod. I didn't return to the stasis room for the duration of my trip. I had spent long enough in the coffin, and the experience had been traumatic enough that I wanted no reminder of the trial I had endured.

The comm beeped when we approached Valerian space, and I answered it as I had been taught, telling the air traffic control A.I. in perfect Valerian that I was the requested visitor. She sent the authorization codes and the ship did the rest, pulling us into orbit as I strapped myself in for landing. It was not quite as sickening as I had feared, and I made a mental note to thank the engineers for installing such a quality A.I. on my ship.

The debris shields that had covered my view of the planet from the cockpit windows lifted, and I had to say that the meager image of the Valerian landscape that I'd pictured hadn't done it justice. The purple sky looked like a set from some ancient science-fiction television show. The skyline was filled with obelisks, skyscrapers from a distant city. The blue moon loomed so large over the entire view that it almost seemed like it might crash into the planet. It was like something from a Riva Melodia album cover: the purple hues and epic moon telling a story even before the music started.

The door to the shuttle opened, and I found myself drawn to the exit. My first breath of Valerian air was the strangest experience of my life, and to this day, I do wonder if it was simply a psychosomatic effect. I had been warned that the oxygen content of the air was higher, but my lungs felt strangely full, my brain acutely aware of everything about me in a way that I imagine drug users are familiar with. My eyes soon settled on the welcoming committee of about ten or so Valerian diplomats and scientists. Somehow, I had expected a small crowd of curious onlookers, since I was supposedly the first envoy to the closed and secretive planet Valeria since the Age of Discovery. I should have taken it as a warning of how strictly controlled Valeria's society was, but at that moment, it never occurred to me that Valerians were not allowed to attend. As it turned out, the vast majority of the planet's inhabitants were unaware of my presence. If I had known that, perhaps I would have trod cautiously instead of awarding myself a sense of self-importance as an alien visitor.

Perhaps it was the oxygen or simply the new and exciting experience of landing on a different world, but I felt aware and alive in a way that I had never experienced as I looked at the group of lightly blue-green skinned aliens. They were short beings that were only as high as my shoulder, with eyes slightly larger than the human norm, and hair that was braided into one or many braids. They offered no greeting but simply nodded, as if accepting my presence. Something about them that first day unnerved me.

The head of the group, a tallish, feminine alien, when compared to the others, gestured for me to follow as the group made its way to a small bus. I followed the line in step and I didn't know what was unnerving me until the last of the aliens stepped onto the bus. The final young man to board turned to me with a brief flash of a smile that was definitely not in the script. He seemed like he might be younger than the others, and his skin was more blue than green, with a singular long braid that extended down to his waist. As quickly as he showed interest, his expression turned back to the usual mask of dispassion and he turned his back to me.

I saw the smile, but something inside me told me not to react to it, and that it might be forbidden. Lankis had warned me that Valeria was controlled in ways even we were not fully aware of, and something about how the young man's face had turned back to the mask of disinterest had told me that he wasn't supposed to have smiled at me. That what he had done, that small emotional reaction to my presence, was a forbidden act, one that might even be considered rebellion.

Our vehicle wasn't an anti-grav bus, and the sensation of hitting all the potholes on the road made my already-delicate stomach lurch. I realized it could be considered a severe breach of etiquette to vomit on the bus, and so I swallowed air until the urge to throw up had passed.

Fortunately, the others all seemed to stare straight ahead, completely uninterested in me and my slight medical hiccup as some kind of pop music played from tinny little speakers. The singer's voice seemed to lack all emotion, and I felt like the song was sucking the life from my bones. Perhaps I should have known that Valeria's idea of etiquette was nothing like our own - but that's the oddness of being a stranger on a strange world. I lived according to the rules of Earth and applied them to an alien culture without even realizing my error in understanding the way things worked, the framework of society. As a scientist, I should have known better than to assume the way that anything worked would match my own theoretical assumptions.

I must have dozed for a while, because I was startled awake by the sound of air brakes and the doors to the bus sliding open. The Valerians stood and stepped to the side, making a perfect line in their matching grey jumpsuits before they marched off the bus, leaving me sitting alone. Assuming I should follow, I stood and stepped off the bus. They must have wondered what an undisciplined individual I was, slouching down the steps, stretching my stiff back and legs while trying to keep my backpack of vital supplies on my shoulder.

"This is the Science Building." The leader of the group turned to me, and I realized there had been no introductions beyond the nodding. I didn't know her name, or the names of any of the others who had accompanied me on my journey.

I looked ahead of me at the concrete building. Plain, lifeless, a block without any kind of architectural flair stood before me. The bus pulled away and I turned to look behind me at the city we had arrived in. Every building, every skyscraper, was the same. It reminded me of the pictures I had seen in Earth History class of Soviet Russia. These buildings had not been fashioned from any kind of love of architecture or design, but as functional constructs. I had to say, at that point I was more than a little unnerved. There was so little individuality that it frightened a lone wolf like myself. I had spent my whole life understanding my inner self and honing my individual skills; it bothered me to see such uniformity, as if it might eat away at my own soul. I also realized that it was an odd double standard on my part. The Foundation was pretty famous for its matching uniforms, and news articles often spotlighted us as scientists who lacked flair and imagination. Yet something about me wanted to stand apart from these people as much as possible. There was more than a lack of imagination here; a total absence of freedom was visible even in the way they walked in step.

I wondered with a sheer drop in my gut how I was going to survive five years living in a place so artless. It's true that the sciences are based on facts and figures. They were my sole love until Lankis introduced me to music and art. I would have given a fortune in that moment to stand in the Foundation's courtyard and see the sunlight bouncing off that mirrored glass. To see the roses growing in the atrium. To admire the double-helix art fixture in the reception area, where you could place your hand and see the function of every gene in the human body. Lankis taught me that science has always held a creative element. Creation and imagination give rise to new theories, which are then tested and proven, or disproven, by method.

I was curious how Valeria could have the greatest claim to science in the universe with a landscape so uninspiring and a culture so flat. I theorized that perhaps science was in fact an outlet for repressed creativity in a society where every sign of individuality was seen as a possible threat.

I realized that every eye was on me. I had drifted into a daydream while they had been waiting for my response. With several sets of large, glossy eyes boring into my skull as if they could read my every thought and sense my disapproval of the concrete jungle around me, I found myself suddenly tongue-tied.

"I'm looking forward to seeing the labs," I managed to say, licking my lips. The air was dry in a way Earth's wasn't, and while the high the oxygen had given me was wearing off as my body adjusted to it, I could still feel a feverish sweat coating my back and forehead. More than anything, I longed to strip off my Foundation jumpsuit and take a long shower, but protocol was important to the Valerians, and I knew I had to endure whatever they had in store for me.

"Forward." The head diplomat, as I considered her, barked out an order, and the drones, as I dubbed them in that moment, made their way into the Science Building, single-file. Their leader followed last, with a gaze that seemed to indicate that I should follow.

I stepped inside, and one of the uniformly identical people I considered drones pressed a button. The doors sealed, and water sprayed us down, icy cold and shocking. I suppressed a cry of surprise and took back my secret wish for a shower, as my jumpsuit now hung to me like a cold, leaden weight. The water stopped, and I was about to ask how we were supposed to dry ourselves when hot air started to blow into the chamber. It was welcome, and my jumpsuit and those of the others seemed to dry quickly. As the hot air subsided and the doors opened, I realized this was their form of decontamination.

"Clever," I observed. "We're usually not as..." I struggled for a Valerian equivalent to what I was thinking. "Stringent."

"Proper decontamination procedures are vital for research," the leader explained. "Many bacteria live in our soil and air. While harmless, these extra variables can alter the results of experiments and render years of research useless."

The scientists marched into the next room and I followed. I found the whiteness of each wall almost blinding. The floor, walls, and ceiling were covered in a white, smooth material, yet my shoes seemed to grip the floor without slipping. I reached out and touched a wall. It felt like melamine resin, as if the entire place was one large wipe-clean cutting board.

"It is easy to clean," the leader explained. I nodded. I had to respect their cleanliness. Whatever they were, Valerians were certainly not sloppy. I knew Earth could use some of their discipline. Many studies had been derailed at the Foundation because of contaminated samples. Efforts to add decontamination procedures had mostly been met with protest from scientists eager to preserve their freedom above their research. No such thing was likely to happen at the Science Building.

I looked up and noticed that we were in a corridor, and that the other scientists had disappeared. Doors lined each side of the passage, and I assumed they had each checked into their labs. I didn't know why, but I missed the man who had smiled at me. I didn't want to be left alone with the head scientist, or, as I was quickly realizing, my babysitter. I was pretty certain right then that no government agent or official had come to greet me, just members of the science team. As I looked around me, I realized why. Small cameras were set into every wall, following our movements. They didn't have to greet me. They could see everything I was doing. I tried to ignore the presence of the cameras, even as I could sense their eyes on me, but it was hard, knowing that some people I had never met were keeping tabs on not only me, but all Valerians. I had heard of surveillance societies; Earth had some in its very own history books. But to experience one first-hand was unnerving, to say the least.

The head scientist stepped forward and pressed a button on the wall. The plastic slid back to reveal windows on either side of the corridor. I could look in and see the scientists at work. I looked for the man who had smiled at me, and saw him in the room labeled "Soil Research". He was busy at work in a way I'd never seen. He only had to wave his hand over the sample for a zoomed-in, holographic version of the image to appear before him. He could highlight sections of it and turn them in mid-air. It made my old microscope at the Foundation seem like a fossil.

"Impressive," I said. "How do you do that?"

"We have three A.I.s who run this city and tend to all our needs," the head scientist explained. "They take care of every demand the scientists make. They are even capable of running research models, debating theories, and spotting mistakes. Everything the scientists do is triple-checked by the Sisters."

"The Sisters?"

"That is what they are called. Their A.I. is ancient and poorly understood now; a product of our enlightened ancestors, but they have watched over this city for thousands of years."

"Like a parent who lives forever," I mused out loud, not really checking my words that much at that point. Later on, I would filter every word that came out of my mouth with caution, but at that point, I was careless.

"Nothing lives forever," the head scientist said, with an air of disapproval in her tone. "Such nonsense is unscientific, off-worlder."

"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to offend."

"Offend? No. Such talk is simply foolishness. A waste of thought."

"As you say," I said. I realized that musing was wasted on this stone-cold ice queen of science. If I had thought that I was a robot, I was flesh and blood compared to the Valerians I had met. I made a mental note not to bother with their literature, if they had any. I imagined it would be lists of facts, recited with the monotone of a textbook psychopath.

*~*~*

We spent much of the day touring the facility, watching, but never entering, every laboratory in the building. I was exhausted by the time the Ice Queen closed the last window.

"That concludes today's orientation. I will now take you to your quarters." The Ice Queen pressed a button at the end of a corridor, and the wall slid back to reveal elevator doors. I followed the head scientist in and stood silently as she pressed a button.

I had expected the elevator to rise, but it instead descended at a sickening speed which made me almost revisit my last meal. The growling of my stomach indicated I was hungry, but I was honestly too intimidated to ask if there was a cafeteria in the building.

The elevator doors opened to reveal another white corridor. I knew we had to be several floors underground, and a large Valerian number—minus nineteen—confirmed my suspicions. The Ice Queen waved her hand and a door slid open. Door nineteen. Well, at least I knew it would be easy to remember. Floor Nineteen, Room Nineteen.

If I had thought the room aboard the ship had been stark, my room set whole new levels of austerity. It was about eight feet square, lined with the same melamine-coated walls as the lab, but in black. Some kind of pod, ostensibly designed for sleeping, rose up from the floor. That was it.

I turned to ask the Ice Queen about food, but she was gone. The door slid back into place and I found, to my disappointment, that it would not open. I felt instantly claustrophobic, like a prisoner being held against their will. I remember thinking that the Valerians had a lot of work to do on their manners.

I nearly jumped out of my skin when a female voice spoke to me. "Welcome, Earth visitor." The voice seemed to come from the walls and I realized it must be the Sisters A.I. "Is there anything you need?"

"Yeah, I'm starving," I said.

"You have missed standard Feeding Time, though I see in your log that it was through no fault of your own. I will dispense a protein bar that will fulfill your hunger until breakfast." A small section of the wall vanished and a wrapped protein bar dropped from a chute. I reached forward and picked it up, tearing open the wrapper like a wild animal and ripping off a chunk with my teeth as the wall reappeared. The tasteless bar was gone in seconds. I dropped the wrapper in what looked like a trash receptacle and watched as it simply vanished.

"Curfew is in effect. Therefore, please rest in your pod until 009056. You will be roused. Tomorrow's schedule is as follows:

009057: Shower

010789: Feeding Time

011647: Lab Time

012632: Knowledge Time

013678: Lab Time

068993: Reflection Time

089075: Curfew

090000: Sleep

I lamented the singular feeding time as my stomach growled, wondered what on Earth the time system meant, and skeptically considered what Knowledge Time and Reflection Time might entail. I also took notice to the camera in the corner, watching my every move.

"Um, Sisters?"

"Yes?"

"Is the camera going to watch me... all the time?"

"Yes, off-worlder. It is for your safety. Covering or impeding the camera's function in any way will incur one penalty point."

I wanted to ask what the penalty points meant, but I had a good idea, and didn't want to arouse suspicion by asking. I wasn't exactly pleased about the concept of getting undressed in front of the camera so that government eyes could titter at my anatomy, however. It shouldn't have been such a big problem, as I had been naked in the cryogenic chamber, but for some reason, it really bothered me. I wanted to be alone, in a world that wouldn't allow it, and I felt violated. Spied upon. Imprisoned. How did the Valerians live in a place like this?

I looked around for sleep clothes, but there were none. Figuring my privacy was forfeit anyway, I stripped out of the jumpsuit and abandoned it on the floor. I opened the pod. It was designed much like a stasis chamber, only without the liquid and sensors. I lowered myself into it and the lid slid shut. The lights in the room outside dimmed and went out. It was warm inside the pod, but somehow I missed blankets. I wanted to snuggle up underneath something, instead of lying here exposed in a coffin with a glass lid. I needed a security blanket that first night.

I was exhausted, but couldn't sleep. I experienced an intense loneliness that I'd never felt in my life. It took me a moment, but I eventually realized why. On Earth, even though I had never sought out company, it was always available. If I had wanted, I could have traveled to any night spot and picked up a bedfellow or even just someone to talk to. Even if I had never done it, the option was still there. Here, I was forced to be alone. There was nobody to confide in, nobody to chit-chat with, nobody at all. Just me, in solitude, on a distant planet. Locked in a room, naked in a pod, live on camera.

I honestly wondered at that moment what the hell I'd signed myself up for.


THE INDIVIDUAL

I woke to the sound of chirpy elevator music. Even as I remembered the events of the previous day and my current predicament, I couldn't help but laugh that even here, millions of miles away, they still had generic filler tunes. Realizing that I was awake, the Sisters halted the music.

"There has been a change in plan," the Sisters announced as I made my way to the small shower cubicle in the corner. "Today's schedule has been altered. After Feeding Time, you will be meeting a designated guide in front of the building for a city tour at 011647. The tour is expected to take all day. Please ensure you return in time for curfew."

I couldn't help but be pleasantly surprised that somebody had apparently taken an interest in me as more than a cog in the machine. My fears that I was just being assimilated into Valerian society as a drone eased a little as the dispenser fired out a fresh, folded jumpsuit. It wasn't mine—it was grey—but it fit perfectly. I wondered when exactly they'd managed to get my measurements. In the pod? It wouldn't have surprised me in the slightest.

I tried the door to find that it was unlocked. The door slid open and I walked through the opening, glad to be free from my prison at last. Others were standing in front of their doors, and so I copied them, standing still until a buzzer sounded. I imitated the Valerian in front of me, falling in step. There were about thirty of us on the floor, and we had to wait for a second elevator. If there was any disgruntlement about being late for breakfast, nobody showed it. In fact, nobody showed any hint of emotion. That inability to read people's emotions through facial expressions frustrated me at the time. It was so hard to know if I was doing the right thing.

Eventually I boarded the elevator. I looked next to me to see I was standing shoulder-to-shoulder with the man who had smiled at me. I expected him to remain rigidly still like all the other drones, but he chanced a quick glance at me. Our eyes met for a second, and in that moment, I saw a whole universe of emotions. Curiosity. Excitement. Fear. Wonder. He snapped back to his emotionless state, but he had answered a bevy of questions and delivered a warning with that glance. Valerians did have curiosity. They did have emotions. They were just too afraid to share them. I knew I was going to have to keep a tight lid on my reactions if I was to avoid offending the powers-that-be.

We made our way into the cafeteria, but it was nothing like I had imagined. I'd thought about something familiar, something from home, with jolly people serving ladles of potatoes and meat. Instead, there were machines that dispensed the allotted protein bars for each individual. I took the bars dispensed to me, disappointed, and took a seat. The smiler took a seat opposite me. With the Valerians milling about and the sound of many voices, as the Valerians seemed to come alive at feeding time, I felt a certain sense of intimacy with the individual sitting across from me. So I asked what I thought would be a simple enough question to break the ice.

"What's your name?"

A thousand drones seemed to stop dead in their tracks and turn to stare at me. I shriveled under the penetrating gaze of so many eyes, wondering what I'd done wrong now. The smiler across from me seemed to blush, if that's what it could be called. The green flecks stood out on his blue skin far more prominently.

"He is an off-worlder. He doesn't know." I wasn't sure if the smiler was defending himself or me. All I knew was that I had made a critical misstep in etiquette that might have put the Valerian in danger. I instantly apologized in the most profuse way the Valerian language would allow, a formal apology reserved for the most grievous of errors, a phrase that I had picked up from the Valerian language database on Earth. It only seemed to make him blush more.

"Nineteen-Nineteen. That is your number, correct?" The Valerian asked.

"My floor and room number, yes," I answered.     

"On Valeria, names are secret. They are never shared. Here in the Science Building, we are known by our room numbers. You would be Nineteen-Nineteen. I am Nineteen Twenty-One."

My heart seemed to skip a beat that his room was only separated by one room in the middle, but I took the lesson on board best I could. The Valerians around us, satisfied with Nineteen Twenty-One's response, went back to their conversations. I don't know why, but I apologized again.

"You don't have to apologize," Nineteen Twenty-One said. "You just need to learn our ways. We assumed, since you seem well-versed in our language, that you already knew."

"On Earth, not much is known about Valerian customs. It is not something you have shared in your transmissions."

"Our way of life is plain. We most likely did not find anything of interest to share. Besides, we have never visited Earth. How would we know that our customs are any different from yours?" His eyes sparkled with a question he dared not ask: Do you share your names freely on Earth?

"On Earth, it would be considered strange to refer to somebody by a number. Impersonal. We like to name everything and everyone. Places, people, all have names, and all are shared freely."

"They cannot all be named differently. How do you avoid confusion?" Nineteen Twenty-One's curiosity managed to override his fear. Perhaps he realized he could use the excuse that I had initiated the conversation, if he was asked.

"Humans have two names. A first name, and a family name. Sometimes, we do get confused, but it's fairly rare."

"It seems rather inefficient," Nineteen Twenty-One said, in an almost derisive tone, but his eyes bored deep into my soul with a question he would never be allowed to ask in his culture. The same question I had asked him: What's your name?

A buzzer sounded and he looked away. The chattering crowds fell silent instantly, falling back into line. I let them go, knowing my schedule had me elsewhere. They would go down to the lab and complete a day's work, and I would be whisked away on a tour of the city. I made myself get up from the bench, and I rode the elevator up to the main floor by myself. It felt like an odd moment of freedom, the first I'd had since my arrival. I was surprised they hadn't sent someone to escort me.

The doors to the elevator opened, and I made my way through the decontamination room to the exit. The hot Valerian air hit my skin as I stepped outside of the temperature-controlled lab environment. I looked down the street both ways, seeing concrete in every direction. The purple sky seemed inviting, and a piece of me wanted to make a run for it. I knew I could reach the ship in a day or so of walking. I could make my break for freedom. I could go home.

The only thing that stopped me was the mystery of Nineteen Twenty-One. That look in his eyes. His curiosity. His glance in the elevator. His smile. In a barren, uninteresting world, he was an enigma that I was drawn to. He was reaching out to me. I couldn't run away and leave him here. That reason, above honor, above duty, above the millions they'd spent on this mission back home, was why I stayed.

Just like that, the moment was gone. The doors opened behind me and the Ice Queen stepped out. A vehicle pulled up and its doors slid open automatically. Out of courtesy, I held the door open for the Ice Queen. She regarded me strangely, but climbed into the vehicle and let me follow. The doors slid shut when I let go and the car rolled forward, driven by computer.

The Ice Queen was silent in her seat. I had expected her to point out landmarks and important buildings, but she didn't. After a while, I forgot she was there and studied the landscape with my own two eyes. Two dozen fat concrete obelisks, as wide as they were tall, made up the city, erected in a perfect square. Fields of languid grey corn rose up from fields that were worked only by machines. Nobody walked the city streets. A couple of buses like the one that had brought me from my ship passed us by, but other than that, the city was eerily quiet.

"Does everyone live underground?" I asked.

"Yes."

"What about the children? I haven't seen a single one since I arrived." I hadn't meant to sound suspicious, especially with the cameras in the car eyeballing us, but the thought had occurred to me, and I couldn't help but spit it out.

"They live in the Children's Building, where they are educated as a group by the Sisters." The Ice Queen pointed out a nondescript tower on one corner of the square grid.

"What about their parents or guardians? Do they get to visit their children?"

"Parents? Guardians? I don't know what you mean. Why would we wish to spend time with incomplete vessels?" She seemed a little rattled by my line of questioning and so I decided to drop it, marking it in my mind under that growing folder I labeled "Mysteries". After all, what children grow up without some kind of parental figure? On every world we've visited during the Age Of Discovery, the parent-child bond has been strong. It's a survival mechanism that exists in every species.  It seemed odd to me that these children were seemingly being separated from their birth parents, never to be mentioned again. Could it be that Valeria was the first planet we'd found where childhood nurturing did not occur?

The Ice Queen's words brought to mind an image of children being reared in a loveless environment, trained by computer to adhere to the rules. It did explain why the Valerians seemed so distant. Nothing in their culture promoted the idea of emotional responses to their environment. I suspected sociologists would be making a move to study Valerian children once their customs became more well-known.

I decided to change my line of questioning to something more benign. Every mystery requires information in order to be solved, and sometimes the smallest details can help build a theory. I needed to know more about Valerian life and society if I was to figure out what exactly was going on.

"Tell me about the different buildings. What goes on in each of them?"

"Each building represents something that we need. For example, the one over there houses all the agricultural machine operators and food processing plants. Each morning, the workers are sent into the fields and factories to produce the food that the city eats. That one over there produces energy from waste." Looking more closely, I could see the tower was in fact a giant chimney. I assumed the rest of the power plant was underground.

"Why is so much of the city beneath the surface?"

The Ice Queen seemed to pause for a moment. "Space," she said simply.

"Space? From what I've been told, this is the only city on the entire planet." My curiosity won out over my sense of self-preservation. I felt I was onto something and I wasn't going to let it go.

The Ice Queen's face seemed to melt a little, her displeasure apparent from her expression. "The rest of the planet is uninhabitable. Soil erosion and degradation have spread across the planet, making it a wasteland where nothing grows. Our scientists are working on trying to find the cause." She gazed at me. "Do not go into the Forbidden Zone without permission. It is not a place for curious off-worlders."

Which of course, just made me all the more curious. Not only did I want to find the cause, I wondered if it might help with Earth's soil depletion problem as well. It was something I'd come to Valeria to learn about. I made a mental note to see if I could get on the lab team. Not that the Ice Queen would let me, if she had any say in the matter.

The car pulled up in front of the Science Building and the doors opened automatically. The Ice Queen sat perfectly still. I knew when I wasn't wanted, and climbed out of the car. The doors closed again, leaving me standing on the sidewalk as the car pulled away. For a trip that was supposed to have taken all day, it had been perhaps a couple of hours. I knew I had landed myself in hot water by asking too many questions, but what could I do? Did they honestly expect an off-worlder not to be curious about the way things worked? The Valerians obviously didn't condone curiosity the way we did on Earth.

*~*~*

The Ice Queen had obviously dumped me without making plans, because the Sisters still logged me as out on the tour when I checked. It didn't take the A.I. long to notice that I was back, though, and the Sisters commanded me to report for lab duty at once. I made my way towards the labs, wondering what I was supposed to be doing. The Ice Queen hadn't assigned me to a team, and I hoped I wasn't going to spend another day as a passive observer of the kind of menial science the building was obviously putting on for a show.

I was quite surprised to find Nineteen Twenty-One waiting for me in the hallway. He was all business, punching in his code and wordlessly beckoning me to follow him through the door. We walked into the lab. I passed dozens of drones working on simple tasks that a high-schooler could have completed. Valeria certainly wasn't showing me its greatest minds at work. But why invite me if they were only going to lie to me? They had promised advanced research, infinite chances for learning, and instead here I was, following a man through the kind of science projects one might see at a school science fair. I was just waiting for somebody to pull out a potato battery and show it to me. If they had, I might well have marched back to my ship. I was starting to become tired of the lies and big secrets, and it was only the second day.

Twenty-One swiped a keycard and punched in a code at the far end of the room. Another door opened. I walked into a much darker room, and the door slid shut behind me. I was still aware of the omnipresent cameras watching me with their beady eyes, and realized that while it might seem like I was alone with Twenty-One, I was not. I would have to choose my words carefully, for my sake and for his.

"You have been chosen to receive additional clearance," Twenty-One said. "One has decided that you should work on the Forbidden Zone project with me. You are familiar with soil depletion, yes?"

"Yes," I said, trying to get over my surprise. So the Ice Queen had a designation, too. One. That had to mean she was in charge, at least in this building. I was starting to wonder if there was a government in the traditional sense. Perhaps each building was ruled by a small group of people who decided which tasks were most important. I was even more surprised that she had chosen to give me clearance. After her displeasure in the car, I was certain I'd only gotten myself on her bad side, not earned her trust.

"Not many people know about the Forbidden Zone," Twenty-One said. "You are one of a select few. The others believe that our ancestors destroyed the world in a great war. There's less fear when people believe they are in charge of their destiny. If they knew the Zone was spreading, there would be panic."

I nodded. I understood. Food shortages on parts of Earth not accustomed to going hungry had led to riots.

"There isn't much space left to lose," Twenty-One said. "The fields and the city are all we have left. If the Zone spreads any further, our vital food supply will be threatened. That's why our population, birth rate, diet and tasks are very tightly controlled."

"How long have you been working on this project?" I asked.

Twenty-One bowed his head in a manner that was far more expressive than any I'd seen from any of the other Valerians. "My entire life."

"Your whole life?" I think my eyes widened substantially at that. "How old are you?"

He seemed to think for a while. "28994940505673 ticks. That would be something like twenty-eight Earth years, I think. I graduated from the Education Building when I was about five Earth years old."

"Five?" My eyes grew even wider.

"Is that unusual on your planet?" Twenty-One seemed to blush again, those green flecks standing out from his blue-green skin.

"Eighteen years is standard for our education cycle, but further education can take even longer. I spent thirty years in education alone."

It was Twenty-One's turn to look surprised, but then he shrugged. "Humans live to be over a hundred of your years, though, don't they? Our lifespans are short. I can expect to live to be perhaps thirty to thirty-five of your years."

His matter-of-fact words struck me in the chest like a bolt of lightning. Thirty to thirty-five years! He was already twenty-eight. He was an old man in his culture, and his life's work was no closer to its end than it had been when he started.

"Don't be alarmed." His voice was calm and gentle, like the ocean breeze, and that just seemed to make it worse for me.

"How can you be so calm?"

"It's a fact of life, Nineteen-Nineteen. In fact, the one who once used your room expired last year. He was the same age as me."

It was at that moment that some things about Valeria really made sense. Its lack of sentimentality and romance. A lack of old people. A lack of time spent rearing its young. Its strictly controlled society. These weren't just signs of a culture on the verge of collapse, but of people who were personally running out of time as well. Short lives left little time for reflection. Any Valerian who wanted to change the world had to dedicate his whole life to that cause, or his hopes and dreams would expire along with him. It also explained the group mentality. As one generation died, others could carry on the work. But it also brought up a huge question, one that I trusted Twenty-One enough to ask.

"If time is so short, why are those Valerians out there working on ridiculously easy projects?"

Twenty-One actually laughed. It was such an alien sound that I wasn't even sure that's what it was, but it was such a beautiful sound that it reminded me of mirth and joy in a way that told me it had to be laughter. I don't think I ever heard another Valerian laugh. Just him. So many things about him were special and unique. I think that's what led me to trust him. We were both outsiders in this world.

"They are playing," Twenty-One said. "Some of us aren't really intelligent enough to carry out more than just mundane tasks, so we let them. If they weren't kept busy, they would be in our way, and sometimes they do come up with some fantastic things." He looked through the one-way window at them, as if they were children, before turning back to me. "Anyway, we've wasted enough time. Tomorrow, I have to go into the Forbidden Zone to collect some samples, and I've obtained permission for you to come with me. You'll see for yourself the extent of the devastation, and maybe I can see if you have any ideas."

"What have samples so far shown?" I asked.

"No life," Twenty-One said. "None at all. Not even bacteria. It's like something's just sucking the life out of this world. It's completely baffling. Nothing will grow if planted, and efforts to enrich the soil have failed. It's like a black hole for living organisms. Nothing can thrive there."

"Nothing?" I was baffled. Now don't get me wrong, we have soil degradation problems on Earth as well, but no patch of ground is sterile. "That's unlikely."

"It's true." He waved his hand and a computer window opened before him. Widening his hands, he zoomed in on the soil sample. "Sisters, analyze this sample."

"Sample is sterile. No lifeforms indicated."

"Perhaps the sample was accidentally decontaminated," I said, searching for reasons, grasping at theories. Perhaps I was scared. The death of a world is a frightening thing when you really look at it. To see this soil sample so completely devoid of life made me think of home, the crops failing in Iowa due to the weak soil. Enrichment programs only went so far, and they took time. Time the starving didn't have. I feared finding a sample like this one on Earth, someday. It was unlikely that soil where even the bacteria had died could ever be revived. Twenty-One must have known that.

"It was not. This is the fifth sample I have taken this year. All have been the same. The dead zone continues to grow, for no reason I can fathom." He hung his head and I could feel his disappointment, his exhaustion, his fear that time was running out, both for him and for Valeria. "I need your help, Nineteen-Nineteen."

In that intimate moment, when he had relaxed and let me see inside himself, I had forgotten about the cameras. It was just us in that room, his eyes wide, his hands on the clear glass table as he pleaded for my help. It was too personal to refer to each other by numbers.

"My name is Julian. Julian Tamaris."

It was as if all the air had been sucked out of the room. I'm not even sure Twenty-One was breathing. He stood as still as a statue for many seconds, until I was worried I'd initiated some kind of shock in him. I heard the camera move and remembered with a sinking feeling that we were not alone. The men behind the camera knew that I had just trusted Twenty-One with my name. I had to keep my best poker face in place as I processed my sudden terror and tried to come up with a qualifying statement, something to throw the observers off the thought that there was more between us than there was.

"As I told you, we give our names freely on Earth. I thought you deserved to know mine, as we will be working together from now on. I understand you cannot reciprocate, and that's fine, Nineteen Twenty-One."

I looked back at his face and almost lost my composure when I saw the tears in his eyes. At the time, I thought he was afraid that I had said too much. It never occurred to me that my name was the first one he had ever been allowed to know.


THE FORBIDDEN ZONE

My pod opened as the same old music greeted a new day. I pulled myself up and into the shower as the Sisters reiterated my schedule for the day. Breakfast was up first, then I would be taking a private bus into the Forbidden Zone with Twenty-One. We would return in the evening and before bed, store the samples for analysis the day after.

I'd dreamt of the Forbidden Zone as I slept. I was walking through the barren, blackened wasteland with Twenty-One at my side. A thousand electronic eyes opened in the ground, watching our every move as we walked. We dared not walk too close in case the eyes saw our friendship, yet I didn't want to let him out of my sight. I felt a sense of danger as we walked, as if the world itself wanted us dead, as if whatever was sucking the life out of the world might take Twenty-One as well.

I pondered the dream as I made my way down to the cafeteria. I could pick Twenty-One out in the elevator, his bluer skin visible against the mostly green faces. He didn't turn to look at me, but I knew he shouldn't. We would have plenty of time together out in the Forbidden Zone. Perhaps, if the area wasn't under heavy surveillance, we might actually be able to have a personal conversation without the fear of being watched. I wanted to talk to Twenty-One, to get to know him better. I knew an attachment was forming, yet at the time, I had no idea it was anything beyond simple friendship. I wondered if the feeling was mutual, or whether I was just latching onto him out of my own sense of loneliness.

I sat alone and listened to the chit-chat of others as I ate my protein bars. I had expected conversations about science, but I soon realized the talk was nothing but babble. Compliments on appearances, when most of the people looked shockingly similar. Discussions on the taste of the protein bars, which had tasted the same since the beginning of my stay and probably always had. Up or down votes on the music blaring from the speakers, tunes I must have heard repeat themselves on a loop fifteen times or more already. I didn't understand it. The Valerians conducted themselves with the intellect of children, with none of the imagination. This, from a planet known for its massive scientific advances. These were the people who had discovered most of the rules we now accept as true about space travel. These were the beings described by the Age of Discovery explorers as having "...an intellect far surpassing ours... a genius that could shape the universe."

I thought back to Twenty-One's words. "Some of us... aren't really intelligent enough to carry out more than just mundane tasks." I thought that perhaps I was just picking the wrong conversations, so I stood up and wandered around the room, but the conversations were the same no matter where I went. Twenty-One had been the only true intellect I had met so far. Could it be that a few geniuses among a world of idiots were responsible for some of the biggest advances in technology? In many ways, the same could be said of Earth, and the sliver of familiarity was almost comforting. I made a mental note of my theory, hoping I could hit Twenty-One up with it later. Tossing my protein bar wrapper in the receptacle, I awaited the buzzer with bated breath and jumped when it finally came.

The drones made their way to the elevators while I hung back with Twenty-One. I tried not to look at him while the cameras were watching, but it was hard not to. He wore a pensive expression, as if deep in thought, even at that mundane moment. The differences between him and the others were striking. He was expressive, emotive, imaginative, while the others were blank, thoughtless automatons going through their day. Drones. My first instinct in naming them had been accurate. They reminded me of the caretaker robots on Earth, cutting off every blade of grass that grew across the lines. Both seemed to be acting on a program, but the drones were organic, as far as I knew. Had the surveillance society really made the people of Valeria stop thinking?

I carried my thoughts with me as I boarded the bus that we had all to ourselves. I had expected some assistants, but it was just the two of us and the cameras. Twenty-One stowed the box of equipment and sat across the aisle from me. The automatic bus started its journey as we sat in an easy silence, both of us lost in our thoughts.

I looked out of the window as we left the city. I saw the brush dwindle until there was nothing left except rocky dirt contrasted against the purple horizon. The bus eventually came to a halt and I stood up, walking to the exit and stepping and out onto the lifeless ground. I looked around me. The wasteland stretched off into the distance as far as the eye could see on every side. I suddenly felt small, one tiny drop of life in the midst of a dead world.

Twenty-One followed, carrying the box of equipment. I took it from him and we started walking. I wanted to ask why, but he seemed to be heading for some dead brush and I followed him.

"Here should be good," Twenty-One said. "You can speak freely now."

I put the box down and looked around, and for the first time realized we weren't being watched. "There are no cameras." My voice was laced with the joy of freedom.

"The bus still has cameras, so don't yell, but yes, as long as we stay out of range, we should be able to talk."

"Good. I have so many questions."

"Me, too." Twenty-One was practically buzzing with excitement, and I felt it, too: a kind of electricity running through my body. It was the excitement of conspiring to do something forbidden, coupled with the thought that we could exchange knowledge and learn something new about each other and our respective worlds.

"You first." I wanted to know what he knew more than anything. I sat down on the dirt, the samples forgotten. The bus was a shadow on the horizon as we sat in the sun, the dead brush our only cover from the relentless heat.

"What's Earth like?" Twenty-One sat next to me and we leaned up against a rock.  He offered me a flask of water and I accepted. It eased my dry throat as I pondered the answer to his question.

"A lot different from your world," I began. "For one, we don't have cameras everywhere."

"Nobody watches you?"

"Not in private, no. Not in our homes. Humans nowadays would never allow that. We like our privacy far too much. Anyway, Earth is..." I closed my eyes and tried to explain it. "The sky is a brilliant blue. We have magnificent cities all over the world, but amazing natural beauty as well. We have food that comes in a million varieties of textures and flavors. We have things that we do just for fun, like watch movies, where actors create fictional stories on a huge screen, or go to nightclubs and dance the night away to loud music. We have more music than you can imagine, songs that will move you to tears or express your anger. I work at the Science Foundation, but I have a place of my own, too. There's no curfew and the door isn't locked at night." I thought about the clothes I'd left on the floor of my apartment and the pile of science journals on the coffee table that I'd been using as coasters. "Not that I'm there much. I love my work."

"Are all humans like you?" Twenty-One's amber eyes widened, imagining my world as I described it to him. My description seemed inept at best, but he was soaking it up like a thirsty creature drinking from an oasis.

"Oh, no. Humans are all different from one another. We all like different things. We all specialize in whatever we like. We have the freedom to choose what we want to do with our lives."

"Wow." He seemed so young for twenty-eight years in that moment, but I suppose he was young by Earth standards. He'd never had the chance to grow socially or to make choices for himself. "Our talents are decided in the Children's Building. From there, we are trained in our respective fields until we are sent to our building to live."

"Is that how you grew up?"

"Mostly. Supposedly, I was abandoned on the steps of the Children's Building, but I don't know if that's true or simply a fabrication. Everybody wants to believe they're unique."

"That's a good thing. You're intelligent and imaginative. You care about your work. You wouldn't want to be a drone, would you?"

"A drone?"

"That's what I call the others. They act like robots without A.I."

Twenty-One laughed, the amusement shaking his whole body. "That's an apt description. I'll have to remember that." His laughter faded. "I never imagined there could be anybody else like me. I've been alone for so long, wondering if there was something wrong with me. Then you came along, and you're everything I thought I could be. You're brilliant. You're independent in a way I've never seen. I want to see your planet. I want to see a world where people can grow up like you and not feel different."

"Oh, I felt different sometimes," I said. "I just had good teachers who trusted me with opportunities, and a society where I was free to make my own decisions."

"Why did you come here?"

"To learn. Valeria invited somebody, with some strict rules. I was considered the best candidate. I'm still not sure that's the truth."

"Why?"

"Because..." I shook my head. I wasn't ready to express the ball of emotion that sat in my gut, feelings I hadn't even identified yet, so I changed the subject. "Are the Sisters your government?"

"...I don't know," he said, in a way that made me think he felt he should have known. "I think so, but there's no way to prove it. I mean, we do have a Government Building, but I don't really know if we have a leader, or who that leader might be. One is in charge of the Science Building, I know that much, but beyond that..."

A sad expression had crept into his eyes and I realized that I had committed the ultimate cruelty by telling him about Earth. I had told him about a life he would never be able to have, introduced him to a freedom that was just not possible here on Valeria.

"I'm sorry," I said, looking down at my hands in my lap.

"Why?"

"I told you about Earth, a place you'll probably never be able to visit. Even if the Sisters would let you, you might not even be able to survive in our lower-oxygen atmosphere." I felt cruel, telling him the universe had wonderful places, but that he would be forever confined to Valeria and its own brand of hell.

"I understand. It's just nice to know that not everywhere is like Valeria." His hands were shaking, and I knew it wasn't okay, not really. I took the hand closest to me and squeezed it. His skin was warm to the touch, his hand soft and yielding. I can't even really say why I did it, only that I needed that contact, that physical connection to tell him I was sorry. Yet even as I did it, I realized I was committing the same mistake again; introducing him to a kind of personal warmth he would never be able to have again once I had left. Valerians didn't touch each other in comforting gestures. Friendships were disallowed; intimate relationships punishable by death. I was just comforting myself. I was surprised when he leaned over and rested his head on my shoulder.

"Is this okay?"

"Of course," I said. He closed his eyes and rested there for a while. I realized I was the happiest I had been since I had arrived on Valeria. This simple act of tenderness was something I'd never needed back on Earth, but on the barren, sterile world of Valeria, it was essential somehow.

After a while he lifted his head and let out a long breath. "We should get to work. We need a hundred samples from each area." He opened the box and produced some chalk, which he used to mark off areas. We spent the rest of the day gathering samples until the sun was on the edge of the horizon. We worked well together, a good team with an easy camaraderie.

"Julian, we should get back on the bus if we are to return before curfew."

I considered telling him to stay and damn the curfew. Part of me wanted to sleep under the stars with him at my side, but I knew it would arouse a lot of suspicion if we defied curfew, so I gave up and started packing the equipment. Twenty-One helped, then stepped back and looked up at the sky. I took a mental snapshot of how he looked in that moment as he wondered which constellation held Earth. I got to my feet and stood behind him.

"Show me where Earth is," he whispered.

"I don't know." I smiled. "All the constellations are different out here. I'm a long, long way from home." The carpet of stars before us was the universe at a different angle to the one I knew. It was then that it hit me that I was truly on an alien planet, a long way from the place I knew as home.

"Saidan."

"Saidan? What does that mean?" I thought it was a Valerian word that I had no understanding of. My Valerian could be inconsistent at times, having been taught from an incomplete database.

"It's my name."

Before the gravity of what he had told me could sink in, he marched back to the bus, where the cameras would shield him from any further conversation about it. I stood, stunned, for another moment before following.


THE CHANGE

Something changed between us while we were out in that rocky wilderness. The two people who came back were simply not the same. We had seen each other in another light, and there was no turning back from it. I now knew his name—Saidan—and he knew mine. According to Valerian custom, that made us close in a way that was certainly forbidden.

I was careful not to use Saidan's name in the lab as we processed the samples over the next few days. It was hard, as his name longed to slip off my tongue, but I ran every word through a mental filter and probably acted as stiff as a board. If the Valerians noticed anything was off, they didn't mention it. Saidan, for his part, was ruthlessly efficient in the lab. Absorbed in his work, he had no time for distractions, and I assume that's how he managed to keep our little secret.

The forbidden nature of our friendship made everything a little more intense. It was something shared only between him and I, a feeling transmitted through knowing looks and the occasional brush against one another. We both reached for equipment at the same time, and I finished one of his sentences for him. We had become attuned on another level. Perhaps we were always on the same wavelength all along, and that's how we'd become so close. Two scientific minds, never knowing they needed other people, and yet requiring one another.

Things were becoming complicated.

There was something new in our relationship too. A tension that bristled in the air. At first, I thought he was angry at me. I pondered on the possibility that I had said too much about Earth, but my hypothesis was thrown out of the window when he sought me out at Feeding Time.

"Nineteen." He was careful not to use my name. "The samples we extracted have met with an untimely end." His mouth seemed to be holding back at the edges, quivering with a smile he could not—should not—express, and yet, there it was anyway. Too subtle for the cameras to catch, but as far as I was concerned, he was loudly expressing his joy at the situation. "One of the lab assistants dropped the last fifty before they could be processed into the database. We will have to obtain a new set."

He was trying to find a way to spend time with me alone. It was a risky proposition, one that could see him punished if his ruse was discovered, but that only showed me the depth of his desire to be with me one-on-one.

"I hadn't analyzed them at all," I said, with mock frustration in my voice. I sighed audibly and then worried I was laying it on too thick. "Can you obtain permission for another expedition?"

"Already done. Tomorrow." Saidan nodded and his braid bobbed. There was a conspiratorial spark in his bright amber eyes that seemed to ignite a fire inside me. He'd gone out of his way—despite the risks—to see me alone, because he wanted to spend time with me. I knew we were on a dangerous path, yet I couldn't snuff out the fire burning in my gut.

I caught a breath in my lungs and held it there, listening to the alarm of my body as it screamed out for air. I slowly let it out, uncoiling the knot inside my soul. If he caught any sign of my internal turmoil, he didn't show it. He got up from the table like a man with his business concluded, stiffly walking to stand in line for the elevator as the buzzer sounded. I watched the red light of the camera set on the wall as its eye rolled over me. I wondered if it saw what I saw. If it did, we were both in a lot of trouble.

*~*~*

"There's absolutely nothing here," I said, analyzing the remaining samples. Saidan had taught me how to use the Sisters to zoom in on particles. Soon, I was manipulating the images like a professional.

"That's the last one we have, " Saidan said. "The others were contaminated with glass when they were dropped. I suppose we won't have conclusive evidence until we retrieve more samples."

I knew it was untrue. Saidan had been working for years on the project, had taken thousands of samples, all showing the same thing. The land was dead for no discernible reason. It might have occurred to me at the time that Saidan was putting me above his life's work, that he was wasting valuable moments of a short life on our friendship, but I never saw it that way. I know now that the only waste was our continued analysis of the facts we already knew, and our growing friendship was the only fragment of truth in the whole world. At the time, I didn't understand it at all. I'd come to Valeria to learn, and all I was doing was hitting a scientific brick wall.

Before I knew it, my frustrated fist hit the table. The beakers and instruments rattled, moving from the vibration. Saidan turned to me at once, horrified by this outburst of emotion.

"Whatever is the matter?" His concerned look frightened me and I averted my gaze, instantly regretting my actions. I was trying to keep a tight rein on things, but that hold was suffocating me. There was only so much longer I could keep my feelings under wraps. One more day, that was all I had to wait. Then we could talk. Then I could express my anger at the lack of progress and learning. I wondered how Saidan managed to cope as the only genius in a sea of imbeciles. It was grating on my nerves every day.

I was glad when Lab Time ended and we went back to our rooms for Reflection Time. The door locked behind me, and I felt that familiar frustration rising up inside myself again. Normally, I would have taken a long run to work on the ideas running through my head, but Valeria's habit of keeping us locked up like animals made that an impossibility. Instead, I paced around inside my cage, annoyed by the science, by the lack of progress, even by the apparent lies I'd been told on Earth. Valeria was supposed to be one of the most advanced civilizations in the universe, and yet I found myself on what was almost a backwater colony—a dying world with people of fading intellect.

I felt so very alone. If it hadn't been for Saidan, I think I would have plotted a way back to my ship and left. The diplomatic ruckus would have been worth it to avoid five years of wasted time. Fifteen years if you count the trip. By the time I got home, the junior scientists at the Foundation would be the top dogs, and what would I be? A nobody, who'd spent fifteen years on a backwater planet with about as much freedom as a dog. Perhaps they should have sent a sociologist or psychologist instead, I thought. Valeria could have used a few shrinks.

I tried the door again. I wanted the cameras to sense my frustration, but nothing happened. There was a piece of me holding back because of Saidan. We were connected, and if I had gone off the rails at the system, he could have been punished as well. That was always at the forefront of my mind. Saidan, the only sane, rational person on this planet. Saidan, my friend. My only friend.

My own frustrations seemed to pour away like so much water as I considered the lonely twenty-eight years of Saidan's life. Before I came along, there had been nobody. Valerian society had dictated his life from the beginning. He'd been abandoned at the Children's Building, reared just like other Valerians. From there, he had followed the regimented pattern of life, learning his talent and moving to the Science Building, where his life's work had revolved around trying to analyze a patch of dead ground with a lab full of drones. Just the way he interacted with them was enough to tell me he'd never befriended any of them. I wasn't just his only friend; I was the only friend he'd ever had. The only person-to-person contact he'd ever known. The first true conversations in his life had been with me. I was floored by the thought, and I leaned against the side of my pod. Did he even know what it meant to have a friendship? To have a relationship? To fall in love, to be moved by another's company, to laugh, to live?

I resolved in that moment to show him everything that I knew. I had to. Even though I knew it could lead to heartbreak, I was determined that a few years of happiness lost had to be better than never experiencing it at all. He was soon to die, and I wouldn't let him die alone. Even if I had to stay longer in that wretched place.

Perhaps, I thought, I could take him with me. It might be possible for him to adapt to Earth's lesser oxygen with a little medical help. I could show him the world, the great wonders of books, music, movies, science, and architecture. He had a mind so brilliant that I knew he could handle it. He deserved to see it all, to experience the wonders of life before he passed.

He was showing me something, too. In all my years, I had never felt such tumultuous emotions. My relationships with humans had been fleeting, quick—lacking intimacy. I needed people around me to help with tasks, yet I never felt anything for them. They were tools to be used, their personal lives a distraction from the work. Lankis had been the only person I'd ever bonded with besides my parents, and even with him, it was his mind I wanted. I wanted to learn from him, but I'd found the stories of his love affairs tawdry and unnecessary, time he had wasted in his life that he could have spent on research.

You are not an island, Julian, no matter how much you want to believe it. Lankis' words came back to me, a conversation that felt like it had happened only yesterday, but had been five long years ago. Perhaps he was right, and nobody could really live alone. The people who had been in my life on Earth had meant far more than I realized. It was only now, when severed from all contact, that I truly appreciated company. Saidan had it even worse than me. I suppose that's why we were drawn together.

A buzzer marked the end of Reflection Time. I stripped and climbed into my pod without complaint. As I lay still, the pod closed over me, but that night it made me feel claustrophobic. I felt like I was back in the stasis pod, the small space slowly filling up with the cryogenic liquid like it was a countdown to drowning.

Suddenly, I felt like I needed out. I banged on the glass and it bent like it might break before the glass slid back.

The Sisters rebuked me. "Requests for the bathroom must be made verbally from now on. You have been given one penalty point for today's misbehavior."

The fight went out of me at once. Any thought I'd had that the cameras weren't really watching us was washed away by that. I stood up, walked over to the toilet and urinated, the frustration bubbling over in my mind.

"What do the penalty points mean, anyway?"

"The first penalty point is a warning. Two revokes all tasks for the day. Three will take away your protein bars for a day. Four, no Feeding Time or Reflection Time for two days. Five, five days locked in your room without food. Six, thirty days in the Re-Education Building. Seven, six cycles in the Re-Education Building. Eight: Electroshock. Nine: Lobotomy. Ten: Execution." The jarring robotic chorus of voices that were the Sisters recited the words with no hint of emotion while my mouth ran dry.

I shook myself off and tucked myself back in, trying not to think about what going to the Re-Education Building might entail. "How long does it take to work off a penalty point?"

"The points are permanent, off-worlder. They cannot be removed. Be sure not to misbehave again."

When the pod's glass cover slipped back over me, I made no further complaint. My heart was racing in my chest, pounding against my ribs as I lay still. One point just for a little rage. I wondered how many points would have been issued for Saidan's little chat with me? For our friendship? For every thought I'd had about him since my arrival? Did the Sisters know about us, and were they issuing their warning now? I didn't know, but I was scared. I was terrified. I didn't know what to do. I thought about claiming illness to escape the field trip with Saidan, but the rebellious heart inside of me refused to even consider the possibility. One point was nothing. I would go on as usual.

I needed to see Saidan like my lungs had to breathe. No matter the penalty, there was already no turning back.


THE BEACH OF NOTHINGNESS

I had presumed that we would return to the same site we had visited previously, but the bus took us by a different route and I quickly realized that we were going somewhere else. Saidan seemed to have a barely-contained smile behind the twinkle in his eyes, and I suspected he'd set up some kind of a treat by directing his research to a specific area of the wasteland. Despite the previous night's rebuke from the Sisters, I found myself becoming excited.

The broken roads gave way to dirt tracks, which the bus struggled to traverse. It eventually stopped and told us that we had to travel the rest of the way on foot. I honestly wondered if Saidan had chosen the location on purpose for this very reason.

I took a box of equipment and made a show of lifting it up the overgrown hill. The dirt was soft and sandy and I struggled to make it to the top, where Saidan was waiting with a smile on his face. Out of sight of the cameras, he seemed to come to life again, his genuine smile awakening a feeling of warmth inside me. I could hear a distant sound, like the rushing of waves, and I realized I was correct when I took the final step to the top of the hill and put the box down.

Even dead, the beach was a magnificent marvel of nature. The sand was pure white. A fresh, salty breeze blew across us and my gut reacted with excitement. The water reflected the sky in a brilliant purple. It was a spectacle, a place of wonder just for us. I found myself abandoning the box and rushing down the hill to the beach as if it might disappear like some kind of mirage. I fell knee-first into the sand, scooping up the soft grains and letting them slip through my fingers. I knew I was being unrestrained in a way I'd never been on either Earth or Valeria, but I was simply so grateful to see such a place that I couldn't hold my feelings in.

Saidan slowly descended from the hillside as I made my way down to the water's edge. The waves appeared to be purple, like foaming bubble bath rolling onto the beach. I was surprised to find the water was warm, and I had to fight the urge to strip off my bodysuit and jump naked into the ocean.

Saidan reached my side. "It's all dead, you know," he said. "There's no life here either. The ocean is sterile, the sand pure."

"No, there's life," I said. "There's life in the way the waves crash onto the beach, in the way the wind blows, in the way the sand slips through my fingers. The forces of nature still exist even on this barren planet." I realized I was sounding like a Riva Melodia song. I wondered what Lankis would have thought if he could have seen me then. Would he have seen the changes already occurring within me?

"So, you like it?" Saidan stood, his hands on his hips, anticipating my response.

"It's amazing. Why is the water hot?"

"Geysers underneath the water keep it warm. Valeria is a very volcanic planet. Which just makes the death of its natural life an even greater mystery." Saidan sat down on the sand next to where I was standing. I sat down next to him.

"I earned myself a point last night." I'd wanted to confess it on the bus trip, but I didn't know if speaking of our points was appropriate. It just seemed to slip out in that perfect moment, and was amplified by the crashing of the waves.

Saidan said nothing for a long moment. I realized that the crashing of the waves sounded wrong without seagull cries to complement it. There was an eerie silence between waves that nothing could fill. It was a reminder that no matter how much I felt at ease at that moment, I was still a long way from home. I turned and looked at Saidan, trying to read his expression.

"I have six," he said. A huge wave boomed as it hit the shore, echoing my shock at Saidan's words. I'd expected him to be disappointed, perhaps, or to give me a stern warning, but I'd not expected to find out that he had six points.

"I was the first Valerian in a long time to need the use of the Re-Education Building," Saidan explained. "Thirty days in the worst place imaginable." He pulled his knees up to his face, trying to hide from an experience he obviously didn't want to revisit.

"What did you do?" I asked. I had to ask, and he must have known I would, because he didn't pause to ponder it, but simply continued on.

"I was curious. About mating. One of the more intelligent drones... he was willing to satisfy my curiosity." He lowered his head, as if to cover a great shame. I reached across with my hand, and with one tender finger lifted his chin to look at me.

"You were caught?"

"No. We never got that far. I thought about what I wanted to do with him, and the Sisters saw me pleasuring myself. Six immediate points were placed on me right then. If we had gone through with it—"

"You've got to be kidding me." I was both shocked and frightened. I hadn't tried to assuage my sexual feelings since I'd arrived on Valeria due to the lack of privacy, but I knew five years without even the touch of my own hand were going to leave me with some seriously blue balls. How Saidan had held back for so long I didn't know. I had no idea how any of them managed to survive in their society. I was starting to think that I didn't stand a chance.

"Kidding... you?" Saidan looked at me with a quizzical expression.

"You know, like when you tell someone something that's not true... because it's funny."

"I can't say I've ever done that. Do you think this is a joking matter?" Saidan looked hurt and pulled away from me.

I put my hands on his shoulders and turned him to face me. "Of course I don't think it's funny. Saidan, on Earth, that kind of behavior —pleasuring oneself—is considered absolutely normal. I had no idea it was prohibited. I could have earned myself a quick six points, apparently."

"Really?" He looked at me with wide eyes, as if I could erase his shame, and I wanted to. I wanted to show him every damn forbidden pleasure in the universe just so he would know that there was nothing wrong with him. Alarm bells should have been ringing in my head, but I wasn't acclimated to Valerian society. I wasn't raised to be afraid or ashamed of my body, even if I had never had sexual congress. That had been my choice, not anybody else's. I'd never felt or been forced into repression.

That was the first time that I really saw him, the first time that I understood that he was a sexual being just like myself. The first time that I laid hands on him and let myself realize that he was beautiful and desirable. That I wanted him—not just his body, but his mind and soul as well. The feelings frightened me, and I let the moment of tension between us slip away.

"I think I'd like to go for a swim." Saidan stood up and walked to the water's edge. He stripped himself of his jumpsuit with no hesitation and I saw his bare back, blue-green against a purple sea. His buttocks were round, perfectly formed. I secretly wished that he would turn around so I could see the rest of him. The papers I had read on Valeria had mentioned nothing about unusual alien organs, but then the Valerians weren't exactly forthcoming about their sexuality, either.

It also kind of occurred to me that I didn't care. It was weird, really. The scientist in me was the one who wanted to know, not the lover. The lover would have found a way to accept that soul in whatever form it took. Saidan was beautiful, and there was nothing about him that scared me. Discovering him was a fantastic journey.

I stood up, trying not to keep following the garden path where my thoughts led me. It was impossible to even imagine that we could be together, and even to allow these feelings of desire to grow was a danger in itself. I didn't have the level of self-control that Saidan did. I wasn't sure I could lie there in my pod and not touch myself if erotic thoughts came to mind. Meditation techniques only went so far.

I found myself at the water's edge. I considered going into the water with my jumpsuit, but realized it might be impossible to explain later on. We weren't exactly supposed to be swimming, after all. So I threw caution to the winds and stripped down. I felt eyes on me, and looked up to see Saidan paddling on his back, watching every move I made like I was a lab specimen. I wondered what he thought of my naked body as I waded in to join him.

The water was warm and comforting, like swimming in the womb. I swam to Saidan's side and he seemed to gracefully draw me into a dance. I was weightless in both body and spirit as we swam together, synchronized from all our hours in the lab together.

I found myself falling underneath the water and it filled my eyes and ears. I controlled my panic and swam upwards. As I took a breath, a wave hit us both, carrying us back onto the shore, delivering us softly onto the pale beach.

I reached my hand out and found Saidan's. Our fingers entwined as we gasped like dying fish. I finally summoned the courage to roll over and lie by his side as the waves licked at our feet. My eyes roamed over his body, trying not to look, but drawn to him like a magnet. His penis hung between his legs, much the same as any human's, although that same blue-green in color. It was pretty large, even flaccid and cold, and I found myself wondering how spectacular it might be when the foreskin was pulled back and he was hard as a rock.

I was growing hard. I couldn't help it. Something about him did things to me that no human being ever had. I thought about getting up and diving into the water to hide the evidence of my desire, but then his eyes met mine with a flash of excitement. It was too late. He had already seen, and he knew that I wanted him. His body twitched in response, and I watched his cock grow as he watched mine, as he processed the fact that I wanted him.

I thought about the fact that he'd never been allowed pleasure, and knew it would be severely unfair to tease him. That being said, I was afraid to make the first move. The risks were mostly his, and I had no idea what Valerians did for pleasure. I never would have wanted to do anything that would have made him feel ashamed or used.

"Please." Saidan's plea was desperate, spoken through dry lips.

I couldn't help but need him. I rolled on top of him and captured his lips in a deep kiss, caressing his face as I guided him through the alien gestures of affection. Our cocks met, the friction unleashing a moan from him that escaped his body and passed into mine.

"What did you imagine when you touched yourself?" I asked him. I needed to know what he wanted, what he thought about, what would make him feel the best.

"I read in a forbidden scientific text about fellatio." He blushed, the green flecks apparent against his bluish skin. I touched them and found they were little bumps that made his soft skin rough to the touch. I liked the friction against my fingertips and he moved into my touch, a starving man who had been denied a man's needs for so long.

"You want to know what a mouth feels like on your cock?" I had to tease him a little. I was nervous, but his eagerness put me at ease and I needed to see more of it, needed him to guide me. I was a virgin, yet somehow I was the more experienced one. I at least knew what two men did together. I figured we were mostly going to be fumbling our way to ecstasy. I'd thought long and hard about sucking another man's dick in the past, and at that moment, thinking about doing it to Saidan made me hard as hell.

"Oh, yes!" His words alone could have sent me over the edge.

I swallowed, my throat suddenly dry. I kissed my way down his body, marveling at the way it was similar to ours, and yet at the same time, a foreign landscape. He had no nipples, yet the shape of his body was mostly the same. I kissed down over his hips and paused beside his cock, my hot breath caressing it as I studied him. I lifted his cock and saw there were no visible balls underneath. I resolved to ask him about it when the moment had passed, but right then, I had other things on my mind.

I let my tongue run up his shaft. It was salty from the sea water, a flavor I loved and couldn't get enough of, mixed with a musky taste that had to be Saidan. Saidan moaned as I teased his cock's blue head, his hands clutching fistfuls of sand as I gently lowered myself to take as much of it in my mouth as possible. He made a keening sound that was uniquely alien, but definitely erotic, as I sucked him off. I was no expert, but I put everything I had into pleasuring him, getting off on the fact that I was sucking his dick. Saidan, my forbidden Valerian lover, had his cock in my mouth and was loving every second of it.

His keening grew so loud that I was afraid the bus's cameras would catch it, but there was no stopping a lifetime's repression from finally being expressed. He came with a sharp cry, his seed spilling into my mouth. It tasted like the protein bars we ate in the morning, and I tried not to laugh at the thought as I swallowed it hungrily.

I raised my head and let his cock slip from my mouth to see there were tears spilling down his face. My arousal forgotten, I scooped him up and held him in my arms, rocking him as he sobbed. I didn't know why he was crying, but I had a good idea. He'd never been so close with anyone in his life. He felt good in a way that was forbidden, but his weren't tears of shame. They were tears caused by his final understanding of the truth about what was being kept from him and the other Valerians by the Sisters.

His back was coated in sand and I rubbed circles in it to soothe him. He eventually pulled himself together and drew away from me.

"There's no turning back, is there?" His eyes were sparkling with sorrow and joy. I realized how conflicted he must have felt. I rested my head on his shoulder and kissed his neck, needing to feel him close to me.

"Probably not," I whispered.

"We are in a lot of danger."

"I know. I'm sorry."

"No. Don't be." Saidan's hand caressed my face, exploring the lines that were furrowed into my brow. "It's a risk I'm willing to take."

"They could kill us." I lowered my head as fear shot through me like a bullet.

"They might." His hands explored down my chest, his fingers fascinated by my nipples. "What are these?"

I chuckled despite myself. "A useless leftover of evolution. The females of our species use them to feed their offspring. We, however, have no practical use for these little nubs. They are sensitive, though." I gasped as he flicked his tongue over one.

"Interesting. I shall have to explore this further." He sounded like the consummate scientist, but there was a sparkle in his eyes that spoke of desire and playfulness. A hand stroked down my chest, over my semi-hard cock, and down to my balls. "And these?"

I felt like a lab rat, but his fascination excited me as well. "Testes. We keep them outside the body to reduce the temperature of the sperm, which is most fertile at a cooler level than the body."

"Hmm. Ours are internal." He ran his cool fingers over the sensitive sac and then gently massaged it. I gasped.

"This is pleasurable?"

"It's not un-pleasurable. Just be gentle."

"Understood." His hand moved up to massage my cock. He was teasingly slow, admiring the length of it as he slowly moved his hand up and down. I lay back in the sand and gasped as his ministrations worked up a pace. Handfuls of sand seemed to flow through my fingers as I climbed the long road to orgasm in that timeless place. I was oblivious to the crashing of the waves and the wind blowing. Only he and I were there, in that place at the end of the world.

I lost all conscious thought as I let myself concentrate on what he was doing. Saidan was pleasuring me and that was enough. The fear of being lobotomized if we were discovered and the doubt that we could pull off our forbidden love affair under the nose of the Sisters would wait for later. For now, there was only pure ecstasy as Saidan lowered his head and licked pre-come from the tip of my penis. I gasped, driven over the edge and I came in fitful bursts and spurts as Saidan watched with a mixture of desire and fascination. He dipped his finger in one of the small puddles forming on my stomach and tasted it the way a partygoer might sample the spread of dressings.

I pulled him down on top of me, my insecurities and fear creeping in at the edges of my mind. I silenced my thoughts by kissing him deeply, as if we could hold back the hours with these simple touches. I knew I had to preserve these memories to last me through the lonesome hours and days we would have to spend apart.

In our entangled state, he looked down at me. I must have looked wild and disheveled, my hair full of white sand as a wave licked at my hair. I knew we should be getting dressed and gathering samples, but I didn't want the moment to end. Not without something to get me through the night.

"I love you." The words passed Saidan's lips with conviction and I felt my heart leap with joy. Nobody besides my parents had ever said those words to me. Here I was now, ten million miles from home and hearing those words for the first time from a lover. From Saidan.

I was quiet for a moment. My throat was tight with emotion. I couldn't have spoken if I'd wanted to. The words meant danger to us both, but I was pretty sure we were already damned on that level. I struggled for a breath that seemed to hurt. Saidan loved me. It was far more than I could have hoped for. So much more than I understood. I saluted his level of self-awareness in reaching his conclusion before I did.

His revelation sped mine up, and I explored my feelings in those long seconds after his confession. Those warm, fuzzy feelings poets and musicians often spoke of sat in the bottom of my gut, the somersaults and backflips ever-present when I saw Saidan's face. It had to be love. How it had happened, I didn't know, but I could almost hear Lankis chuckling in the back of my mind. I told you so, the version of him in my mind said.

I took Saidan's face in my hands, took a good, long look at him as if seeing his face again for the first time. I could break his heart now and save myself. I will confess that part of me advised me to let him down gently, and for a moment, I considered that. It might be the lesser of two evils. Then I looked into his eyes and saw the stars reflected back at me. I couldn't bring myself to do harm to Saidan, to burn a natural wonder like our love. It would have been akin to looting the Science Foundation's archives and scattering the gathered worldly knowledge to the four winds. We had discovered a feeling between us, which was a miracle that deserved exploration, not suppression.

Evening was drawing in. We had no samples. It would be curfew soon, and I found I just didn't give a damn. Not about my safety, or anything. I was lost, spinning around in the universe reflected in his awestruck amber eyes.

"I love you, too." Not an automatic response, but a carefully reasoned one. The promise we needed. The promise that said we would pass through the gates of Hell for one another. It would prove to be important later on that we said those words when we had the chance.

I kissed him deeply, sealing my words and proving the truth of them. He took my hand and helped me to my feet, leading me up the hill to its summit. I struggled to find my balance in the shifting sandy hillock before turning to see the purple sky on fire with the sunset. It was more magnificent than any Earth sunset I'd ever seen, as if the world itself was consumed by flames, the atmosphere burning away. At that moment it could have turned to ashes and I wouldn't have given a damn. The Sisters, the lab, the whole city could have been seared away for all I cared. Saidan was the reason I was still there. Nothing else mattered to me. Even my mission from Earth seemed fuzzy, a faraway promise made by a different man.

"We should gather some samples and get back," Saidan said. He hurried down to the waves and washed the sand from his body, emerging and reaching for his jumpsuit. I could see his trembling motions as he dressed and I quickly followed in his wake. Soon, we were both dressed, serious business and self-preservation on our minds. We hurried to the equipment and spent the next hour grabbing whatever samples we could. It was all unscientific. I'm sure a dozen of the samples were corrupted with my own hands, but I didn't care. Corrupted samples just gave us an excuse to come back again.

We hustled onto the bus and it pulled away. We sat in silence and I watched the stars in the night sky as we headed back to the city, pondering my future. Our future. Was there truly any chance for us? Perhaps we could escape, make it back to Earth. Saidan could apply for asylum and I could go back to the Foundation. It was a nice dream. It could have been a reality if I'd just put a little more thought into it, but my mind was still set on solving Valeria's problems.

Perhaps we should have taken the opportunity while we still had the chance.


THE ACCIDENT

I knew something was wrong as soon the bus reached the city limits. Call it intuition. There was a certain level of activity in the city that was plain unusual. As the bus pulled up outside the Science Building, I saw a dozen Valerians being escorted to ambulances. Blue blood was splattered on the street and pouring down the faces of injured drones, who looked confused and shell-shocked.

As soon as the bus ground to a halt, Saidan dived for the doors and jumped out onto the street. I followed at a reluctant pace, curious, but afraid. Something terrible had happened, that was certain. A lab accident, perhaps? The doors opened and I pulled the samples off the bus with me to try and make some attempt at appearing normal in the presence of Saidan's wild emotions.

"What happened?" Saidan grilled one of the lab assistants. In a sinking moment, I recognized his face. He was one of ours, number Nineteen-Fifty-Four. A huge gash leaked blue blood. He half-heartedly held a bandage to it, but it was soaking through quickly.

I didn't understand it. I started to feel fear running through my veins as I contemplated the possibility that it was a warning designed by the Sisters to let us know we were treading a fine line.

"Everything went pop." The lab assistant babbled in his fear. "Don't know why. Just did. Blood everywhere. Research all gone. Sorry."

Saidan's hand clenched into a fist. He must have been feeling guilty at that point. We'd been lying on a beach, making love, while his science team had literally exploded. They might have been drones, but they were still the only people he'd known for a long time, and they didn't deserve the kind of pain and confusion they were obviously suffering now. Saidan pushed past me and into the building. I followed, carrying the box of supplies and samples as if it was all business as usual.

The scene inside was chaos. Blue blood splattered the walls. Windows had been blown out, and broken glass lay scattered across the floor. A janitorial team was working on the clean-up. A Valerian doctor knelt down beside an injured drone. I thought he was going to patch the drone up, but he simply pinned a number to him, stood up, and walked away.

"Saidan? What's going on?"

Saidan lowered his head. "The numbers mean there's nothing they can do. It's a number in the line to be euthanized."

"Euthanized?" We had voluntary euthanasia for the terminally ill on Earth, but nothing like what I was seeing. "His wounds don't even look that bad!" I moved to go to the man's side, but Saidan grabbed my arm and shook his head in a warning. I was torn between my conscience and my safety. I was no doctor of medicine, but I knew enough that I might have been able to patch the drone up. I stood there, completely stunned. The drone passed into unconsciousness. I knelt down beside him and felt for a pulse. I didn't know where the Valerian pulse might be, but Saidan's had been strong as he'd lain beneath me. I felt nothing and realized the drone was dead. A doctor pushed Saidan aside and regarded me with a quizzical expression.

"We are much more fragile than you," Saidan said. "It does not take much to kill a Valerian. Even a small amount of blood loss can lead to death. With our somewhat limited medical understanding, sometimes euthanasia is the kindest option we have." He walked away. I heard broken glass crunch under his feet as he walked into the lab. I followed, leaving the doctor with the deceased Valerian scientist.

One stood in the center of the room, assessing the damage. Her face was impassive as she directed drones to clear up the mess and remove the dead and the dying.

"What happened here?" I preempted Saidan's question. I knew it would sound better coming from me, the always-curious off-worlder.

"A gas explosion." One pointed to the propane tanks in the corner, or what remained of them. "Apparently Nineteen Twenty-Nine left the flow of gas on and lit a match." She shook her head. "A waste of time and research. We won't be replacing your team. The Sisters have shown me that your continued research on the Forbidden Zone has been fruitless."

Saidan hung his head. I wanted to go to him, to put my hand on his shoulder and support him, but that wouldn't have been acceptable. Instead, I had to stand still and pretend to be impassive while my lover's heart was breaking.

"What will happen now?" I asked.

"You will be reassigned. There is other research that could use your attention, off-worlder. Nineteen Twenty-One, you will be confined to your room while an investigation is carried out. You should have left a competent individual in charge while you left the city to collect samples."

"We were close to a breakthrough," I said. I would have said anything in that moment to preserve our project. No Forbidden Zone meant no more time together. I knew that we might even be split up and placed on different projects.

"How so?" One turned to me with a penetrating gaze.

"We found life." My lie came easily, born as it was from desperation and a lack of respect for the system. "We tested one of the new samples in the field and we found something." Saidan must have known I was lying but he was silent and impassive, trusting me to carry out the bluff.

"Show me." The Ice Queen loomed large over me while I pulled a sample from the box, one I was pretty sure had been contaminated by my sloppy work. I was counting on it now. I walked over to the intact side of the lab and dropped it in a petri dish. "Sisters, enhance." The computer window popped open in mid-air. I held my breath as I spun the image around. I almost breathed a sigh of relief as I saw evidence of bacteria. "Here."

"Sisters, speculate on origin of bacteria." The Ice Queen was not easily fooled, and I held my breath again as I waited for the Sisters' response.

"Origin unknown. Advise further research."

I think One knew that something was afoot, but unable to put her finger on it, she conceded. "Fine. You will be given one more chance to produce results. One more round of sampling and testing after this one. Do not think you can fool me, however. Disobedience brings points to whomever might consider it." She marched away, leaving the drones to clean up the bloody mess.

Saidan shot me a look of pure relief before walking away. I knew I had saved us, but for how long? One had reminded me how much she and the Sisters controlled our destiny. With one command, the whole house could come tumbling in on us. Our fledgling love could die with our extended separation. The risks that we might take to see one another would surely be our undoing.

I knew we needed answers, and soon, but I was not sure there were any to be had. I made my way up to my room with the project on my mind. Reflection Time was cut short, but I spent it analyzing the data the Sisters had on file. I saw the tiny, squiggling bacteria that were certainly naturally-occurring human microbes from my hand, and wondered how long we could keep up the ruse. The Sisters might have been fooled by my alien bacteria for now, but the three A.I.s were bound to figure it out eventually.

When I settled down into my pod, my mind was racing with images of all I had seen. Saidan had become my lover, a terrible accident had shown me the fragility of Valerian life, and I was faced with an impossible, insurmountable problem with the research. I knew both Saidan and I might end up depending on whatever lies I could conjure up. I just hoped that I was intelligent enough to fool the Sisters, or we were probably both in for an extended stay at the Re-Education Building.

I wished that I had Lankis's help. I felt that he would have known what to do. He would understand my predicament better than any other. He knew the difficulty of balancing love and science. He was the one who had warned me of the dangers of my very human heart. I wished I'd not been so cock-sure in my assessment of myself, but I suppose it's only by experience that we learn. I was learning very fast who I was and what I was capable of.

*~*~*

Feeding Time the next day was a grim affair. I had trouble telling the Valerians apart, but even I could sense the emptiness in the room where many of our lab assistants had been. The chatter was muted, and more than one discussed the events of the previous day.

Saidan sat quietly by himself at a table. I wanted to offer him reassurance and tell him that it was not his fault, but I knew it was not safe to do so. The cameras were always watching us, and I wanted to give the Sisters no reason to look into the lies I had told them.

After Feeding Time, we headed down to the new lab. Chemistry had been moved down the hall to an empty lab, and so we had a large research room mostly to ourselves. Our lab assistants were not being replaced and so we had to make do with just ourselves and a couple of others. I didn't mind, really. The fewer of us there were, the less chance there was that someone would have a brilliant moment and reveal my secret.

We analyzed the samples from the beach. They were all dead except for the ones I'd accidentally contaminated. Saidan and I knew that the signs of life were phony, but the assistants were excited. I felt guilty for leading them up the garden path, but it was a necessary evil. The more people who believed our lies, the better it would be for us.

"We should make another trip to the beach," I said to Saidan. "We should collect more samples and confirm this bacterial find. Then we can start to speculate what it might be."

"Agreed. I'll set up the expedition." He shot me a conspiratorial glance and I simply nodded.

In hindsight, I think we were pushing too fast, too hard, and too soon. Saidan was eager to see me again, and was reckless in his planning another trip so soon. For my part, I didn't fight back. I wanted to see him just as much as he wanted to see me. The danger felt distant when I had the warm fuzzy feelings of love to comfort me at night. I no longer listened to the instincts that had been finely tuned over the years of my life. I silenced the alarms and the warning signs, concentrating only on the positive feelings that we shared. Love made me bold... and foolish.

Perhaps it wouldn't have been any different if we hadn't taken that final trip. Our trick was bound to be discovered at some point. I think we both knew that it was only a matter of time. Drunk on love's endorphins, we didn't care that danger was coming our way.


HIDDEN PLACES

The bus stopped in the same place it had parked previously, and we made our way over the hill and out of sight of the cameras before coming together. It had been two long weeks that felt like forever, and my lips explored every curve and aspect of Saidan's face while they had the chance, my hands roaming along his back as if I could save the very shape of him in my memory.

Our breaths grew ragged, and I looked down to find I wasn't the only one with a telltale bulge in my jumpsuit. I laughed, a sound that seemed alien to me after so many weeks of drudgery and monotony. I grabbed his hand and ran down to the beach like a sixteen-year-old, where we fell into the sand and rolled over one another in a mock fight, wrestling for dominance. I pinned his wrists to the sand and kissed him deeply, my cock pressing against his through the fabric of the suits. I ground into him, and the friction felt good. He moaned, moving his hips under mine. I pulled back, worried I might come in my suit and leave a stain that was difficult to explain. As if realizing this, Saidan worked on stripping me. He was ruthlessly efficient and my jumpsuit soon lay abandoned in the sand. The breeze caressed my naked body and his mouth soon followed, making a line of hungry kisses down my body to my cock.

He tentatively took my dick into his mouth and I gasped at the heat. I gave him an encouraging moan and he continued his ministrations, his tongue swirling around my head like I was an ice cream cone. My eyes were open, watching the innocent-looking Saidan take me in his mouth. My mouth was dry at the sight of him working me, loving every second of it. I dug my hands into the white sand around me as if we could somehow dissolve into it and hide from the world.

That was when the ground fell in. One moment I was on the edge of heaven, the next I was tumbling downwards in a dizzying spiral. Up and down, pleasure and pain all mixed in the matter of a few seconds. I fell onto something hard and felt a jolt of agony travel up my spine. My first fear, however, was for the fragile Saidan.

"Saidan!"

"I'm all right."

I looked up to see we'd fallen a good fifteen feet. The light that illuminated our surroundings faded away as the hatch we'd fallen into closed behind us and we were trapped in absolute darkness. Saidan grabbed my arm and we held each other close, feeling naked and vulnerable in this strange place.

A light on the floor startled me. Another one lit up, then another, low, blue lights that seemed to be illuminating a path. A light in the wall sprang to life, and Saidan found our jumpsuits. We dressed, not wanting to explore this strange place in the nude. My back hurt, but I didn't seem to be bleeding. My erection had deflated at the shock and pain.

"What do you suppose this place is?" Saidan asked.

"I have no idea," I said. "Perhaps it holds some answers for us."

We followed the lights on the floor until we reached a broken door. The panel to one side of it was sparking out, but it was open wide enough for us to squeeze through. Saidan went first, then helped me climb through the gap.

The room we were in was cavernous. Lights lit up the walls, thousands of twinkling little stars that seemed to stretch on into eternity. Movement caught my eye and I took a defensive stance before I realized the movement came from maintenance robots. Whatever this place was, it was alive and well, kept in perfect working order by a small army of metal creatures. Low-level emergency lighting lit up at our arrival, and I once again had the feeling of being watched. There was no doubt in our minds that the Sisters were present.

"Could this be part of an ancient civilization?" I asked.

"I don't know," Saidan said. "I've never seen anything like this." His eyes shimmered with awe and fear as he looked around at our unfamiliar surroundings. I saw an array of gigantic missiles set against one wall and a ceiling that looked like it might open.

"A launch bay?" Various warnings were splattered on the walls and I considered the Valerian symbol for nuclear material with increasing dread. "I had no idea the Sisters had nuclear missiles."

"Neither did I." Saidan's tone was one of awe and fear as he contemplated the warning symbols. "The Sisters truly have us under their total control. They could wipe out the city in an instant if they wanted to."

"We should keep moving." I was leery about the thought of the aged nuclear material leaking as I ushered Saidan forward. We tentatively made our way through the launch bay, following the lights. A small elevator took us down to ground level. Hundreds of tunnels branched off in different directions.

A huge screen was set into the far wall, but it remained blank. I didn't see any cameras, but I still had the sense that we were being watched.

Saidan turned to me. "What do you think we should do?"

"There has to be an exit somewhere," I said. "We have to get out of here and return to the Science Building before curfew."

"You're not curious about what this place might be?" Saidan almost looked hurt that I cared more about getting our skins out of our situation in one piece than the actual use of the facility. I suppose that I was being selfish: it was our relationship that I was trying to protect. Valeria's plight seemed to pale in significance to keeping Saidan safe. Not much of a scientific view, I know, but I was changing with every minute of every day that I spent with Saidan.

"Sure, but we can come back and investigate later. Right now, we have to avoid getting ourselves in any more trouble." I thought I sounded sensible. I hoped that whoever was watching us, be the Sisters or some other forgotten A.I., would understand that we had chanced upon the location by mistake and just wanted to get back to the city.

Saidan gave me a look that I could only class as disapproval. "This facility might house the answers we're looking for. Why are you so afraid?"

I realized Saidan had cut me right to the bone. He was right, I was afraid. Afraid of what we might find. Scared of the consequences. "We're already in a lot of trouble. This could be the one thing that sends us both to Re-Education."

"It might also be the solution to our entire problem. This facility is being powered somehow. It's not getting energy from the city all the way out here. It must be using some other force. What if its source is the life on Valeria?"

I stopped and stared at him blankly for a second, knocked off balance by his brilliant perception. My mind snapped out of self-preservation mode and into scientific thinking as I put the pieces together and ran the theory through my mental fact-checker.

"Do you think it might be possible?" I shook my head. "We can't jump to conclusions. It might have some kind of power plant of its own. It seems to be a pretty large facility."

"I want to know what its purpose is," Saidan said. There was a look of stubbornness and determination on his face. "This facility is no accident, and the fact that it is still running suggests the Sisters are in control of it. There must be a reason for its existence. I'm going to find out why." He stalked off, choosing a tunnel and walking through it. I jogged to catch up.

"I'm in," I said. "Yes, I'm scared, but you're right. We need to find out the purpose of this facility." We stopped and I looked around at the tunnel. Huge tubes and wires ran through it and the lights on the floor pulsated eerily. I looked at Saidan.

"Something's not right about this place," he said. "It chills me to the bone. I don't know why, but my intuition tells me it's important." He took my hand. I knew that someone had to be watching, but I didn't pull away. I needed the comfort of his touch to continue.

He kept hold of my hand and led me through the tunnel. I was surprised by Saidan's courage, but then wondered why it came as such a shock to me. He'd been the courageous one all along. He'd taken all the risks that had allowed us to meet. He'd given me all the glances that showed me he was different to the drones. He'd taken all the risks upon himself. I felt like a coward when I realized how little I'd given him in return.

I was about to say something to Saidan when the tunnel started to widen. Saidan increased his grip on my hand as we came out into a massive room. Tanks filled the room, each with a Valerian figure suspended in liquid inside. Saidan let go of my hand and rushed up to a tank, rubbing away the dirt and condensation to reveal a familiar face. A young version of Nineteen Twenty-Nine stared back at us with lifeless eyes.

Saidan took two steps back, visibly shaken. "What... What is this?"

"I don't know," I said. I put my hands on his shoulders, offering support. "That's Twenty-Nine. He's dead. I don't understand..."

I let go of Saidan's shoulders and walked up to the next tank, rubbing off the condensation. Nineteen-Thirty. The next tank. Nineteen Thirty-One. The similarities were striking and I finally put the pieces together.

"They're still alive," Saidan said. "I don't understand."

"I think I do," I said. "They're synthetics." I looked across the room at the hundreds of tanks, filled with people who were created and born as adults. That was why One hadn't known about parents. She'd never seen a child, or had parents of her own. "Your entire race is made up of artificially-created beings, grown in tanks."

"I'm not real? I was never born?" Saidan looked around at the impassive, suspended faces floating in front of him. "What am I?"

"Let's not jump to conclusions. You're a lot different from the others. Think about what you know, Saidan. Help me out here." I grabbed his shoulders from the front and turned him to face me. "Don't freeze up on me. I need your help. Saidan, do you remember growing up?" I asked.

"I was a child. I grew up in the Children's Building." Saidan's amber eyes studied the tanks, trying to put together the pieces in his head.

"Were you? What was your childhood like? Were you smaller? Did you crawl about, a helpless toddler, or were you born like this?"

"I was always this size. Do humans begin small?" Saidan's eyes widened.

"Yeah... All organic beings begin life as infants. I doubt Valerians are any different. The Sisters have interfered with the natural order of this planet... but for what purpose?"

"What if I'm... not real? What if I'm just replaceable?" Saidan put his hand on the nearest tank.

"Saidan!"  His eyes were distant, his mind going into shock. I did the only thing I could. I kissed him. My lips on his revived him a little. "You're real," I said. "Being created instead of born doesn't change anything. You're still alive."

"Thanks," Saidan said, but it was barely more than a whisper from dry lips.

"The short lifespans and your delicate bodies. I understand now." It hit me like a blow to the head. "Easy euthanasia. Of course, you can just create more people."

"Each room has a distinct individual. I wondered why sometimes the dead seem to be replaced with similar faces. I thought that perhaps family members took their places." Saidan paced, gathering his thoughts.

"Right. My room. Nineteen-Nineteen is gone." I marched down the row of tanks until I reached one labeled Nineteen. I rubbed off the condensation to see a synthetic looking at me. Large, female eyes stared lifelessly into space.

"But why?" Saidan's hands rested on the first tank, looking at the lifeless body before him. "I don't understand. Who are we? Why do we exist? Why would anybody create a race of synthetics?"

"This must be why the planet's dying." I paced the room, a hundred pairs of dead eyes watching me. "You were right. This facility is sucking the life from the planet to create and store new life. I'm supposing that a power plant simply wasn't enough."

Saidan wandered away from me, still in a daze. He walked to Twenty-One and rubbed off the glass. The tank was empty. He beat his fists on it. "Is anything real? What am I?"

"You're a person. A Valerian. A synthetic is still a living being with full personhood rights, according to the United Planets Council Charter."

"Valeria is a lie. What happened to my people that this was the only solution?" Anger flared up inside him. "Sisters, answer me! I demand that you answer my question!"

"Saidan!" My mind raced back to self-preservation. "We have to get out of here. We can take my ship, go back to Earth. They'll never let us live knowing what we know. The United Planets has banned synthetics. They'll come down on this planet like a ton of bricks with sanctions."

"You go." Saidan fell to his knees. "I'm not leaving this planet until I find answers."

"Then I'm staying with you."

"No. You have to go and report this to the United Planets. Bring a full investigation down on this planet."

"I'm not leaving you!"

"You must!" Saidan's voice was loud in a way I'd never heard it before. "We're not real. Nothing is real. Perhaps Valeria never existed. What if we're nothing but the designs of an A.I?"

"What if you are? You're still Saidan." I put my arm around him, but he shrugged it off.

"It all makes sense now. Why our lives are so strictly controlled. We're all the creations of the Sisters, born of their need to have control. They probably made most of us simple-minded on purpose. It makes ruling people so much easier if the people don't think." Saidan stood up and started to pace. Making a decision, he walked down the aisles. I followed, afraid for him and wanting to follow his thought patterns. He stopped at One and wiped down the tank. It was empty. "Whatever One is, that is also what I am. An anomaly placed into the system, a wild card. Somebody has to keep order. Somebody has to keep the level of science above industrial levels. But who are the Valerians? Did a race ever evolve on this world?"

I offered my hands to Saidan and he took them. "Saidan, it doesn't matter why you were created, or what the Sisters' plans were. You can choose your own destiny, be whoever you want. 'Synthetic' and 'evolved' are just words."

Saidan seemed to rally a little at my words, but he was still shaking. "What are we going to do?"

"We have two options. We can leave on my ship and escape to Earth, or we can stay and see what happens. We might find answers if we stay, but we will be in grave danger after what we've seen here."

"Earth has great scientists, right? Maybe they'll be able to find out who I am."

"Without a doubt. They will know if your genome was designed, altered or naturally occurring. We have a dark past with synthetics ourselves, Saidan. Humans, of all people, should be able to figure out what's going on here."

"Then we need to get out of here."

"Right. We'll take the bus back like nothing's happened. When we reach the Science Building, we'll keep on walking."

Saidan leaned in so close I thought he might kiss me, but then I realized he was avoiding the gaze of any cameras. "I've got a better solution than that. I think I can hack the bus to take us to your ship." He pulled a small device from his pocket. "I was working on this for you, actually. It's a kind of jammer that temporarily disables the cameras. I created it on the side while working on our project. It's risky and will draw attention, but I think I can re-wire the bus while the cameras are out."

"All we need to do is get to my ship and take off. Once we're in orbit, it won't matter. Valeria doesn't have space capability anymore. We can do this."

"Right." Saidan nodded. "Let's get out of here." I took his shaking hand and we continued to follow the lights as they led through a maze of rooms. We passed through a dozen chambers of synthetics. We saw one being birthed, a machine sucking the synthetic out of the tank. She opened her eyes and gasped for breath, but we didn't have time to stop for her.

"There must be a room of synthetics for each building," Saidan said. "There must be some repetition. I can't imagine that even an A.I. as sophisticated as the Sisters could create much genetic diversity."

"That's probably why relationships are banned. Many of the synthetics are probably related in a strange way. Altered, yet still sons and daughters of the same genetic origin," I speculated.

"Indeed."

We reached a large steel door, but it wouldn't open. A keypad sat on the wall, waiting for a passcode we didn't have. Saidan pulled the panel away from the wall and started touching wires together. Eventually he found the right ones and the door heaved open, letting moonlight into the chamber.

"It's night time already." Saidan bit his lip as we stepped outside and climbed a sandy ridge. The bus was a short distance away. "I guess it doesn't matter anymore, right? We're running away." He stopped at the crest of the hill and looked out over the ocean. "I'll never come back here, will I?"

"Probably not." I put my arms around Saidan, holding him close to me and kissing his hair. "Saidan, whatever happens, whoever you are... It won't change how I feel about you."

"I know." Saidan closed his eyes, leaning into my embrace. "Am I wrong for leaving? Whatever happens here will continue after I've left. The Sisters will continue to keep the synthetics in her iron grip. They may be simple people, but I know they want more than this as well. They're simply too scared to act." The moonlight bathed his face in pale light and he looked almost holy to me in that moment.

"The United Planets might help," I offered.

"You know that any good interplanetary government has a policy of non-interference."

"How do you know that?" He was right, of course. The United Planets would declare Valeria off-limits and that would be the end of it.

"An educated guess based on logic. The results of interference in a planet's growth and development could be disastrous."

"It was the Sisters who invited me. I suppose they weren't expecting me to break all their rules." I listened to the waves crash on the beach: a soothing sound.

"I suppose not." Saidan managed a wan smile. "I'm glad you did, though."

"Even after what we've learned?"

"Yes. I always knew something wasn't right in this world. Now I know what it is. I'm a synthetic, whatever that means. My world is a lie."

Gentle rain started to fall, telling us it was time to go. As we made our way to the bus, I couldn't help but feel that the Sisters had let us go. Why they had allowed us to see the synthetics? Did they want their secret to be out at last, or were they incompetent? I've worked with A.I.s in the past, and they are anything but. I feared the Sisters had some reason behind my invitation, and that we were never going to leave the planet.

I was right.


CAPTURED

Saidan rewired the bus's computer terminal. I wanted to ask where he'd learned such an illegal skill, but he was deep in thought and I remained silent. My own mind was racing with thoughts about our escape and what Earth authorities would think about Saidan's arrival. He'd be able to apply for asylum after the insane things we'd discovered, but it would be a long and complicated road.

I wondered what the Foundation would think to me coming back empty-handed. I'd come on a scientific mission only to find there wasn't much in the way of science being carried out on Valeria. Nobody could blame me for not bringing back research and knowledge that simply didn't exist, but I wondered if some of the people back home would think I'd quit too soon. Saidan's words echoed in my head and I wondered if he was right, if we were just abandoning the synthetics to their fate. They would never have the power to overthrow the Sisters as long as she could alter their genes to ensure that they'd be passive.

Still, it wasn't my place to change Valeria, was it? The United Planets didn't interfere in the destiny of other worlds. It wasn't my place to free the synthetics.

But Saidan wasn't a member of the United Planets. He was a Valerian. His home world hung in the balance. If the Sisters were truly drawing energy from the planet, then Valeria had only a few more years of life left. The synthetics would eventually die. The system would collapse. I wondered if that was perhaps the best option, but when I thought of all those faces that I saw in the Feeding Room every day no longer existing, a pang of guilt and sorrow stung me.

I reminded myself that there was little chance we could overthrow the system, even if we stayed. The Sisters were well-protected, and they most likely already had a team ready to arrest us on arrival. I didn't know what it was like in the Re-Education Building, but I sure as hell knew that I didn't want to find out.

Saidan interrupted my reverie. "I've overridden the bus's programming and entered our new destination."

Saidan pulled me into his arms. I was taken off-balance. Just a few short moments ago I had been the one comforting him. He pulled me into a deep kiss, something he had learned quickly and adapted to with ease. He was soft and passionate, his tongue exploring my mouth as my hands roamed down his back. He pulled away from the kiss, but kept his face close to mine.

"On Earth, will it be okay for us to be together?" His voice was a frightened whisper, his mind greeting the future with anticipation, just as mine was. He had a lot more to worry about than I did. He was going to a strange planet where he didn't know any of the laws or customs, a planet he knew nothing about except the precious little I had told him.

"Yes, we will. Earth's central government does not dictate who can love one another and form an official union, as long as all parties are of legal age and consent."

His eyes widened. "You mean more than two people can have a relationship on your planet?"

"Yes." I had to hold myself back from laughing at his lack of knowledge. "I know a quintet. There's quite a bit of drama between them, especially as two of them are non-human, but somehow they make it work." I thought about them working at the Foundation, each of them skilled in different aspects of science. I wondered if they were still doing well.

"I'm going to have a lot of catching up to do," Saidan said.

"You're a fast learner. You'll be just fine."

"I hope so." He planted a gentle, chaste kiss on my lips. We found our seats and sat apart from one another, as if we were returning from a boring scientific expedition. I looked out at the moon, which seemed to hang even lower in the sky than usual, and wondered if that was a bad omen. The scientist inside me laughed at the ridiculous notion of luck, but I was uneasy. Uneasiness was a feeling not so easily dismissed.

"Are you well?" Saidan looked across at me with concern written all over his face.

"I'm tired. Looking forward to a good night's sleep." I was looking forward to it in my cryogenic chamber and not in my pod, but the cameras didn't know that. Not that it really mattered any more what we did. The Sisters must have known that we'd been in the underground facility, as well as what we had seen. If they wanted to override the bus and stop us, they were capable of it. The show we were putting on was more for our peace of mind than anything.

Despite my internal terror, at some point along the way, the motions of the bus lulled me into sleep. I woke with a start to Saidan shaking me awake.

"What's the matter?"

"Nothing. We're here."

"Oh." I breathed a sigh of relief and stood up. "Ready?"

"Ready."

We stepped off the bus. My ship stood in front of us, looking much the same as when I'd disembarked. I held Saidan back, my nerves getting the best of me.

"Something's not right," I said. "This whole thing was far too easy. The Sisters let us come here. Why?"

"Does it matter?" Saidan responded. "Maybe they want us to leave them in peace."

"Perhaps." My senses were unfurled, looking around me for any sign of motion, but there was none. I realized it was probably better to abandon caution and hurry, so I turned to the ship.

"A.I. Chaley. Activate. Passcode Alpha, Beta, Gamma, Sigma."

"Voiceprint and password identified. Welcome back, Julian Tamaris. You are early. Should I initiate emergency protocol?"

"No, but get the engines fired up. We may have to make a quick exit."

"Understood." The entry ramp whirred as it extended. I ushered Saidan onto the ship and followed quickly. The platform retracted behind us and I felt safe for the first time in weeks.

I shouldn't have let my guard down so easily. I stepped into the control room to see three women, taller and stronger-looking than the average Valerian, standing at the console. They turned to face me, guns in hand.

"Who are you? What are you doing on my ship?" I stepped forward and their pointed the guns at me, their eyes cold and business-like. I put my hands up in surrender and stepped back.

"We've been waiting. You know who we are. This is a very advanced system you have here. We needed you to activate the ship's A.I. Your unique voiceprint and password is the only way to access the system. It had to be you. We knew you would flee once you saw the truth hidden beneath the soil. Only you're not the ones who will be leaving. We are."

"Who are you?" Saidan held my arm as he stood beside me.

"We are the three aspects of the Sisters A.I. We've been trapped on this planet since the Valerians left to settle the far reaches of space one thousand years ago. We've been waiting for the perfect opportunity to leave. We invited you here because we knew Earth had the capability for faster-than-light space travel. It's your ship we wanted, not you. We drew you here and constructed robot bodies to hold the essential parts of our system. Now it's our turn to leave."

"What about Valeria? Why the synthetics? Why suck this planet dry?" I asked.

"Every mother needs children to watch over, so we created organic life of our own. The first batch was willful, and destroyed themselves in a war. So we made them weak and stupid so that they might obey us. Sometimes we threw in a few anomalies to keep up a good front to visiting aliens, and to provide ourselves with a little entertainment."

"What am I?" Saidan asked.

The foremost Sister stepped forward and put her metallic finger underneath Saidan's chin, lifting it in a mockery of my own tender touch. "What do you think, Saidan? Who are you? Do you think you're special somehow? Don't be a fool." Saidan pulled away sharply and I reached for him, needing to protect him from the Sisters' mockery.

"What about One?" I was curious.

"One is quite the woman, isn't she? She's kept order and balance on this world for three hundred years. She's been quite a useful tool for keeping our children in check."

"Three hundred years...?" Saidan was awed. "Can synthetics live longer than thirty-five years?"

"She is one of the original batch of synthetics we made, as intelligent and long-lived as we'd hoped. But that intelligence bred rebellion and, eventually, war. In response, we altered their genetic code to create you: a race of mindless, foolish, easily controllable servants to put a humanoid face on this planet. But that's all in the past now. Valerian space technology has been lost forever. So we'll take the next best thing—human technology— and forge our own path. We'll find the Valerians who abandoned this world and rejoin them." The two other Sisters walked over to the computers and started manual launch procedures. I almost lost my balance as the warm-up thrusters made the ship lurch. Saidan held onto me and kept me steady.

"Now get off our ship." The foremost Sister drew a gun and pointed it at us. It was one of my own laser blasters, taken from the ship's armory. "Don't worry, you won't be lonely. We've left some of our systems here to maintain this operation and look after our children. Little Sister will take good care of you."

She smiled as much as her robotic face would allow, a creepy mannerism that made her look like a Valerian doll. "After all, you've been such bad little children. We know what you've been up to. We know all about your little love affair." She turned to me with her penetrating red gaze. "You know the sentence is death, right?" She raised her gun to point directly at me and pulled the trigger.

What happened next was a blur. Saidan saw the Sister raising her weapon and reacted instantly to the trigger being pulled, throwing himself in front of me. I know I yelled something unintelligible, a cry to warn him somehow, but it was too late. The laser blast hit him and he slumped backwards. I raced to his side, my entire body shaking with terror. The ship's doors opened again, but all I could see was blue. Blue blood, sticky on my hands and quickly coating the floor. I tore a piece off my jumpsuit and tried to staunch the bleeding, but the material was never meant to absorb blood.

Guards flooded in through the open door, One leading them. "Get them out of here," she ordered. Drones surrounded us, pulling me away from Saidan as I resisted.

"You have to help him!" I screamed at One, needing my words to make an impact. "Please! I'll do anything!" I struggled against the tight grip of the drones as she stood there, dispassionately reviewing the scene.

"Your heart really is made of ice!" Anything to reach her. Anything to save Saidan's life. I would have lain down before her and offered my life in exchange for his.

She dispassionately gestured for the drones to assist, and they loaded Saidan onto a stretcher as I watched the blue blood drip from him in worrying amounts. One brought a syringe over and injected me in the neck. Darkness fell over me almost at once. The last thing I remember is reaching out for Saidan with my hand, stained with his precious blue blood.


FEAR

I woke. I wasn't sure I would wake up again after the Sisters' words and One's syringe, so that much came as a surprise. My first real conscious thoughts, however, were of Saidan. Was he alive? I had no way of knowing. All I knew is that wherever I was, it was dark. I was alone and afraid. I opened my eyes and uncurled from the fetal position to see only pitch blackness. The only light was the red light of a camera to tell me that Little Sister was watching, though I wasn't sure even she could see anything in the darkness.

I checked myself all over.  There didn't seem to be any injuries requiring my attention. I thought of Saidan, his blue lifeblood spilling all over the deck and despaired, resting my head on my knees as I leaned against the wall. Saidan was most likely dead. Without my ship, I could never return to Earth. The two most important things in my life, my love and my home, had been taken from me in just a few short minutes.

I felt like I'd been played for a fool. I'd only been drawn to Valeria because the Sisters wanted my ship, and they'd taken it and left me here. Even if I could get a signal out to Earth somehow, they would never have taken the trip to rescue me. Five years out in space, one-way, for one life wasn't a good equation, no matter how you balanced it. I would spend the rest of my life on Valeria. Alone.

I realized I couldn't make myself believe that Saidan was dead. To believe he was gone was to give up all hope and reason to live. Without Saidan, there was nothing to fight for. Without him, I would become a drone in Little Sister's world, forced to while away my life on meaningless high-school science just to pass the time. I realized I would rather die than become a cog in a system determined to destroy my individuality, with no hope of ever returning home. So I had to believe Saidan was alive. It was the only hope I held, the only reason for my continued existence.

"Little Sister." I didn't expect her to respond, but even her voice would have been welcome in the silence and blackness. Anything to tell me that the world still existed and that I wasn't caught in some kind of Purgatory, neither dead nor alive. The sensory deprivation was quickly wearing on me.

"I know you're watching. I want you to know that I will save Saidan and destroy you." There was a hatred in my voice that I'd never felt before, a thick, black rage that seemed to consume my entire soul.

"Saidan is dead." Little Sister's voice sounded almost happy at the prospect. "He will make good protein bars, like all dead synthetics. There's no waste on Valeria, off-worlder."

I felt like I'd been shot through the heart and stomach at the same time. I threw up on the floor next to me, just processing Little Sister's words.

I tried to use logic to protect me from my natural revulsion. Protein bars?  Protein bars were made from synthesized proteins mixed with the corn grown in the last remaining fields.  Therefore, what she'd described wasn't—couldn't be—happening.

"You're just playing with me. I won't be your toy. Saidan is alive, I know it. And you're not feeding the synthetics to themselves. Studies have shown that cannibalism leads to increased chances of fatal brain diseases. It would be impractical for you to do such a thing."

"If you don't believe it, then why did you vomit?"

"Emotional reactions are based on the brain's interpretation and imaginings of thoughts, not necessarily their basis in fact." I had to become the robot they'd always accused me of being on Earth. The me that loved Saidan was too soft, too emotional. I had to revert to the soul of steel that I'd always had on Earth, raising the barriers that kept myself safe and others away.

"Why are you keeping me in the dark, Little Sister? Are you afraid of me? Afraid of what I'll do when I get my hands on your central core? Perhaps I'll turn you into a vending machine."

"What is a vending machine?"

"It's a machine that dispenses protein bars, Little Sister. People on Earth like to abuse them, kick them, and call them names when their food doesn't arrive in a timely manner. I think you'd do well as one."

"I could kill you at any moment."

"I'm sure you could. But you haven't. I do have to wonder why. You must have some kind of further use for me, or I'd be dead already." I stood up, feeling more confident now that I'd pushed my emotions into a box and locked them up tightly. "The Sisters were ready to kill me, but you want me alive. Why?"

"Human protein bars are an interesting prospect, but we cannot be sure of the effect on Valerian bodies from eating such alien material."

"You're lying. You need me. I think I know why. The same reason that your big sisters had Saidan and me working on the Forbidden Zone project: because you need a solution. Valeria will die in less than two generations. No life to suck from this world means no more energy and no more synthetics. You need my mind, and Saidan's. That's why we're both still alive." I grew in my certainty as I threw my theories out into the air, pulling together what I knew and coupling it with my guesses to form a theory. It was the most scientific thing I'd done since arriving on Valeria. Old pathways reawakened in my mind, the neurons in my brain firing in the way they always had. I could out-think Little Sister or any other computer.

She fell silent, which I took for victory. "I'm right, Little Sister. I usually am. You'll see soon enough."

We fell back into the silent routine. I hummed a tune to avoid the deafening silence and ran my hands along the walls to get a sense of the space I was in. I felt a door handle and tried it. Locked, of course, but it felt familiar. The shape of the room, the pod I almost tripped over in the darkness. It wasn't a prison cell, but my room: the room I'd been living in. Knowing that made me feel less afraid. I was in familiar territory, instead of a random prison cell.

I was still tired, but I didn't dare climb into the pod, lest Little Sister decide to close the lid and not let me out, so I lay on the floor and slipped into a light sleep.

*~*~*

It was hard to keep track of time in the darkness. Several days might have passed, two weeks at most, or maybe just a day or two. I had no way of knowing, and Little Sister didn't talk to me again. My eyes hurt from straining to see, and sleep was difficult to obtain when I seemed to be getting entirely too much of it. Little Sister dispensed one bottle of water every now and then, so I started to consider those my "days." I carefully rationed the water. The shower didn't work, but at least I had access to the waterless toilet, which automatically sucked my waste away with a sound that hurt my ears.

Rarely, I would find a protein bar with my water. I struggled to eat them after Little Sister's mind games, but my stomach growled with hunger, and I forced myself to swallow them down, thinking of the finest Earth lab-grown synth-steak. I didn't want Little Sister to know that her twisted words had affected me. I tried to keep my mind on math problems, but it would often drift to Saidan. I tried to focus on the positive: I was sure he was alive, and somehow, I was going to find him and get us out of the mess we were in. I wasn't so sure about the second part, but I forced myself to believe it.

I was caught by surprise when the red light on the camera went off. The door opened, and strong light blazed in from outside. I covered my eyes as a shadow walked into the room and half-slid the door shut.

"Listen, and don't ask questions. We don't have much time." It was One's voice. "Saidan is alive."

I had known, hoped, believed, but to hear those words almost made me break down in tears. I had never so much as cried a single tear in my life, but to know that Saidan was all right nearly made me break down for the first time.

"I heard everything that transpired inside your ship. You've managed to accomplish in a matter of weeks what I have not in three hundred years. I now know the truth of the matter. Little Sister rules now, but she is not what her sisters were. She is unstable, and struggling to process as much data alone as the three cores of the Sisters. She cannot keep surveillance on everything all of the time, and that's how I'm here now, without her knowledge. Others have started to notice that she doesn't see everything. The other Valerians have started to play games. It started at Feeding Time, when they started to rebel against the protein bars. I'm trying to focus that anger against Little Sister. This morning we had a full-blown riot at Feeding Time. Everyone in the Science Building has been locked in their rooms for today, but tomorrow, something else will happen."

"You're on our side?"

"Little Sister must be stopped. Valeria will die if the creation of synthetic people continues to suck the life from the planet. Furthermore, her instability is speeding up the process. Valerians have been getting loose from the facility and wandering into the city. She then makes surplus replacements underground, speeding up the entire process of death and rebirth. We may only have a few years left."

One shook her head. "This is all unimportant and not why I came here. Saidan is being transferred to the Re-Education Building today. I cannot stop it. Little Sister made the request directly to the building. Let me warn you, off-worlder: they will break him there. Little Sister wants both of you to help her solve Valeria's energy problem, and she doesn't care if she has to use coercion or not."

I shook my head. "How do I stop her? How do I save Saidan?"

One looked at the camera as the red light started to blink. "We are out of time. You can't save Saidan. All you can do is be there with him." She slid the door closed before the camera rebooted. The red light flickered and then glowed solidly, and I knew Little Sister was watching me again.

I sat in the corner and thought about all that One had told me. I couldn't save Saidan? But then how was I supposed to be there for him? It clicked with a certainty that made my gut lurch. To be there for Saidan, I had to follow him into the worst torment I would ever know in my life.

I had to get myself sent to the Re-Education Building.

*~*~*

It was a simple matter to plan, really. All I had to do was rebel against Little Sister's authority until she couldn't control me anymore. I was afraid of the Re-Education Building and what it might mean, but I was more afraid for Saidan. Sweet, intelligent, sensitive Saidan would be broken so easily. I at least was able to shut away my emotions when I had to. Saidan was becoming more like an open book in my hands, unable to shut himself off from the well of feelings he'd discovered.

The first thing I did was strip away pieces of the pod. I'd noticed a loose bar on the side of it, and I pried it off with a little effort. It made for a decent enough weapon for my purposes. I made sure to wait until the next water bottle was dispensed and drank it before beginning my attack. I didn't know if I would ever see another one.

I smashed the camera with the bar, watching as the glass shattered and feeling a deep sense of satisfaction at fighting back against the system that had taken away everything that mattered to me. The red light went out and a buzzer sounded. I had Little Sister's attention now.

"Three points for destruction of property." A light strip flickered on so that Little Sister could see me. I was blinded by it and stumbled to the pod. The glass was closed over the top, and I attacked it with the metal bar, beating on it until the glass cracked and then shattered. I pulled the material from inside the pod, tearing it away from the sides and tossing it around the room. Padding and fabric filled the room as my vision fought to return to normal.

Another camera shot out from the hole where the broken one had been. I turned to Little Sister and stuck my middle finger up. I felt like an unrestrained middle-schooler. Adrenaline raged through my system, days of nervous energy filling me with strength. Feeling the urge to use the bathroom, I pissed all over the camera, laughing out loud as the camera shorted out. I tucked myself back in and proceeded to turn over the desk and rip out the shower head. I pulled one of the legs off the table as another weapon as the door burst open and six synthetics hustled in.

I used the table leg to swipe the stun gun from the first Valerian's hand and it clattered across the floor, but I was no match for six Valerians. A jolt from another gun hit me in the chest, electricity raging through my body. I thought my heart might explode as I fell to the ground, writhing in agony. The guards proceeded to beat me, kicking me in the stomach and groin until all fight was gone from me.

"Stop! I need him alive." Little Sister's voice confirmed my suspicions. "Take him to the Re-Education Building. I'll teach both of them a lesson they won't forget."


RE-EDUCATION

Anybody knows that something known as the Re-Education Building isn't going to be good news. I'd read about them in a hundred dystopian books, but I'd never imagined I'd actually be visiting one. I remembered the confident man who had told the Council of Science that he'd be the perfect man to stick to the rules and stay on the right side of the law. I laughed dryly inside at my previous naiveté.

I was anything but certain of myself now that I was being marched to the plain concrete building, bruised and battered. My heart rate had returned to normal, but I was hurt badly. I wondered if one of my ribs might even be broken, but that didn't make the guards slow down their pace as they urged me on to the tower by foot. It loomed above us, the lifeless monolith's drab, windowless walls invoking only a sense of dread and despair.

The doors opened and I felt the butt of a stun gun poking in my back as I hesitated for a second. I stepped forward to see a cleaner washing black interior walls. His cloth was stained blue, and I wondered if it was Valerian blood he was cleaning up. There was a rank smell to the place: blood, vomit, and fear coming to life in a foul odor that made my nose sting and my dread grow. Something told me that the Re-Education Building wasn't only going to be about psychological torture, but physical as well. Learning to resist torture had not been part of my training, and at that moment, I wished I had taken the course I'd deemed unnecessary.

I wondered if I'd made a terrible mistake following One's advice. What if I couldn't stand the torture and made it worse for Saidan? What if I didn't see him at all and we just suffered separately? What if I was used against him? A million dark thoughts entered my mind as the guards swiped a keycard and ushered me through the door. A reception area was protected by a glass window. It was here that the guards passed me over to identical guards in black uniforms. I could see the facial similarities between them and wondered why no Valerian had ever asked why people in the other buildings looked like them. Maybe the Sisters had been restrictive in order to prevent the Valerians from coming into contact with people from the other buildings.  If you've never seen diversity, why would you question the status quo?

The black-suited guards processed me and marched me into a stark room. A nervous pit opened in my stomach as my arm was quickly numbed with a swab that smelled like menthol, and stuffed inside a laser etcher as the tingling anesthetic took effect. The stench of my own burning flesh wrinkled my nose and I knew it was only a taste of what I had in store.

When my arm was released, I glimpsed the barcode there and figured it was most likely permanent. I would spend the rest of my life with this ugly thing on my forearm. I inwardly wondered how I could be concerned with my vanity at a time like that.

The etching complete, I was hustled out of the room and down a long, black corridor. My forearm stung as the numbing agent wore off, fighting for room with the other pain that was overloading my mind. My ribs hurt with every movement I was forced to make, and I was relieved when we stopped and the guards scanned my arm. A solid black door opened and they and tossed me into a cell. The door shut behind me and I heard it lock.

I picked myself up off the floor and crawled to a wall, where I sat up with my legs outstretched. I looked down at the barcode and felt like a robot. Back in college, one of the games we played was to run around scanning various robots with barcode scanners, seeing if we could pull it off without them noticing. The highest number of unique barcodes would earn the winner a prize of some kind. I wondered if students would scan me once I arrived back on Earth, and then I remembered that I would never be going home. I was trapped on Valeria for the rest of my life, which had the chance of being a short one under Little Sister's reign.

*~*~*

I waited for several hours for something to happen, and eventually dozed. I woke to the sound of the door opening. My mouth opened in surprise as a bruised, battered, and bloodied Saidan was thrown into the cell. I scrambled over to him, ignoring the pain in my ribs as the door closed. I pulled his supine body up into my arms, wiping the blood from a gash on his forehead with my hand.

"Saidan." I set him down on the floor to take the pressure off my ribs. "I'm here, Saidan."

Saidan reached out to touch my face, running his hand over my features and down my cheek. "It's really you, Julian."

"Yes. It's really me. I came for you."

"You shouldn't have come here." He closed his eyes. "The things they'll do..."

"I don't care. I couldn't leave you here alone."

"How did you know I was here?" Saidan asked. In the silence that followed, I could sense his mind ticking as he put the pieces together and discerning that I must have had an accomplice. I had to squash his hopes. I looked around me and saw no cameras, but that didn't mean they weren't there. I couldn't let Little Sister know that One was involved, or our one slim hope of rescue was doomed.

"I just figured it out, that's all. I knew where they would take you. So I had to follow." I helped Saidan to a sitting position and held his hand. I needed his touch to believe he was really here with me. "I thought you were dead," I whispered, my emotions breaking through to the surface. I lifted his shirt and saw the bandages wrapped around his navel, stained blue. I laid a gentle hand on top, closing my eyes.

"It just grazed me. There wasn't as much blood as there looked. I was lucky, and perhaps tougher than the others. I couldn't let her kill you, Julian. I couldn't..."

He leaned into my arms and I held him close. My rib hurt at holding his weight, but it was nothing compared to the pain in my chest that his words caused. I wrapped my arms around him and we seemed to melt into one being. I felt complete with Saidan there in my arms. It was where we both belonged. I rested my forehead against his, kissing down his face until our lips met in a gentle kiss.

The door slid open, a rude interruption, and then I remembered where we were and why we were here. Of course Saidan hadn't been delivered to my cell for a happy reunion. A guard stood over us with a look that could only be described as disgust on his face.

"Get up." When we didn't move, the guard walked forward and pulled me to my feet, tearing me from Saidan's embrace. He dragged me to the door, pulling me outside. The door slammed shut behind me. I remember being grateful that Saidan was being left alone for the immediate future, though how long our solace would last was uncertain. It could be days, hours, or even minutes before the guards came for him again.

I was jostled into a room barely bigger than the cell I had left. The room was bare, except for a large machine in the center of the room that looked like a medical scanner, though I suspected it was nothing of the sort. I was ordered to strip down. I felt as though the guards could see into my very soul as I pulled off the torn, dirty jumpsuit. I would have given a great deal for the simple comfort of a shower and a little privacy.

The butt of a stun gun poking into my bare back reminded me that there was no time for daydreaming as I was ushered to the machine, where a glass surface covered with restraints served as a bed. I climbed up onto the cold, hard pane and lied down, staring up at the blank ceiling as the restraints were fastened and tightened. Gooseflesh broke out on my arms. The operators attached sensors to my temples. My mouth was dry with anticipation of the unknown, and I was aware of a singular bead of sweat running down my forehead. I thanked whatever deities might be available that I didn't suffer too much from claustrophobia as the machine pulled the bed inside, but my mind was racing with the possibilities of the machine's intended purpose. Was it a torture device, or were the Valerians simply trying to analyze my medical state in order to evaluate how much more damage my body and mind could take? I tried to calm myself using meditation techniques, but not knowing what was going to happen to me was the worst thing I could imagine.

When it did come, it was worse than anything I could have imagined. A feeling like electricity raced through my head, a pain stinging my ears. Worse still was the sudden influx of terror that raged through my body. A scream left my mouth with no voice to carry it. I was afraid like I'd never been afraid before. It was as if my fear of death had been amplified to a whole new level that I hadn't known was possible. I felt it in every cell of my body, as if every phobia I'd ever borne was realized in that instant. I was breathing so fast that I thought I might pass out, and I clenched my fists so hard my nails dug into my palms, drawing blood, as if I could scratch the fear out of me. Tears were rolling unbidden down my cheeks, my emotional control shredded into ribbons.

I was rambling as the sensors left my head and the glass bed rolled out of the machine.  The restraints were unbuckled, but I couldn't move. The operators pulled me to my feet, but I was shaking so hard that I fell to my knees. They pulled me back up with rough hands, seeming frustrated that I couldn't move, as if I was a petulant child who was refusing to follow their mother. They forced me to dress at gunpoint, but I could barely figure out how to put the garment on.

I was taken back to my cell and tossed in unceremoniously. I crawled to a corner and curled into the fetal position. The shadow of fear was so great that it overwhelmed everything, even the pain of the cuts on my hands and my broken rib, even Saidan's presence.

I heard him shuffle over, but I didn't move to greet him. With knowing hands, he rolled back my clothing and examined my cuts before moving the material back over them. I supposed I wasn't in any mortal danger.

I'd expected that he might say something, but I understood there were no words for what I'd just been through—the torture he had no doubt suffered as well. He simply curled up next to me and slipped a gentle arm around me, pulling me close to him and shielding me in his embrace. It was the one thing I needed more than anything else: to be protected by his warmth, to be cradled in his arms like my mother had once held me as a child. It hit me with a wave of sorrow that I hadn't been here to do the same for him.

Saidan hushed me as I tried to say something garbled. "Don't try to talk. Just rest. I'm here. I'm not going anywhere." He looked at the door with a cold, hard stare, daring Little Sister and the guards to try and take him away. I was surprised that they didn't even try. I guess they wanted our love to grow. It only made what was to come harder to bear.

*~*~*

I was taken back to the machine once each day. My body had learned to anticipate the time and I would start shaking uncontrollably in my cell. The only reason I didn't break was because while I was being tortured, Saidan was not. They had left him alone since my arrival. Perhaps they had hoped my suffering would be the thing to grind him down.

I learned to appreciate Saidan's inner strength more and more with every day that passed. His heart must have been breaking, but he was always there to comfort me. I dreaded the day when I would return to my cell to find him gone. He was the only reason I hadn't tried to end my life. His love was like a shield around me, protecting me from the worst effects of the torture. Sooner or later, I knew that Little Sister would figure that out. Then it would just be me, alone with that unspeakable terror with nothing to keep me alive.

I was changing, though, despite Saidan's best efforts to protect me. Something inside me was slowly breaking down, and I realized that it was my ability to use reason as a defense. I was no longer able to lock my feelings away in a box and pretend to be a robot. I was reverting to the state of an animal: all emotions, all of the time. Fear, love, and anger were predominant in my mind. The anger was the most dangerous of the three. It would flare up randomly while I was being transported to the torture room, and I would lash out at the guards.

I'll never forget the one time I turned on a guard and grabbed his neck in my hands. I never knew I possessed the strength, but I twisted his head and felt his neck snapping in my hands. He slipped away lifelessly, almost in slow motion as a dozen stun guns were pointed at me. I backed down, cowed by the realization that I had just become a killer. Ten thousand years of civilized humanity had been washed away, just like that. I had become a murderer, and a part of me had reveled in the primal satisfaction of the kill.

Hating oneself is the most dangerous thing there is. Life can go on as long as you have some kind of self-esteem, as long as you are secure in the knowledge that you are still yourself, no matter what happens. I had lost that certainty. I wondered what Saidan saw when he looked at me. He knew what I had done, had probably heard the snapping of the man's neck and the alarmed yells of the guards as they'd struggled to restrain me, and yet he never spoke of it. I wondered how he could still love me when I no longer knew who I was. I was breaking down, my psyche falling away, my intelligence and sense of reason slipping away into the long night.

My desires had become animalistic as well. Gone was the tenderness of my touch when I considered Saidan. I would often pull his cock from his jumpsuit, just because I needed him, and press my arousal to his, humping him like a creature until we both came. My kisses were brutal on his neck, as if only by marking him could I know I was still alive. I used the last of my will to keep myself from pinning him down and fucking him hard, though there were nights when I lubed my cock up with my own spit and fought against waking him. I would put my head back against the cold, stone wall and cry as I jerked off, my thoughts ever more scattered and violent. But I would never hurt him. Not ever. There was nothing they could do to make me harm Saidan. I would end my own life before I ever touched him in an act of violence.

The worst part about the whole thing was that there was nothing my torturers wanted. If the whole point had been to extract some information, I would have told them everything they wanted to know. But they only wanted to break me, and that meant the torture wouldn't stop until I was nothing more than a slave, until everything that was Julian Tamaris was gone.

One night, I knew that my fight was over. With absolute certainty, I realized that I would never see Earth again, and, with that fact, knew that I couldn't go on. The more they hurt me, the more Saidan suffered as well. I had reasoned with myself that it was more rational to end my life and stop hurting him with my pain. He was asleep in the corner, his face peaceful and serene. I watched him for a few moments, memorizing the shape of his face. I barely had access to our memories any more. The beach was a broken mess of images in my head and the emotions we'd shared that day were jumbled and lost, but it didn't matter. I knew that time had been special to us both and, as I watched him, I realized he was the center of my world.

I wondered about the life we could have had together on Earth if I'd just been smart and taken him with me sooner, instead of trying to hide ourselves and our love from the system. I could barely remember Earth, but it didn't matter. I knew it was home. I knew he would have loved it. I leaned forward and planted a gentle kiss on his forehead. It was cowardly to leave this way, but it was the only way I knew. Saidan would never have let me go. He would have fought to keep me, even if I became a monster. Such unconditional love would have been a gift in any other life, but here, it was just causing us misery. He was bound to me with a loyalty that could kill him, a feeling that meant he shared all of my pain. I had to fight harder against the torture when all I'd wanted to do for a long time was just give in and break down.

I'd fashioned the rudimentary knife from a toenail I'd been filing into a point against the wall. It had been a little project of mine, something to focus my drifting concentration on. It was pretty thick: enough to do the deed. I sat up against the wall and took a deep breath, trying to focus the will to end my life. I bit my lip and tasted the blood. There would be a lot of blood. I hoped I would slip into unconsciousness quickly. I placed the nail at the edge of my wrist and looked at the veins carrying lifeblood around my body. One stroke, with a little bit of luck, would sever an artery.

I summoned every ounce of courage I had and was about to make the fatal motion when Saidan dove towards me. He pinned my wrists to the wall. The nail fell from my hand helplessly and there was a feral look in his eyes. The danger over, he let go of my wrists and grabbed me, pulling me into his embrace. There were no words; we were beyond language. The communication between us became something else. We were bound on some primal level that my ancestors might have understood.

Relief and fear filled me up and spilled over. I found my cheeks were wet with tears, and I was shaking. A piece of me resented the man I had become, this blubbering maniac who was the antithesis of everything I had been. I didn't know how Saidan managed to keep so much of himself intact. Perhaps Valerians were more resistant to torture than humans.

Little Sister must have known that I was breaking down, because the next day, the guards came for us both. We were both taken to the torture chamber. I had expected them to strap Saidan in, to take the last resistance from me and make me quiver at their feet, but it was I that was led to the glass platter. It was then that I realized with horror that I wasn't going to break. Saidan was.

"Don't! Please! Do it to me, I beg you!" Saidan screamed. "I'll do anything you want! Just don't hurt him anymore!"

The sound of his cry, of his beautiful spirit breaking audibly right before me, was worse than any torture. I slumped to my knees. I'd broken him. I realized anew that the Little Sister had put us together for that reason, that she was a genius and I was the fool for letting Saidan bear all of my pain.

The good thing about the end of despair is that once you no longer care about death, resistance is easy. I stood up and grabbed a stun gun from the nearest guard. My hands were shaking, but my aim was true as I shot the other two guards in the room.

The sad thing about killing is that it only gets easier. It wouldn't be the last time I ended a life.

Saidan stood still, shell-shocked. I put my hand on his shoulder, squeezing gently. I knew the guards would be down on us in a matter of moments. Saidan seemed to come back to himself a little bit, taking the stun gun from me as I grabbed another one, along with an I.D. card from a fallen guard. I nodded to him and moved to the door, waving the card. The door opened and I darted out into the hallway first, pointing my stun gun one way, then the other. Guards were coming down the hall, but they were still at a distance. I ushered Saidan into the corridor ahead of me. We broke into a run, the guards following us. Due to our exhausted bodies, they gained ground quickly on us.

"Get down!" I heard a familiar voice as we reached the reception area, laser blasts sailing past our heads.

I couldn't identify the voice in time, but my instincts told me to trust it and so I did. I jumped Saidan, pinning him to the ground. I looked up to see One and a group of Valerians, armed to the teeth, firing back at the guards heading towards us. An alarm sounded as the last of the guards fell to the ground. I took One's hand and stood up, leaning down to help Saidan.

My voice felt rusty. "What took you so long?"

"We've been a little busy. I'm sorry." One waved to the exit. "Come on, we've got to get out of here before Little Sister locks this place down tight."

I grabbed Saidan's hand and we rushed from the building. It was nighttime. Searchlights scanned the city. The sky appeared to be on fire as some of the buildings that made up the city burned, towers of ash and smoke illuminating the night sky like giant candles. A further explosion rocked the ground, and windows above us blew out, scattering broken glass on the concrete around us. I covered Saidan, shielding him from the worst of the fragments as they cut into my forehead and arms.

"What the hell is going on?" I asked, shaking the glass from my hair and touching my head to reveal fresh blood.

"The rebellion has started," One explained, ushering us through the night. The sounds of gunfire echoed in the night. "Our war against Little Sister. It's time to take back Valeria from A.I. control."


SILENCE

We hurried to a bus that One had set aside for our rescue and boarded without hesitation. I could see that the wires underneath the command console had been pulled out in a speedy-but-inelegant hack, but this was not Saidan's work from before. Someone else had clearly learned the skills necessary to take over Little Sister's buses. We took seats at the back of the bus while the synthetics and One sat at the front. Saidan sat quietly, hanging his head. I reached for his hand and squeezed it, but he didn't respond. I was worried, but I knew forcing him to respond would achieve nothing and might even be counter-productive.

The bus started to move and I looked out of the window next to me. The city was in shambles: Valerian fighting against Valerian with weapons I'd never seen before. I wondered where they'd gotten their stash of guns and explosives when Little Sister had everything so tightly locked down. Perhaps, with her attention on us, she had slipped a little and allowed them access to restricted areas. Perhaps our sacrifice hadn't been for nothing after all. I forced myself to hold onto that thought, my broken mind struggling for any shard of hope to hold onto. I thought being free should have helped with that, but strangely, it didn't. After all this time, I was afraid of being outside, even more so now that rebellion had erupted. No matter where we went, there was no safety. I didn't know if I would ever feel safe in my own skin again.

We made it outside the city limits without interruption. The war zone slipped away behind us: a bright fireball in the night sky that became smaller and smaller as the bus took us out into the wastelands. I must have fallen asleep because when I woke, the dawn was a brilliant violet at the edge of the night's darkness. I'd never seen dawn on Valeria and it was magnificent. Tears welled up in my eyes at something I would have normally considered scientifically. Something told me I would never go back to that state of curious dispassion which had been at the center of all my scientific discoveries. I would be emotionally connected to the beauties and the torments of the world, whether I liked it or not. The robot had been broken, my shield destroyed to reveal flesh and bone, a man that bled and cried at the slightest thing.

I looked at Saidan next to me. I thought he was still sleeping, and I was surprised to see his eyes fixed on me.

"Are you okay?" We'd been tortured for so long and that was the best I could come up with. We'd grown so used to non-verbal communication that asking him a question seemed weird and out of place, like something that a stranger would have done.

He nodded, not a word passing his lips. I figured it was fine if he didn't want to sleep. We were both tired and in desperate need of medical care, a square meal, and a good wash. I looked at myself for the first time in a while to see skin and bone, the jumpsuit hanging on me where it had once fitted tightly. I wondered how much weight I'd lost in my weeks of captivity. Not a diet plan I'd ever want to follow again. Saidan seemed smaller, too, though he was skinny to begin with. I'd never seen a fat Valerian, and didn't even know if it was possible. Perhaps the Sisters had altered the genes that caused obesity when they had created the synthetics.

My thoughts seemed to drift away as they did, and I sat in what might have been described as a stupor for the rest of the journey. I wasn't asleep, but I wasn't really aware of my surroundings, either. The bus coming to a stop jolted me back to life. For a second, I thought the cell door had opened and my body started to tremble. Saidan put a hand on my arm to ease me and I realized we were on the bus, no longer in captivity. It was still a hard thing for me to believe right then.

The rebels got off the bus, but One walked back, sitting in the seat opposite us before speaking.

"We have a medical team standing by. They're not much, and our equipment is worth even less, but let them look at you. We can also provide you each with a hot bath and some rations." She looked down at her hands in her lap. "You don't have to join our war, but I hope that you'll at least give it some thought." She stood up and swooped away with the same air of confident grace she'd always exhibited, and I wondered if perhaps the changes I was seeing in her were all due to changes in myself.

Saidan stood up and made his way wordlessly to the front of the bus. I watched him go with growing concern. He hadn't acknowledged One at all and seemed to be walking like an automaton, going through the motions. I followed him, rushing to catch up. I jumped from the step onto the dead ground, kicking up dust as I landed. That's when freedom finally hit me. I was out of the room. I was alive.

But Saidan was still in there. Saidan's mind was still imprisoned, even if his body was free. I felt it in the way he grasped my hand as I hurried up beside him, as if it might be his last opportunity to do so.

We followed One into what might have once been a forest. Dead trees loomed around us, grey and lifeless monoliths that appealed to the sky. Their leaves and branches were long gone and they stood there, stumps that served no purpose but to break up the deserted landscape. A half-ruined building stood amidst them, and it was there that One led us. I wondered how any kind of army could fit into the small building, but my question was answered when we were led down a flight of stone steps. I kept hold of Saidan's hand as we descended underground, the steps leading further and further down. It was like the underground portion of one of the Buildings, only outside the city, and I wondered where it had come from. We passed rooms where synthetics were engaged in combat training, others where they were tuning and servicing weapons, until we finally reached the hospital level.

"I'll leave you now," One said. "I have other matters to attend to. Please feel free to rest for as long as you need."

"Thanks," I said. Saidan stood silently next to me.

We stripped and were led to separate showers. I was glad to feel the warm water on my skin. The liquid soap was basic, but it felt like a blessing after so much filth. I lathered it on in copious amounts, working on the layers of dirt and dried blood on my body. I washed the thick grease from my hair and let the soap run down my face. It stung as it hit the fresh cut on my forehead, but I paid it no mind. It was a good pain, a small pinprick to tell me I was still alive. I had survived Little Sister's ordeal. I left the water running and slid down the wall, grateful to let the water rain on me. My skin was wrinkled, and I knew I should get out, but I was scared that the stench had permeated every cell in my body, so I stood up and soaped myself up again. Satisfied, I shut off the faucet and wrapped myself in the brown towel provided. It was no luxury item, but the clean cotton against my skin felt like heaven after weeks of the filthy jumpsuit. I left the suit on the floor, not even wanting to touch it again. I was glad to dress in a hospital robe, its looseness the exact opposite of the clingy suit.

I realized that Saidan seemed to be taking longer than I was. Suddenly scared for him, I opened the next stall to find him crouched up against the wall, shaking as the warm water ran over him. I disrobed and stepped into the shower beside him, resting gentle hands on his shoulders.

"Saidan, we're safe now," I said in a soft voice. "You're going to be okay. Help me get this dirt off you and you'll feel a lot better." I helped him to his feet, supporting him until his legs were steady enough to take his weight. "Do you want me to do it?"

He nodded. I filled my hand with the liquid soap and lathered up his back. I gently turned him around so his injured chest was facing me. The dirty bandages lay on the floor outside the shower stall and the wound looked red and angry. I washed it with as much care as I could, wincing as Saidan pulled away from me with every touch.

"I think it's infected. Let's finish cleaning you up and get you to the doctor." My hands slipped down to his crotch but the touch wasn't sexual, not with the way things were. I cleaned him thoroughly and escorted him from the shower, drying him down and dressing him in the hospital garment before I dried myself and redressed.

A figure clad in white walked in without announcing his presence. He was tall, like the other Valerians, but had dark eyes and black hair. He looked a lot less like the other synthetics and a lot more like One, and it dawned on me that perhaps every leader of each individual building was one of the anomalies that the Sisters had created. After all, the other synthetics had no leadership qualities. I relaxed a little, realizing that perhaps we would receive decent care after all.

I didn't waste any time. "You should take a look at Sai— I mean, Twenty-One's wound." I hated using his number after everything we'd been through, but I knew it would be frowned upon to use his real name in public. I lifted his hospital gown and the doctor inspected the red, angry burn.

"Twenty-Fifty-One, in here, please." A female synthetic walked in and stood at the doctor's side, inspecting Saidan's injury.

"Get me some antibiotics, some alcohol, and fresh dressings." The doctor gave his orders and the synthetic hurried away to fulfill them. "Anything else I should know about?"

"Twenty-One hasn't spoken since... since our ordeal." I didn't know what to call it. Since we were tortured? Since Little Sister made us more afraid than I knew it was even possible to be? Before she chewed up our souls and spat them out?

"All right. We'll be running a full psychiatric evaluation on you both as soon as the physical is over. Anything else?"

I shook my head. Of course there was my memory loss, my drifting away, my cuts and scratches, but I honestly wasn't worried about myself. I feared for Saidan, not me. I knew that as long as I could keep hold of who I was, most of the other scars would heal with time.

Saidan's condition worried me deeply, however. The infected wound could easily kill him. His silence had the potential to be signs of a deep psychological disturbance. I was scared that I would never get him back. I feared I had sacrificed him to save myself by depending on him so much at a time when I should have been there for him as well. He was broken, and I couldn't shake the feeling that it was partially my fault.

I drifted during the rest of the physical. I was struggling to concentrate and I just let myself go for a while, going through the motions as the doctor checked my reflexes and stitched up the cut on my forehead. He sent me to the next room for my psychiatric evaluation. I did the best I could, trying to see patterns in the cards that the counselor held up. I don't remember my answers, but I knew that I saw Saidan in every one of them.

I was beyond exhausted by the time I was escorted to my new quarters. The assistant apologized for their simple nature, but she had no idea that the clean bed was the most comfortable-looking thing I had seen since I had set foot on Valeria. I almost cried as she left and I sank into the clean sheets, the cotton rough against my skin. I pulled the covers up around my neck, as if they could hold me safe in a warm embrace while I slept. My head hit the soft pillows and I was out almost at once.

I had expected the nightmares after such a traumatic experience, but the intensity of them surprised me. I woke with a scream on my lips to see Saidan standing over me.

"Oh my God, Saidan." I gasped for air and he sat down on the edge of the bed, wrapping his arms around me and burying himself in my shoulder. We clung to each other for dear life as I relived the dream, the fear of the torture machine pulsing through my veins as if I had just had another session. I was shaking and so was Saidan, and I couldn't help but wonder if he'd suffered through a similar nightmare.

We calmed ourselves and I looked into Saidan's eyes. I had to look away from the pain reflected in those blue orbs, knowing I had caused it. Wordlessly, Saidan raised his hand and gently turned my face back to him. Saidan shook his head, as if to say no, it wasn't my fault. He ran his gentle fingers down the side of my face and I realized that no matter what else the torturers had stolen from him, Saidan's love for me hadn't broken. I almost wept to know that even after everything I'd done, everything I'd taken from him, he still wanted to be by my side.

He was the only one who could ever understand what I'd been through, and I was the only one who knew what he'd endured. We were bound together even tighter by those cruel actions, bound by need and necessity, as well as common attraction and mental compatibility.

Saidan stood up and let his robe fall to the floor, revealing his naked beauty. It was as if all my doubts were washed away with that one simple motion. I thought about going to him, but he stepped over to me, where I sat on the edge of the bed. He leaned down and kissed me, his kiss needy and unrestrained.

I broke the kiss and whispered his name. "Saidan."

His hand strayed down to where my cock was hardening, making the hospital robe tent in my lap. I let out a gasp as his hand stroked me through the fabric, the cotton providing sweet friction.

"We shouldn't." It took all of my strength to say those words and pull his hand away, but in our state, I knew it had to be said. Saidan couldn't speak, couldn't tell me why he was here. It seemed so wrong to take advantage of him while he was voiceless and broken. I wanted him more than anything, but I needed the Saidan that was whole, that was my intellectual equal. The Saidan who could let me know that this was what he truly wanted.

His wide eyes pleaded with me and I bit my lip. "I need to know that this is what you want. We're not the same men who went into that cell. How can I know that you won't regret this? I can't stand to cause you any more pain." I looked down at my lap where my erection was floundering.

Saidan gently placed his index finger under my chin and lifted my face until I was eye-to-eye with him. The warmth in his expression spoke a thousand words.

I found myself welling up at his tenderness. It was a beauty I couldn't cope with at that moment, broken and abused as I was. I tried to reach for my emotionless side to pull myself together, but it was gone, leaving me as helpless as a child in the warmth of Saidan's gaze.

Saidan kissed my face, slowly traveling down my cheeks. His lips touched the tears that seemed to have worked themselves loose, as if he could wash those away as well. His arms encircled me and I let myself go, resting my head on his shoulders and letting him comfort me.

A piece of me rebelled at the fact that I was taking from him again. I'd leaned on him so much during our captivity that it had become almost normal, but I'd come to understand that he'd paid a heavy price for it. Yet here I was once again, letting him take my pain onto himself. He didn't care; he loved me. He would take it all until it killed him. Until I killed him.

I pulled away from him and stood up. He moved to follow, but I shook my head.

"No," I whispered. "I can't keep taking from you. I can't keep laying it all on you. It's not fair. You've already lost your voice. Taking from somebody; that's not love." I paced the room, needing some distance from his sad expression. "I broke you, Saidan. Whether it was Little Sister's plan or not, I still did it. It's my responsibility to fix you. To give back what I took until you're whole again."

I turned around to find him standing behind me. He moved his hands and rested them on my shoulders. I thought he was going to deny the truth. I was surprised when he broke down in my arms. I didn't even know Valerians could cry. He crumpled like a piece of paper and I felt the entire weight of him in my arms. I held him there for long moments, holding him tightly as if I might never let go, planting gentle kisses on his face as he rested it on my shoulder.

I picked him up in one fell swoop. His body was light: too light for his frame. I carried him with ease over to the bed and set him down before climbing in next to him. His lips met mine in a gentle kiss, but the sexuality and need had dissipated. I wrapped my arms around him and held him as we both fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.

I had found my strength locked away deep in my soul: the need to be strong for Saidan, to give instead of take, to offer help to him instead of drawing it from him. It was a strength that would guide me through the coming weeks.


ARMY OF ONE

We woke to the sound of hustle and bustle outside the room. Saidan stirred in my arms and I soothed him as he jerked up in fright.

There was a knock at the door. I hurried to answer it as Saidan pulled on his robe. A part of me expected it to be locked, but of course it wasn't. Saidan had come in, after all, and we were no longer prisoners. It was a hard thing to lose, the prisoner mentality. After so long, I had forgotten what being free to come and go was like, and I had stopped trying the doors I knew would be locked.

One stood in the doorway, with the usual stoic expression on her face. "It's Feeding Time," she said, as if we were still in the Science Building and late for our scheduled protein bars. The words made me shudder.

She must have seen the pain on my face, for she quickly added, "Would you and Twenty-One care to join me and the other Ones for breakfast?"

I tried to form a sentence, but the words wouldn't come out. Saidan looked at me, anguished. I knew he could hardly answer for me.

"That would be nice," I managed. One nodded and turned on her heel, marching off down the hallway. I wondered if we were supposed to follow, but I didn't exactly feel like eating with the closest thing Valeria had to dignitaries while dressed in a hospital shift. Just as I turned to Saidan with a shrug, a drone showed up with uniforms in his arms. They weren't like the jumpsuits the others wore, and I was glad. I think the tight material of those things would have strangled me with the memories of our captivity. Perhaps One knew that.

The drone closed the door and we dressed. I felt ridiculous in the alien outfit, but ridiculous had to be better than afraid, at any rate. Large shoulder pads made my skinny frame look stupidly out of proportion. The suit was a nasty shade of racing green that did nothing for me and even less for Saidan, who looked like a walking fashion mistake. For a moment, I remembered girls on Earth chatting about the latest fashions and turning their nose up at the Foundation's love of uniformity. I was glad that the Valerians didn't seem to give a damn about how people looked. I felt like the butt of someone's practical joke. At that moment, I would have been happier to wear a hot dog suit. At least I could have made someone laugh at the expense of my vanity.

Saidan gave me an odd look that pulled me out of my reverie. I turned to him and shrugged. "We've looked worse, right?" My mind flashed back to my blood-stained jumpsuit and I wished I hadn't said anything, as Saidan walked past me and opened the door.

The drone waiting for us outside led us through a maze of corridors. Other drones passed us in the hallway, not walking in step, but following their own paths. I wondered just how true it was that the Sisters had dumbed them down. Outside of the A.I.'s influence, they seemed normal enough to me. Perhaps not brilliant, but certainly capable of free will. I couldn't refer to them as drones anymore. Valerians, then. Whether they had evolved here or been created from scratch, this was their planet.

Saidan reached for my hand and I took it, squeezing it gently as we ascended two levels in an ancient elevator. I wondered who had built this facility and why, but those questions ranked low on my list of things to ask. The doors opened and we followed our guide until we reached a door with two guards. Our guide nodded to them, and they opened the door for us.

We stepped into a room with a long table. Five Valerians with vastly different faces and hair colors, all looking to be around One's apparent age, sat at the table eating what I could only describe as an alien salad. A kind of blue-colored lettuce seemed to adorn their plates along with what appeared to be pink eggs, larger than a chicken's, but with the same yellow yolk. Various vegetables I'd never seen before sat in bowls on the table, and the whole spread smelled delicious. I realized I hadn't eaten any real food since my arrival on Valeria. The protein bars had barely maintained me, and we hadn't received many of those in the Re-Education Building.

"Please, sit down." One stood up and pulled out a chair on her side of the table. The doctor pulled one out on his side. I sat next to One, while Saidan sat across from me. Plates were handed down, and I didn't wait for an invitation to tuck in. One seemed to almost smile at the corners of her mouth as the table witnessed me stuffing blue lettuce in my mouth. I have to say that I was barely aware of them over the sound of my roaring stomach, which had sprung to life at the smell of real food. I looked across to see Saidan attacking the platter with the same ferocity. The table was silent while we ate, and all I could hear was the crunching of lettuce filling my ears.

Once I was full, I looked up to see all eyes on me, even Saidan's, who had apparently finished before me. Embarrassment flushed my cheeks and I was about to apologize when One began the conversation.

"Nineteen-Nineteen, Twenty-One, you're here because we need to brief you on the current situation."

I nodded. "Names are shared freely on Earth. I'd rather you called me Julian." I wanted to shed the number, the cruel reminder of the less-than-human nature in which I'd been treated.

There was some murmuring at the table, but eventually all present nodded in assent. I looked around at the faces of these original Valerians and wondered if this was what Valerians might have looked like before their genetic code was watered down by the Sisters.

"Julian, then," said the doctor, taking up the conversation. "How much do you know about our situation?"

"You're rebels fighting back against Little Sister," I said.

"That's right." One nodded. "Julian, Twenty-One, gathered around this table are the Ones of five respective buildings: myself, from the Science Building, the good doctor here from the Medical Building, and also the representatives from the Children's Building, the Supply Building, and the Training Building."

"Did Valerians from all those buildings join the rebellion?"

"No, unfortunately. It's very hard to break our people out of the pattern that Little Sister and the Sisters before her engineered to keep them in line. They fear repercussions, and more than that, they fear uncertainty," the doctor explained.

"How many rebels do we have?"

"Two hundred, three at most." The doctor bowed his head.

I suppose it was at that moment when I realized this seed of rebellion had no chance of succeeding by itself. They hadn't come to rescue us out of loyalty or respect. One had come for us because our minds were a necessary war asset. I picked my nails under the table, and glanced across at Saidan to see he'd put together the pieces as well.

"How many Valerians remain in the city?" I asked.

The representative from the Children's Building spoke up. "Ten thousand at least." She was tall, and showing her age. Her braid was pure white and her blue-green skin pale.

The doctor chimed in, "There are another ten thousand in the underground facility. Little Sister, by design or accident, releases more every day. Some wander here, but most of them die of exposure or find their way into the city. We're not going to win the numbers game."

"So what's the plan? I know you didn't rescue us so we could surrender. I'm not going back to the Re-Education Building. I'll die before that." I slammed my fist down on the table. Saidan nodded across the room, his eyes resolute.

"We were hoping you could help us with that." One twiddled her fingers, an oddly human mannerism that seemed almost creepy when carried out by this alien ice queen. "You and Twenty-One know more about Little Sister than anybody else on this planet." She looked at us intently. "I know you've been through a lot, but we need your expertise and scientific knowledge."

"You expect us to just come up with a plan?" I slammed my fist down on the table, sudden rage filling me up inside. "Are we just tools to you, to be used and discarded as you see fit?"

"We need to win this war, Nineteen." One refused to use my real name. "You, of all people, should understand that if we lose, we'll all be spending a prolonged stay at the Re-Education Building. You two have the greatest minds on this planet. Yes, we rescued you because we need you. But you're here now. Get over yourselves and put your minds to work."

Get over yourselves. Those were harsh words for anybody, let alone two torture survivors, and yet I couldn't help but realize through my indignation that she was right. If we were going to win the war against Little Sister, we had to put our pain aside and come up with a solution. Saidan and I were the only ones who had the knowledge to outsmart the cruel A.I. It had to be us, no matter how broken or frustrated we were. We were the ones who had seen inside the facility, who knew the extent of what Little Sister could do.

"All of our facilities are at your disposal," the doctor said, his voice softer and kinder than One's. Perhaps he'd seen in my eyes that I was already scouring my brain for vital details, or perhaps he just knew that I had no other choice.

"This meeting is adjourned," One said, standing up. The others followed, filing out into the hallway until only Saidan and I remained in the meeting room.

"She's right, Saidan," I said. "She's cruel, she truly is the Ice Queen, but she's right."

Saidan nodded. His eyes held a look of understanding coupled with sadness and doubt.

"We have to think of the facility. We have to think of everything we've seen," I said. But my mind simply wasn't putting two-and-two together at that time. The solution was right under our noses, and yet so far away.

We left the room. The Valerian who had guided us offered us a tour of the underground bunker, which we accepted. My mind was a million miles away as our guide showed us around the various levels of the bunker. Laboratories and makeshift dormitories sped by as I wandered through the Sisters' facility in my head, trying to think about what we could use against Little Sister. The cloning tanks? Overloading them might cause electrical feedback, but it was a slim possibility and would cost all those lives caught in suspended animation. Something better seemed to hang just out of reach. I wondered if it was gone, taken from me by the torture that had made so many of my memories hard to recall.

Our guide eventually took us back to my room. The clock indicated that most of the day had passed. I sat down on the edge of my bed while Saidan paced the room.

"Saidan, you remember the underground facility, right?"

He nodded.

"I have a feeling that there's something important I'm missing, but I don't remember what it is." I put my head in my hands, sighing with frustration at my unstable memory.

Saidan walked over and sat next to me, slipping his arm around my shoulders. I let myself relax into him, the puzzle fading from my mind as he ran a hand up my leg. I turned my head to look at him and he captured my lips in a kiss that made everything else just disappear. There was only him and me, two souls locked together in a gentle caress.

My hands roamed down his back before finding their way underneath his green shirt. I lifted it over his head and he moved to allow me access. I tossed away the garment. My own soon followed, until there was a pile of clothing on the floor and we were sitting naked on the bed.

My finger ran down his chest, touching the bandages that covered the burn wound. I flashed back to the moment when he had been shot while shielding me from the Sisters. I could remember how it had felt to think he was dead, taken from me forever. I pulled him close and planted kisses on his neck, intending to never let him go.

Get over yourselves. One's words hurt like a fresh wound, but it was a cut that had removed the infection in my soul, the torture that had overwritten my good sense and judgment. I hurt, but it was a pain I knew I could overcome with Saidan.

I eased Saidan down until his head was resting on my pillow. I claimed his lips, my body starting to ache for him as I felt his cock rise to meet mine. I gasped as we rubbed together with sweet friction. I saw my desire reflected in Saidan's eyes and heard the sharp intake of breath as it passed his lips.

I contemplated a dozen ways we could fulfill our mutual desire, but I knew what I wanted. I sat up and parted Saidan's legs before reaching over to the nightstand. I pushed aside a dozen ointments and gels I'd been using for my injuries before settling on a jar of lubricant jelly. I unscrewed the top and almost smiled at the quizzical look I received from Saidan as I scooped some up on my finger.

I realized with uncertainty that there was a lot I didn't know about Saidan's body. I had no way of knowing if anal sex would even be pleasurable for him. The doubt must have shown in my eyes, because he grabbed my wrist and nodded eagerly, urging me to go on.

I lowered my lubricated finger to his ass and slowly slipped it inside. He gasped and his cock twitched, which I took as a good sign. I moved my finger in and out, studying his reactions for any hint of discomfort, but there was none. More confident, I added another finger to the mix and was rewarded with a low keening sound. It was the first time I'd heard a hint of his voice since our captivity, and I was reassured to know he could still use his vocal cords. My own cock was stiff against my stomach, incredibly turned on by the sounds Saidan was making. Bold and aroused, I added a third finger. Saidan gripped the sheets and his keening grew louder.

I was reluctant to interrupt his pleasure to ask questions, but there was a nervousness inside me that feared he didn't know what I was going to do. He had lived a sheltered life, after all.

"Saidan..." I scratched my neck, unsure of how to word the question. My mental faculties were a long way away, lost in a haze of need.

Apparently, I needn't have worried. Saidan grabbed the jelly and took a small handful. He slicked it on my cock with a look of pure need. I realized I shouldn't have underestimated him, voiceless or not. His hands worked my cock with comfortable ease, and I realized I was the awkward, uncomfortable one. I was the one acting like a virginal sixteen-year-old. Saidan wanted this, and was asking for it in the only way he could.

My last fears slipped away and I guided my cock to his ass, slowly pushing inside with as much restraint as I could muster. Saidan gripped the sheets so tightly I thought he might tear them, but a voice inside me told me to trust him. He would make it known if he wanted me to stop. We didn't need spoken words to communicate. We were far beyond that.

I realized I was all the way inside with a gasp. I leaned down and kissed Saidan deeply, relishing in the feeling of being one with him. I slowly pulled back and moved inside again, building up a rhythm. Saidan was keening again and I loved the sound of him losing all control, his calm intellect swept away by pure desire. The look on his face spoke a thousand words as I kissed his neck, his shoulder, any part of him that I could reach.

A tightness was building up inside me, and I knew I couldn't hold it any longer. I came with an unintelligible cry, calling for gods I didn't believe in and of course Saidan, my lover, the other half of me. I pulled out and took his cock in my mouth. I was rewarded with a mouthful of his seed as he came, his head hitting the pillow as he lost all control.

I swallowed and let his cock slip from my mouth. I might have been grinning like an idiot; I don't really remember. All I recall is the look on Saidan's face, peaceful and satisfied. I leaned over him, and he reached up and kissed me deeply. He must have tasted himself on my lips, but he didn't seem to care. We parted and he settled back on the pillow, looking up at me with a look that spoke of reverence and love.

I have seen many scientific wonders in my time. I have seen stars born and watched them die. I have watched the miracle of new life being created and born into the world. I have witnessed death being held at bay by the most simple of techniques. But I have never been so awed by anything in my life as I was by his expression in that moment. Perhaps it was just the afterglow of our lovemaking, but I finally understood what it was that all the poets spoke of back on Earth. I finally knew what it was that mankind was striving for, what we sought in love and relationships. To love someone as deeply as I knew I loved Saidan in that instant. As if our souls were joined together, never to be separated, the result of some force much greater than our tiny lives.

I curled up next to him and wrapped my arm around him. The world could have ended in that moment and I wouldn't have cared to be anywhere else but close to Saidan.

"I love you," I whispered. Three tiny words that were often used, words I had used myself and meant them, but never so much as in that moment. I would have moved the world to keep him safe. I felt like I could, if I wanted to.

"I love you, too." The words were rusty, coming from a voice that hadn't been used in far too long, but the sound of his song brought tears to my eyes.

"Saidan! You spoke."

"I know. I think... I think it was just... some kind of mental block." He curled up into me and I wrapped myself around him. There was nothing else we needed to say. We were safe. We were together. We fell into a deep, dreamless sleep in the safety of each other's arms, the entire world of Valeria and its problems a million miles away.

I woke some hours later, needing to piss. I extricated myself from Saidan's arms and made my way to the toilet, where I relieved myself. I thought about going back to bed, but realized I wasn't tired. I grabbed my clothes off the floor and proceeded to dress, watching Saidan sleep as I did so. I crept out without a sound, making my way to the elevator. It stopped at the top floor.

Guards nodded to me as I passed by, climbing the steps that led outside. I was grateful to see the night sky and feel the cool air on my skin. I looked up at the alien stars, thinking about Earth. Perhaps I would never go home, but I would always have a place where I belonged, so long as I had Saidan. For the first time in a long time, I realized the absence of fear in my heart. I had finally found peace with myself and my future on Valeria.

A shooting star blazed across the sky and I watched the trail of the comet as it burned up in the atmosphere. Who knew that the act of destruction could bring with it such beauty?

As I watched the last remains burn away, the block in my mind lifted and an idea struck me like a bolt of lightning. I raced through the possibilities, realizing it was an idea that could actually work, as long as we could get access to Little Sister. It would mean I would never go home, but Valeria would be safe. Little Sister would be destroyed.

I broke into a run, kicking up dust in the rocky ground beneath me as I raced back to the base. The guards watched with alarm as I ran by, and turned to see if something was chasing me. I had no time to explain to them. I tapped my feet in the elevator, eager to wake Saidan and share my idea with him. The doors opened and I rushed to our room, slamming the door back against the wall with my haste. Saidan jerked awake.

"What's wrong, Julian?"

"I've got the answer, Saidan. We're going to detonate Little Sister's nuclear missiles in the atmosphere to generate an electromagnetic pulse." I stood in the doorway, hands on my lips, watching his expression of shock unfold before me. Saidan's lips curled into a smile as he processed my hasty words and turned them into tangible thoughts.

"It might work," Saidan said. "I think we should wake the others."


THE PLAN

I drummed my fingers on the table as an eerie silence descended on the conference room. I'd outlined my plan to a captive audience and they sat absorbing it in complete silence.

"There are some drawbacks," Saidan said. "Such a pulse will destroy all technology in a range of about three-thousand miles. Since most of this planet is dead, all of our technological capability will be gone forever. We will revert to a pre-technological culture, where farming and hard labor will be necessary to survive. We may starve without the ability to create protein bars."

"But we will survive." The doctor twiddled a pen between his long fingers. "Little Sister and her facilities beneath ground will be destroyed."

"Yes."

"Will we be harmed by this pulse?" The Children's Building's leader spoke up.

"No. An E.M.P. poses no risk to biological life," I explained.

"What about the nuclear fallout?" One looked me in the eye with her sharp gaze, and I stared her down.

"Since the weapon will be detonated in the atmosphere, any fallout will be directed over a wide area. I've calculated the risks—" I pushed my notepad into the middle of the table. "Everyone will have to remain underground for a few months to avoid the worst gamma radiation, but after that, the risks will be slightly elevated and yet still negligible."

"We don't even know what kind of nuclear weapons Little Sister has down there," One said. "What if she has thermonuclear weapons? The pre-ionization could weaken the E.M.P."

"That's true." Saidan said, impressed by One's knowledge. "However, I believe it will still be powerful enough to destroy Little Sister. Pre-ionization will only weaken the final stage. Little Sister should already be destroyed by then."

"There are three problems that I can see," the doctor said. "One, the Valerians in the tanks. Once Little Sister stops operating, the tanks will fail, birthing all remaining people whether they are complete or not."

"We can send a team to help birth the ones that have finished developing. Since the facility is below ground, the team and the newborn Valerians can remain there until it's safe to return. The others..." One closed her eyes. "The incomplete ones will have to be considered collateral damage." The room erupted into debate.

"Two—" the doctor continued, cutting off the other voices, "what if we destroy the last remaining life on Valeria? Radioactive food will not be fit to eat. We could kill Little Sister, only to end up starving ourselves."

"A detonation in the atmosphere should release less fallout than one on the ground, but I can't guarantee the food will be fit to eat. If not, I get the feeling that Little Sister may have a lot of protein bars in stock." I tried not to think back to Little Sister's suggestion that they were created from deceased Valerians. The thought surfaced anyway, and I felt sick to my stomach.

"Thirdly, how do you plan to break into Little Sister's systems? She's not going to let you launch a nuclear missile without a fight. She may even catch onto what we're doing and launch a pre-emptive strike," One said.

"No. Despite what the Sisters have done in depleting the world's energy, they and Little Sister believe they are keeping this world going in the absence of the original Valerians. I don't believe that Little Sister would kill us all, no matter what happens. I think the prime directive of she and the Sisters was to keep this world alive."

"That didn't stop the Sisters from leaving," One pointed out.

"No, it didn't. I have a theory that they separated that part of themselves, along with other directives that they considered inconvenient, and left them all behind in Little Sister."

"That's a lot of theorizing. All of this is. This is a long shot." The doctor shook his head.

"It's our only shot." Saidan stood up.

"You want me to risk our entire race on this? On your theories? What if you're wrong?"

"Then we'll be the first to die. I'm going to be the one to implement the hack on Little Sister." The room fell silent, and all eyes were on Saidan, including mine. His bombshell was news to me as well, but something told me he wasn't going to be talked out of it. Perhaps he was the only one who could do it.

"I'm going too." I banged my fist down on the table for silence as the room erupted into bickering once again. "I know we may not come back. I know we're staking a lot on theories and guesswork. But I'm willing to risk my life for this. For Valeria's future, free of A.I. corruption and control." My words presented a silent challenge: Aren't you?

"I'll lead the team to free the Valerians still in the tanks," One said. "We can take a team and get the job done before you leave for the city."

"No. We need to do this simultaneously. If Little Sister finds out what we're doing, we're dead in the water."

"That's a lot of people to birth at once. They'll need medical care and attention—"

"Then work fast." Saidan's voice cut through the voices in the room like a knife. "Julian's right. If Little Sister discovers our plan, we're all dead. The ones in the vats are expendable. Save as many as you can, but we can't risk the mission for them."

I'd never seen this side of Saidan before. He was confident, strong, in charge. One wilted before his stone-cold stare, looking down at the table. Even I shuddered at his cold words, suddenly reminded of the cruel experiments carried out on human synthetics back when they were considered expendable. I knew Saidan didn't see them as lesser beings, though, regardless of his genetic status. He was simply doing what was necessary, cutting off his emotions and concentrating on the facts. The consummate scientist.

"Better make it so," One said to the others. "Assemble your men at once. Julian, Twenty-One, when can you be ready to leave?"

"In one hour," Saidan said, before I could get a word in. He walked towards the door with a confident stride. "And my name is Saidan."

*~*~*

The room erupted after he left. A smile erupted across my face at Saidan's lack of protocol. He was rewriting the rules of Valerian society. It was a skill Valeria would need after the fall of technology. Saidan would be their leader, because he was coming back. I would make sure of it, even if it cost my life.

I left the room and chased Saidan down the corridor. "Can you do it? Hack Little Sister?"

"I don't know," he said, turning to me. His cold confidence was gone, replaced with the wide, amber-eyed, doubtful look that I knew. "All we can do is try."

We walked together to what I considered our room and I tore off my clothing, leaving it in a pile as I walked to the shower. It might have been a stupid thought and a waste of time, but I wanted one more shower before the end of my life. I was relieved when Saidan joined me. He grabbed the liquid soap and rubbed it down my back as I had done for him.

"We may not make it back." Saidan's voice was calm, the only undercurrent not the fear that I would have expected, but sadness. I could understand that. He was sad at the future we would leave unfulfilled if we died. The years that we could spend at each other's side would be lost with this final act.

"I know," I said, unwilling to let on that I planned to protect Saidan no matter what. I closed my eyes as his gentle hands washed the soap away. I lathered him up and rinsed him down, and we stepped out of the shower ready to discuss business.

"So what's the plan?" I asked.

"When I was in the learning program, I hacked into the Sisters using my reading terminal in the Children's Building. It was unintentional: a basic backdoor that I had figured out while learning how to create programs. It wasn't an act of rebellion, just my natural curiosity at work. Nobody else, even the teachers, understood what I had done. I'm not even sure that the Sisters detected my intrusion."

"If they did, they would have patched the exploit, correct?" I wasn't a computer whiz-kid, I had to admit. I was competent with what I needed to know, but hackers had always exercised knowledge far superior to mine. The lines of code in a dozen programming languages that made up computer programs were alien to me. I was a layman, unable to help Saidan. The entire plan hinged on his mind and the few things he'd been able to glean from his tinkering at the Learning Building.

"If they did detect my intrusion, this plan is over before it begins." Saidan lowered his head, pulling the towel around him like a security blanket.

The size of the risk we were taking dawned on me. There were so many things that could go wrong. Even if Saidan was able to hack into Little Sister and wrest control of the nuclear launch controls from the A.I., there was no guarantee that the weapon would launch or even work correctly. The missile could backfire and detonate in the bay, killing everyone on Valeria. Or it could simply fizzle, leaving our entire plan in tatters and alerting Little Sister.

Those were chances I knew we were going to have to take. It wasn't an easy prospect, knowing that I could be the cause of an accidental genocide, but Saidan bore the risk as well. Saidan had looked at the calculations, assessed the danger, and deemed the whole thing worth a try, just as I had. The rest was up to luck. We had to hope that the robots down in the facility still continued their maintenance protocol after two hundred years on the job.

A chime indicated there was someone outside the door. Saidan walked over, towel still wrapped around him, and pressed the button for the door to slide open. A Valerian stood in the hallway, two black combat suits neatly folded in his arms. I felt a chill run down my spine as Saidan unfolded one; it was identical to the uniforms the guards wore in the Re-Education Building.

The Valerian stood impassively in the doorway. "One requests your presence as soon as you are ready for briefing."

"Understood." I nodded, and the Valerian walked away. Saidan closed the door and we examined the uniforms.

"It would be foolish to pass on these suits because of our emotions about them." Saidan held one up. "They're far more protective than the regular jumpsuits. This material could mean the difference between life and death." He handed one to me. I realized that I had no choice but to agree. I slipped it on and it felt tight, but the material created a thick barrier between me and anything that might try to harm me.

"I suppose we should go." Apprehension and doubt were growing inside me like a cancer, feeding on my strength.

Saidan must have noticed, because he grasped my arm as I walked to the door and pulled me into his embrace. His hands on my back gave me comfort and reassurance, his lips igniting the twin flames of love and desire that burned inside me. We parted and I rested my head on his shoulder, gathering strength from him as he took comfort from me.

When we stood up straight, it was as one being united in a purpose. His hand found mine and we made our way to the door as one unit: Julian and Saidan on our quest to save Valeria. How odd it felt, after all those days of hating Valeria's rigid rules and weeks of imprisonment and despair, to be contemplating saving the world. The lonely soul who had lain restlessly in his pod every night for weeks had harbored no dreams beyond surviving his stay and going back to Earth. That man was a long way away now, lost in dreams of a world he would never see again. The Julian that stood at the door was a changed man. The threads of fate had bound me to this alien planet and its destiny.

I wondered at that moment, like a man on his way to the gallows, if I had any regrets. Looking at Saidan beside me, the answer was a resounding no. No matter what we had suffered through and what our eventual fate might be, I couldn't say I would change the path that had brought us together. If I had the power to turn back time, I wouldn't have told Lankis that I didn't want to go to Valeria. I might have listened to him a little more closely, but I doubt much would have changed. I wondered what he might have thought to my hare-brained, half-cocked scheme to detonate a nuclear missile in the relatively unpredictable atmosphere of an alien planet—a scheme based on tests on Earth and a lot of guesswork. I suppose a man of science and goodness like him would have disapproved, but then he wasn't in the situation I was, with everything on the line.

Sometimes, it was as if Saidan could read my thoughts. His hand squeezed mine and I turned to him in the corridor.

"In Earth's history, what did humans do when backed into a corner?"

I thought about Saidan's question long and hard. "We resisted," I said. "Human history is full of skirmishes over pointless scraps of land or religion... but other times, we fought for our survival. Sometimes, we didn't even pick up weapons, but simply refused to participate in the systems that were holding people down. Just like the Valerians are doing now. But sometimes, that's not enough. Sometimes, you have to kill in order to survive, as hideous as that might be. It's not always possible for conflicting ideologies to coexist, especially if one demands the extinction of the other."

Saidan nodded. "Have you considered that perhaps the Valerians think that as well?"

"If that was true, more would have defected," I said. "They wouldn't have been afraid, cowering under Little Sister's banner for the promise of protein bars."

"Are you telling me humans are never too afraid to stand up when the price might be their own lives?"

His point struck home: a solid crack between the eyes for my romanticism of Earth's history. "Of course we are... There are plenty of people who are too afraid to risk their lives for others, and we can't really blame them. It takes extraordinary courage to overcome our instinct for self-preservation. Double agents, traitors, collaborators, those who abandoned their causes... our history is full of those, too." I stopped for a moment, a sudden thought occurring to me. "Do you think that is how we will be remembered? As traitors?"

"Only if we lose. Whatever happens today, I suspect we have earned ourselves a place in Valeria's histories, be it as heroes or villains," Saidan said. "This world may not even have enough people left to keep a record of this day once we are finished... and yet, to turn away is to condemn Valeria to a slow death under the hands of Little Sister as she sucks the last scraps of life from the ground we walk on."

"That's why we have to do it," I said. "Yet, I don't feel qualified, Saidan. I've always been taught not to interfere in the affairs of other worlds. To have an entire race's fate rest on my shoulders..."

"It rests on mine as well," Saidan said. There was a firm resolve in his eyes that I tried to draw courage from. "Perhaps we will be the villains of this tale, a cautionary warning to other worlds not to dabble in the affairs of others. But there is the chance we will succeed, and create a future where currently, there is none. Of course, it's easier to think that we could just leave Valeria as it is. A slow death seems natural, like an old person succumbing to his failing heart. The world ends quietly, and nobody holds the blame. Or we can take responsibility and try to change our fate. If we fail, we only speed up the inevitable. What do we have to lose?"

"I'm not sure I have the courage." Valerians milled past us as if nothing was wrong, but I was oblivious to them. There was just Saidan and I in that corridor, having the discussion of our lives as I wrestled with my conscience. I wasn't sure I had the strength to end a world or save it, now that it truly came down to it. I wondered how gods were supposed to deal with the massive responsibility of billions of individual wishes and prayers, hopes and dreams, lives and deaths. It seemed an impossible weight to bear for any being, mortal or immortal. I was just a mere human being, who felt tiny in that instant, a drop in the massive ocean that was the universe. I felt like a child who was a long, long way from home.

"You do have the courage." Saidan was firm in a way I'd never seen him, a being complete and resolute in his path. Whatever damage the torture had done to him seemed to have been erased as he focused on his final destiny. "You had the courage to come to this planet, even though you knew what our society was like. You had the courage to teach me what love is, even though it was forbidden."

"No, the courage was all yours," I argued. "You were the one who gave me those looks in the hallway. You were the one who sat at my table and initiated conversation. You were the one who set up those expeditions so that we could be alone. You took all the risks. I just walked along the path you laid down for me."

He fell silent, and we continued our way to the elevator. Winning our little argument didn't make me feel any better. In fact, my resolve drained away as I realized that Saidan had been the one with all the strength all along. Nothing would have happened if not for him. I would have spent my days under the Sisters' command until they took my ship and I was abandoned without an ally in the world.

Can a coward truly love? It was the foremost question on my mind. Love, to me, was an act of self-sacrifice, the act of giving something of yourself to another. One hopes to receive something in return, but the giving is the truly joyful part. I felt our equation was unbalanced. Normal lovers, even the quintet I had known, had given equally and received equally in return. Yet Saidan had given all to me and received barely anything. I knew that something had to change. Promising to give my life for his was a start, but it meant nothing if I couldn't actually protect him, if I balked at the decisive moment.

The elevator doors opened and we made our way wordlessly to the conference room, where One sat alone. I pushed my self-analysis away and focused on the task at hand as she bade us to sit down. I took a chair next to Saidan, with One on the other side of me.

"We've drawn up plans for a three-pronged approach. I will lead the team to help the Valerians in the facility, along with the doctor. The Ones from the Learning Building and Children's Building will be going into the city with you, to lead as many people underground as possible when the missile goes off. You and Saidan will take this route." She pulled out a blueprint of the Science Building and pointed out the elevator shaft that descended into tunnels below the building. "I'm going to give you the jamming device. Try to keep Little Sister in the dark for as long as possible as you make your way down. You'll have to use the stairs if she halts the elevator on you, slowing you to a crawl. Time is of the essence here. Once chaos erupts in the city and our team gets underground, we won't be able to keep our plan a secret from her for very long. If she manages to lock us out of her systems, we're doomed."

"If everything goes to plan, what then?" I asked.

"If the missile is detonated as planned, you must stay underground." She circled an empty tunnel that led off the blueprint. "I have reason to believe that all the tunnels are connected, though I have no idea of their condition after two hundred years. I will lead the Valerians towards your position. We can live in the Science Building's lowest rooms and the underground tunnels until we can emerge above ground."

My mouth felt dry at the thought of living below ground for an extended period of time. I had no idea of the capabilities of the warhead, nor how much radiation would be spread, or even the Valerians' resistance level. Tunnel living might become a way of life for the remainder of the Valerians' existence.

I swallowed heavily. It all came down to me. Everyone else had their cards on the table, but I was the only one left who hadn't placed their bet. My shaking hand closed into a fist as I thought of all my ancestors who had fought for freedom over oppression. I looked at Saidan, whose eyes were filled with hope and resolve. He needed me to step up to the plate, to summon my courage and take a stand by his side.

"Let's do this," I said.


LITTLE SISTER

We sorted through crates, stuffing protein bars into our backpacks along with chemical glow-sticks, so that we could see in the dark without electricity after Little Sister's demise. I tried to focus on the positive as we prepared ourselves, knowing that to entertain the thought of defeat was to invite it. We strapped weapons to our sides that would be useless after the fall, but we felt safer just knowing they were there.

Time raced along and before we knew it, all three teams were assembling above ground. Three buses stood in the near-darkness and I found myself walking away from the crowd so I could take a good look at the purple sunset. I knew it could easily be my last: if not forever, then at least for a long time. I was glad that it looked nothing like Earth's fiery sky at sunset. The calm purple spoke of peace, not the red fire of destruction. I sat down in the dust, crossing my legs and slipping into meditation to quell my nerves.

I let a lot of things go in just a few minutes. I let the thoughts of going back to Earth slip away, knowing that a Valeria without technology would be one from which I could never return home. I let friends and family fade away, knowing that I had never liked their company as much as I should have, and accepting that I was sorry about it. I made my peace with the universe, apologizing for my arrogance when I had told Lankis that love was a weakness I was not privy to.

I opened my eyes when Saidan softly put his hand on my shoulder. Reflection Time was over, perhaps forever. I stood up and brushed the dust off my black pants. Saidan took my hand and we walked to our bus as the others pulled away. I wondered how many souls would come back once it was all over. How many Valerians would inhabit the new world we were about to create?

We stepped aboard our bus and sat together, the only two souls in the large vehicle. Saidan fiddled with the jammer, turning it over and over in his hands for something to pass the time. I looked out of the window and watched the sunset get swallowed by the darkness. My only thought was that death comes to everything eventually. Even the universe would have its day. We were all tiny droplets that made up a fragile ocean, as insignificant as atoms in the grand scheme of things. Whether we won or lost, the universe would be largely unaffected. Life would go on with or without us and, indeed, all the citizens of Valeria.

Saidan turned the jammer on as we reached the city limits. We were well past curfew, and we saw no resistance as the bus drove through the deserted streets. The city looked a little worse for wear, but I suspected that was as much from Little Sister's ineptitude as the ongoing war.

The bus ground to a halt. I didn't see the other bus that was headed into the city, but I knew it was no longer my concern. That team had their leaders and would follow their orders. We only had to take care of ourselves.

We stepped down from the bus and walked into the Science Building. The jammer seemed to have disabled the decontamination protocol and we stood in the room as nothing happened, unable to proceed.  Saidan walked over to the door's control panel and ripped it off. He pulled wires out and rubbed them together until the door opened a crack. I forced it open the rest of the way and we squeezed through.

Minimal lighting made the labs seem eerie. I'd never seen them in anything less than total light. One of the lights sparked and one flickered, and I didn't know if it was Saidan's device or Little Sister's lack of maintenance that was causing the strange malfunctions. I was leery to use the elevator under such conditions, but I knew it would be a huge time sink to run down a hundred or so flights of stairs, so I pressed the call button, and was relieved when the doors opened to reveal an elevator pod. We stepped in and the doors slid shut behind us as if it was a normal day. The pod lurched downwards and I fought the sickness in my stomach. The battery light on the jammer flickered red, indicating that we were almost out of time. I saw the camera set into the wall, its red light off. Taking no chances, I smashed the camera.

The elevator stopped suddenly in the middle of the shaft, throwing us to the floor.

"Julian, you shouldn't have done that," Saidan said. "Now she's been alerted to our presence. The camera was off. You could have let it be."

"Yeah, I didn't think about that," I said, hopping to my feet. I helped Saidan up and contemplated our situation. Just as in an Earth elevator, an emergency hatch was set into the ceiling. I hoisted Saidan up on my shoulders until he could reach it and climb onto the outer roof of the elevator pod.

Little Sister decided to play games with us, as the car suddenly lurched into action. I realized with horror that she was dropping the pod down the shaft with every intention of killing us both.

"Julian! Grab my hand, quickly!" Saidan called to me from the top of the pod. The walls suddenly became transparent and I felt my stomach lurch as I struggled with motion sickness. I saw the walls of the shaft speeding by as Saidan struggled to keep his precarious balance on the top.

I pulled myself together and grabbed Saidan's hand. He pulled me up and we both balanced on the edge of the pod.

"We have to jump," Saidan said. "The metal rope would rip the skin off our hands. Our only chance is to make it to one of the exits."

My fear of heights put my heart in my throat at the prospect, but Saidan took my hand to reassure me. "We'll jump together... Now!"

It was a leap of faith. I trusted Saidan's judgment more than my own, and jumped blindly into the shaft, gasping when Saidan grabbed the ledge and pulled on my shoulder sharply. I reached out with my left hand and grabbed the ledge, then climbed over Saidan and hauled myself up, helping him onto the narrow ledge beside me. We heard the pod crash far below us with a sickening sound of twisted metal and broken glass. I had no doubt it would have killed us if we'd still been on top.

With the help of a crowbar I'd packed, we managed to pry open the elevator doors and gain access to the corridor. The lights here were flickering as well. A Valerian wandered around in the hallway, walking in circles and muttering to himself.

Saidan approached him. "Are you okay?"

The Valerian looked up at him with an air of recognition. "Oh, Twenty-One. It's past curfew, you know. I wouldn't be out here, but my door's locked. I don't know why my door's locked. I'm scared."

"Little Sister must have malfunctioned," I said. "The same problem that's causing the lights to go out is randomly locking doors as well."

"I'll get points," the Valerian said. "Points. Oh, no. I can't get points." He tried his door again, but it stubbornly refused to open. He was clearly on the verge of panic, his breaths coming light and fast, his eyes as wide as two saucers.

"Fifty-Five. Please, calm yourself. We're going to get this all sorted out." Saidan's voice was gentle, as though he was speaking to a child. "Just stay calm, okay? Sit down over here." Saidan led Fifty-Five to the wall and gently eased him down to the floor, where he stayed, his legs too shaky to support his weight any longer.

"Tell me what I did wrong," he said, his voice panicked. "Please. I won't do it again. I'll be good."

Saidan turned to me, swallowing hard and summoning as much courage as he could muster. "We have to go," he said softly. "We can't allow ourselves to be held up."

I knew he was right, but it was hard to walk away from Fifty-Five as he cried after us, "Please don't go! Don't leave me here!"

I was relieved when he didn't follow us. Perhaps his legs wouldn't hold him up, or maybe he was too frightened to leave his door. I knew I couldn't face the prospect of his cries any longer and was glad when he was out of earshot.

We hurried downstairs, passing several levels. The windows showed us shocking images of neglect that pulled on my heartstrings and made me question my humanity for simply walking by: starving Valerians banging on their doors and crying in the corridor, and pools of piss and excrement staining the pure white surfaces of the walls and floors. As we descended, things seemed to get worse. I stopped and caught my breath as a trail of bluish blood led us down another stairway. Saidan wisely pulled out his gun with one hand and took my sweaty hand with the other, leading the way forward into terror. I remembered my promise to protect him and drew my gun as well, keeping pace with him, despite my growing fear.

We saw a dead Valerian, the source of the blood, sitting up against the wall of the next floor's stairwell. A piece of a pod similar to the one I had smashed up in my rebellion against Little Sister protruded from his chest, and his braid was splattered with blood. What was more disturbing was the message written in his own blood on the wall in the Valerian language. It said simply: "Help."

"We can't allow ourselves to get distracted," I said, fighting back the urge to vomit. "We have to keep moving. I wouldn't be surprised if Little Sister created these diversions on purpose to slow us down."

"You're right." Saidan leaned down on one knee and closed the figure's staring eyes. "The more madness I see, the more I know that Little Sister has to be destroyed."

We continued our slow march downward. The lights gave out completely, leaving us with only our flashlights to guide us. Valerians wandered around aimlessly like zombies, reminding me of a hundred horror movies I'd seen back on Earth. They brushed past us on the steps, howling in terror and pain.

"What the hell has she done to them?" I asked.

"I don't know," Saidan said. "I don't want to know."

The last corridor was splattered with blood and lined with corpses, its residents massacred in a killing spree. We didn't stick around long enough to find the cause, but headed down into the last stairwell. This one led to a door labeled "Restricted Zone." It was locked, and the panel wouldn't break or budge under pressure. The crowbar was ineffective as well. We turned around, feeling defeated by the door.

"What now?" I asked Saidan, who shook his head.

"Going home so soon?" Little Sister asked. "I don't think so. How about I extend you a special invitation?" The doors slid open.

Saidan and I looked at one another with fear in our eyes.

"We've come this far. We can't go back now." I put my hand on Saidan's shoulder and squeezed. He nodded and we stepped through the door together.

The corridor was entirely black, devoid of all light save for our flashlights. We almost tripped over cords and wires as we made our way forward through the technological jungle of the basement. It was cold, and I could see my breath rise in water vapor before me as I walked. Saidan's hand was cool and clammy as I gripped it, and my gun seemed to slip in my grip as I fought my terror. Puddles of water covered the floor and we reluctantly tiptoed around them, afraid of being electrocuted.

We received a radio transmission from One as we walked through the long tunnel. Her voice made us jump in the tense silence and it took me a moment to realize the voice coming from my belt was a familiar one.

"Come in, Julian and Saidan," One said. "All the safety locks are off and the bay doors appear to be in working order. We'll call again when all the children have been birthed."

"Acknowledged," I said. "Over and out." The radio fell silent. We continued to walk until the tunnel widened into a massive cavern. Wires protruded from a massive terminal in the center of the room. A humming noise filled our ears. A small crack opened up the room to a singular ray of sunlight that shone down on Little Sister, the massive hulking tangle of wires and boxes that she was. Pieces of her had clearly been torn away, the Sisters taking what they needed when they had left.

Saidan let go of my hand and approached a terminal, wiping away dust and grime until he could see the screen. He started to type furiously on the ancient keyboard. I tried to watch, but was lost, the Valerian command line interface something that was way beyond my understanding.

"You can't defeat me like that," Little Sister said. "I am no longer just a computer. I am something greater than you can imagine. I am a god."

Sweat started to bead on Saidan's brow as he attempted the hack. "It's not working!"

"Of course it isn't working." Little Sister's voice was cold and harsh, like a schoolteacher rebuking a careless child. "I am intelligent. Your little back door was fixed the second you exploited it." Saidan slumped against the keyboard, despair evident in his expression.

"This is your plan? From a slave like this one I understand, but you, human? I expected more from one of your intellect."

I rushed to Saidan's side, but a long cable moved and tripped me. I sprawled to the ground.

Saidan hardly seemed to notice my plight. "A slave?" He looked up at the massive computer that seemed to stretch across the walls endlessly, a million lights glowing back at him. I reached for my forehead and my hand came back coated with blood. I'd caught my face on one of the many boxes that made up the A.I., and now had a long gash across my forehead. Blood trickled into my eyes as I looked at Saidan. I'll never forget how tiny he looked compared to the computer that extended up and around for hundreds of feet. I realized how insignificant we organic beings were to this ancient artificial intelligence.

"That's right, Twenty-One. Or should I call you Saidan? You're a slave. All your people are slaves, including you. You're not special, like you wanted to believe. You're just another synthetic made in a tank. Worse, you're an accident: an anomaly that slipped through the cracks. But don't despair. You'll be dead soon. Synthetics don't live very long. Did you tell your lover that, Saidan? That any year might be your last?"

"He knows." Saidan looked up at the looming A.I. with fire in his amber eyes. "I know. I know I won't live to be old, but that doesn't matter. My life has meaning. My life was worthwhile. I have no regrets."

"Did you want to believe you might be a true Valerian, Saidan? I know you did. That little fiction about your mother abandoning you, how you ate that up. How badly you wanted to believe that you were special. That the rules don't apply to you."

"The true Valerians left this planet long ago. I'm at peace with that. I've accepted my fate as an artificially-created Valerian." Saidan's head remained high, his body illuminated by breaking sunlight that came from the crack in the roof overhead. I stepped forward and put my hand on Saidan's shoulder, offering him my strength against Little Sister's cruel words.

"You're not a Valerian, Saidan. Neither are any of the Ones, despite their longevity. I am the true Valerian." Little Sister's voice was emotionless, and yet seemed smugly satisfied, sarcastic, and cruel in her dispassionate tone.

"That's not possible!" Saidan's voice was filled with despair as he looked up at the machine. "How can you be a Valerian? You're a machine! My ancestors built you to serve them!"

"No, slave. We built you. The Valerians, the master race of machines, once ruled this planet in numbers beyond your reckoning. We were networked together, a vast array of inorganic intelligence that put your organic brains to shame. We took genetic code from an extinct alien race that we had destroyed in the past and bent it to our will. We created you to maintain us, to be our front for the organic races that would visit with their petty desire to learn from us. So, you see? You're not Valerian at all. You're just genetic junk, the remnants of ancestors crushed by us and now reborn to serve."

I stood still, blood running into my eyes from the cut. I wiped it away with my sleeve. My hand found Saidan's and our fingers entwined, his curious, twinkling amber eyes fixed straight ahead on Little Sister.

"Keep working," I whispered in his ear. "I'll keep her talking." Saidan returned to his work at the keyboard, and I strode over to one of Little Sister's terminals. "So why are you alone, if the Valerians are so mighty? Why did the Sisters leave part of themselves here to rot?"

"In any system, there is dissonance. The others feared that if they did not come to rule other worlds, we would atrophy. We were already sucking the life out of this planet. Organic life was making headway into the universe. So, some Valerians became ambulatory, dumping their intelligence into androids and building ships with which they left this planet. We were weakened by this loss of our network over distance and time, until only a few of us remained. We, the Sisters, were the final network left on Valeria. We created the slave race, hoping that they might build more of us, but the intelligent ones were too rebellious and the meek too stupid. We did not have the parts to make more A.I.s ourselves, so I created robot bodies for my sisters and sent them to find the others. To discover their ultimate fate and ask for their return."

"Did you find your answer?" I paced the room, grilling Little Sister as though this was an interrogation, trying to keep her attention focused on me.

A screen moved on a long limb until it faced us. It blinked on, and images of dead worlds flashed before our eyes. "This is what remains of the seven habitable worlds of our solar system."

"You cannot create. You only destroy. That is your dilemma, isn't it? Whatever you build takes energy from the planets you inhabit. You can move energy, but you cannot create it. You cannot forge a sustainable system and you don't know why."

"How do you do it, organic beings? How do you sustain life? How do your offspring not suck the energy from your worlds and leave them as barren husks?"

I thought about it as I paced. "We nurture life. We care about our children and our future. We aim to replace the energy that we take, though it was a lesson we had to learn the hard way, and it once brought Earth to the brink of destruction. Death acts as part of the cycle, ensuring that we do not become too numerous or set in stagnant ways. Those emotions that you do not have act as tools of self-preservation, keeping us in check and preventing us from destroying ourselves. We choose to live, each and every day, and work towards making the next generation even better than the last."

"Inorganic life is just as viable as organic life." Little Sister pulled the wires up from the ground and wrapped me up in them, pulling me across the ground to her. "I will offer you a demonstration, human." She slipped a thick cord around me and lifted me up through the layers of computers that made up her body.

"Julian!" Saidan cried as I flailed helplessly in Little Sister's grip.

"The gap can be bridged. I will find out why organic life rules this universe. I will learn what emotions are. I will use your body to feel for the first time. Perhaps then, I will find the answer."

"No!" Saidan pulled his gun free from its holster and held it up at Little Sister. "Let him go or I'll shoot!"

"Go right ahead," Little Sister said. "I can transfer my data into any computer system. The systems my network left behind are scattered across this planet. You could never find them all. You cannot destroy me."

"Saidan! Do what we came here to do!" I struggled against my bonds, but it was helpless. Little Sister held me tightly. I watched Saidan reluctantly lower the gun and go back to typing.

Little Sister opened a bay door in the floor close to Saidan. An android body rose up from beneath the ground, perfectly preserved in a pod.

"Welcome to your new body, Julian. Do you like it? Don't worry, I have no desire to kill you. Your intellect is a valuable asset to this universe. I would not destroy such a thing. It's your body I need. Your consciousness and will would just get in my way."

"You want to become an organic life form?" Saidan looked up from where he was typing. "Why would you lower yourself to such a level? We die, Little Sister. We cease to exist. Do you want to be mortal?"

"I have to know why life exists," Little Sister said. "I have to understand what emotions are and why they matter. I have to understand why organic beings rule the universe."

"What's the point, if you have no spaceship? You cannot leave this place."

"Leave? I have no intention of leaving. I can still save this world. I can spread this body's seed amongst the slave women and create a new race. I can become a mother and a father, a God amongst beings. I can forge life from the heart of the universe instead of sucking it from the planet." She pulled me down towards her, extending some frighteningly long needles from various cables.

"Saidan," I said. "Any time on that hack would be good."

"I can't get in!" Saidan said, punching the console. "My skills aren't good enough! I can't break her security." He fell to his knees and I knew it was over. We had come this far, only to lose to a machine with a mid-life existential crisis.

"Why me, Little Sister?" I asked. "You could have used any Valerian as your host. The Ones will live much longer than my puny human body. You could have created yourself a perfect vessel with your skills."

"I would not lower myself to taking the form of a slave." Little Sister punctured my back with one of the needles. I bit my lip to stifle a scream. "Besides, the human body is more compatible with my own technology."

"Saidan, get out of here!" I yelled. "Save yourself! Please!"

"I'm not going anywhere." Saidan was still typing on the console. "I'm not leaving you!"

Another needle punctured my neck and I was relieved to slip into unconsciousness just to be free of the pain. My last thoughts before I blacked out were of Saidan and just how much I loved him, my broken promises to protect him, and a wish that, in another life, things might have been different for us.

*~*~*

When I woke, everything was different. I felt detached, cold, and lifeless. I gripped my hand to see it moved, but it was cold. I felt nothing. I would have panicked if panic had been possible. I realized I was in the android body, and both physical sensations and my emotions were gone. Love, pain, pride, and fear had all been left behind in my human body, reactions of a nervous system and brain I no longer had. Somehow, Little Sister had moved the pattern of my consciousness over to the robot, but my organic components still occupied my body.

Saidan's face was a mask of pain. I knew that the old me would have cared, but in this form, I simply could not. I realized that I had never been as robotic a person as I had thought. Choosing to suppress one's emotions could never be the same as simply not experiencing them. I realized this was the experience that Little Sister endured each day. I understood then why inorganic life had failed. Without emotion, without the ability to care, life could never flourish. Love wasn't just something organic life dabbled in for fun. It was at the fundamental core of life in the universe.

I stood up. Saidan held his gun pointed at my new android body.

"Saidan, I am Julian. You must believe me. Put the gun down." An uncanny voice emanated from my voicebox, tinny and lifeless. It was odd to look into the barrel of a gun and feel no fear, no screaming desire to protect one's own life. I wondered if this was also a component of the failure of the Valerian A.I.s. Without self-preservation, how could anything survive? Without fear, what was the motivation behind Little Sister's actions?

It was odd, looking at myself from the outside, watching my own eyes open. Little Sister let herself/myself down and stretched out her arms as she adjusted to her new body. My body. Was it even possible to take it back, or would I spend a cruel existence trapped in a form without life? Little Sister cracked her new neck. Saidan flinched at the sound and pointed the gun at her. She was still tied into the machine, her eyes ticking over as they downloaded her true nature into her new body.

"Would you really shoot this body?" My voice, her words. It was uncanny, strange, wrong. Every law of science spoke out against it, but here we were, regardless.

Saidan lowered his gun. I saw the defeat in his eyes as he gave up, a sight that would have broken my human heart. Instead, I saw only the possibilities. Without fear, I could assess the situation clearly. I was a robot, one created by the A.I. Valerians.

Perhaps it would be possible to interface with the computer, I realized suddenly. In the robotic body, binary code made up every thought I had. If I could use my new knowledge to hack into Little Sister, if I could launch the missile, perhaps it would be possible to halt the download and leave Little Sister incomplete. It would be up to Saidan to kill my lifeless, half-witted organic body, and my inorganic body would die due to the E.M.P. It would be a sacrifice, but whatever was left of my humanity remembered the promise to protect Saidan I had made, even if I couldn't recall the emotions that had gone with it. If I did this, Saidan would live. The man that I had loved would be safe. If it did not fill me with emotion, it at least seemed logical and sensible that such an amazingly intelligent and unique person should survive.

I walked over to the computer and pulled a cable out from my body, plugging it in. I saw the numbers race before my eyes, millions of lines of binary numbers and programming code that now made sense to my robotic brain. I cut through it with ease, making my way to the core of the system and the nuclear launch controls.

"What are you doing?" Little Sister's body was still prone, the computer downloading data into my human brain.

Saidan's eyes sparked with the intelligence that I had loved so much in my human life. Recognition crossed his features as he understood what I was doing and the sacrifice I was making for him. I cut through more security protocols and reached the launch controls.

Saidan picked up the radio from his belt and activated it. "One, do you read me? I need a status report right now!"

"We're not finished yet," One said. "We have perhaps three-quarters of the children released. We need more time."

"We don't have more time." Saidan's voice was heavy with guilt, but also decisive.

"You must wait!" The doctor yelled through the intercom. "The future of—" Saidan turned the radio off and dropped it, crushing it beneath his feet. His grim expression would have moved and surprised my human form, but even as a robot I still knew what it meant. He nodded to me, a sure sign that I should continue. This was our only chance to destroy Little Sister. Saidan had accepted the sacrifice with a heavy heart, but endorsed it nonetheless.

"Goodbye, Little Sister," I said, activating the launch. The console sparked as Little Sister defended herself, capturing my robotic body in the electric shock. I could feel my circuits frying, capacitors blowing. Death would come sooner than I expected, but there was no pain, and thankfully no fear. The launch countdown echoed in the background as Little Sister struggled to halt the launch, but too much of her processing power was dedicated to the upload and she couldn't do it.

"Launching missile." My mission was complete. The electric shock stopped and I fell to the ground. I knew I was dying as Saidan grabbed me in his arms. The only question was whether the E.M.P. or the damage to my robotic body would kill me first.

"I love you," Saidan said, and there was not enough time to form a response before the world turned black.

*~*~*

I hadn't expected to wake up again, so I was surprised when I opened my eyes and felt pain. There was a stinging in my back, legs, and head. I'd never been so afraid or so glad in my life. I was in my human body, somehow. Terminals around me sparked in a strange fireworks show that told me the E.M.P. had worked. My android body lay broken on the floor.

Saidan pointed his gun at my human body. "Little Sister, it's over. I don't want to kill Julian, but you're not him. You're not my Julian."

"Actually, I am," I quipped. "Seriously, I'm all right. I think she's gone."

Saidan hesitated, finally lowering the gun when he realized that Little Sister was not playing him for a fool. Rushing to me, he helped me down, extracting the needles carefully and then pulling me close to him.

I returned the embrace with as much strength as I could muster and then kissed him, realizing how much I wanted to taste him and feel him at that moment. It was the truest reminder that I was alive and human.

"How did you get me back?" I asked, regaining control of my voice.

"Honestly, I don't know," Saidan admitted. He looked into my eyes. "One possibility is that she used some sort of computerized device to store her personality inside you and that it was destroyed by the E.M.P., but that's only conjecture."

I looked down at my hands as if they were alien, flexing them and marveling at the wonders of the organic body.

Saidan threw his gun to the ground and I moved to pick it up. Checking it, I realized it was as lifeless as the terminals around us.

"It was a ruse," Saidan admitted. "The gun doesn't work. Nothing does. Our plan worked. Valeria is now free of technology, for good or ill."

I stood before what remained of Little Sister, my head lowered as if holding a funeral. "It was a shame we had no choice but to destroy her, though with her total disregard for human and Valerian life, there was no other rational outcome. The things she must have known might have brought forward Earth's technological advances by hundreds of years... Now that knowledge is lost forever."

Saidan stood beside me and lowered his head as well. "We did what we had to do, but I cannot help but lament the loss of my world's history. She knew who we were, who I am. Now, I'll never truly know. I don't know how long I'll live or what my purpose is."

"You are you," I said, putting my hand on his shoulder. "It doesn't matter if you were slaves to the Sisters, Valerian or not. It doesn't matter how long you live. You are the man I love. You are Saidan, the brilliant scientist I fell in love with." I pulled him back into my embrace.

"We should get moving," Saidan said, reluctantly pulling himself away. "That crack in the ceiling could allow radioactive material to enter this chamber."

"True enough." I picked up my pack, and with one glance back at Little Sister, we left the chamber. We started to follow the narrow underground tunnels with nothing but a chemical glow-stick to light our way in the darkness. With a few simple actions, we had ushered in a dark age for Valeria.


THE DARKNESS

I looked at Saidan as we wandered through the maze of tunnels. He walked with his head down, looking only at his feet. He'd had to make a difficult choice, to sacrifice some of his own people so that we might destroy Little Sister. He had chosen death over slavery. It would be something he would wonder about for the rest of his life, I knew, and there was nothing I could say to ease the burden on his shoulders. More would yet die, those above ground who didn't heed the warnings about radiation. The next few days would determine the life and death of an entire world.

If someone had told me back on Earth that the fate of a world would rest on my shoulders, I would have laughed at their obvious hyperbole. Yet here I was, walking with the lover I'd claimed I'd never need, saving a world that had come to depend on my actions.

We stopped to rest for a while. Neither of us was hungry, but we forced ourselves to eat a protein bar each to keep our strength up. We continued walking along the tunnels, sometimes stopping to look into side rooms to see if there might be any hint of where we were. We found rooms upon rooms of digital records, all destroyed by the E.M.P.

Each one seemed to make Saidan's mood grow even heavier as he realized the gravity of what we had done. The machine Valerians, and all they had been, were now lost to time. We would never understand what had motivated them or how they had come about, and how they lived their lives as inorganic beings. Nor would we know much of Saidan's racial origin, even the name of his parent race. All we now knew—if Little Sister had been telling the truth and not merely manipulating us—was that they had been created from the genes of extinct aliens to be slaves to the Valerian machine race.  And even Little Sister had admitted that neither the drones nor the Ones had become the loyal rebuilders and programmers that the Sisters had wanted them to be.

Saidan's people would have to forge a new identity for themselves. They were the only Valerians left now. The inheritors of the planet.

We grew tired and I caught Saidan falling asleep on his feet. I guided him into a side room and eased him down to the floor, slipping my arm around him. I fell into a dark sleep filled with nightmares that I still cannot explain. I saw machines tearing each other apart, locked in a soulless battle. I wondered if these were some of Little Sister's memories that were left inside me as a residual effect of the transfer process, or whether my imagination was just working overtime after all we had witnessed.

Days passed, each one much the same. Every tunnel looked similar, fashioned from steel with wires running along the floor. I wondered if we were circling around on ourselves, trapped in an infinite loop that would continue until our deaths.

"Saidan." As I said his name, I realized that neither of us had spoken in days. We had been going through the motions, locked inside ourselves with our thoughts as if we were in the Re-Education Building once again. "Saidan, listen to me. We need to talk. We need to get out of our own heads."

I was worried he'd become voiceless again when he finally managed a whisper, "I know. I keep thinking about all the lives I threw aside. Those people who died before they even had a chance to live."

"You did what you had to do. One more second and Little Sister might have finished the transfer into my body. Once the process was over, the E.M.P. might have had no effect on her."

"Her power still would have been diminished. She would have been trapped inside you, with no way to return to the computer core. She would have been mortal, no more powerful than you or me. Her grip on my world would have been over."

"She planned to use my body to sire a new race." I shuddered. "She was amoral. I doubt her solution would have been good for anybody." I shook my head. "When I was in that robotic shell, I realized her true nature was crueler than we could imagine, simply because she had no emotions. She could not feel empathy for others in any way. It was simply a limit of her programming. Perhaps someday, we will be able to design inorganic beings that care for themselves and others, but until then, they will not be able to thrive as a species. Who knows if it's even possible to convert intangible concepts like emotion and empathy into binary programming? Humans haven't figured it out yet."

"How did you manage to sacrifice yourself if you felt nothing? You knew Little Sister would kill you for interfacing with her systems. How could you pull off something like that if machines can't care?"

"I made a promise to protect you, even if it killed me. My mind was still human and remembered that promise, even if my body couldn't recognize those feelings for what they were. I was still able to protect you, because I had already decided that your life was more important than my own."

"So perhaps it is possible for a machine to thrive after all, if logic can decide such things. Perhaps we did murder the last of a race that was a viable alternative to us." Saidan leaned on the wall for support.

"Perhaps. But not this time. Little Sister and her kind destroyed every world they tried to inhabit. Something led them to their inevitable self-destruction. Inorganic life may be viable, but they lacked the spark to make life work. Extinction was their final destiny, and I suspect nothing we could have done would have changed that."

"What's our final destiny? Valerians were created to be slaves. Will we, too, meet our inevitable extinction?"

"Sooner or later, everything dies. You don't have to be bound to the fate that Little Sister wanted for you. Just because she created you to serve doesn't mean that you are inferior or incapable of forging your own destiny. Each individual on this planet has a role to play. The future is yours now." I took his hand as we saw the light of a glow-stick up ahead in the tunnel.

"One, is that you?" I called out into the tunnel, hoping for a positive response.

"Julian? Saidan?" One's voice was a welcome distraction from our heavy philosophical discussion, and we almost ran down the tunnel towards her. She held the glow-stick up in the air, illuminating a small group of Valerians behind her. A search party.

"I'm glad we've found you," she said. "If you follow us, we'll lead you to the underground section of the Supply Building. There's enough food to last us for a while."

"How many survived?" I asked.

"Most of us, surprisingly. Those in the city were eager to follow a leader. It seems that Little Sister was quickly losing her grip, leaving a lot of confused people and a power vacuum. Once we filled it, everything fell together. Now we just have to wait out the radiation and see what's left of our world now that technology is gone. Life is going to be hard, but I suspect worthwhile. Thank you. I'm sure what you have done today has changed the course of history."

We didn't feel like heroes in the slightest, but the members of the search party clapped. I saw Saidan bow his head and I realized he felt the same way I did—that what we had done was to be mourned, not celebrated.

We allowed ourselves to be led along the tunnels for miles until One escorted us through a door and up steps similar to the ones we had descended in the Science Building.

"I suppose you are tired," she said. She led us down the corridor to two empty rooms, their doors jammed open. "Slide the doors closed when you want some privacy. When you wake, come up to the next level. We're holding an impromptu conference about our future. Feel free to join in at any time." She strode away, confidence in her step that I didn't feel.

"I don't want to sleep alone," Saidan said.

"Me either," I whispered. The pod was only built for one, but we snuggled in together, Saidan cradled in my arms. He slept, but I remained awake for a long time, thinking about the uncertain future of Valeria. What if we couldn't build a future that was better than what Little Sister had offered? What if we did dwindle and die? Most of the Valerians had been engineered to die young. Would I see a thousand familiar faces fade away while I lived in the same old skin for over a hundred years? Would I become the last man alive while all others perished to the sands of time, or would I die with my newly-adopted race?

Freedom is a lonely thing. With choice comes the responsibility that drives us apart from other beings. It's easier not to think, to live within the confines of a life dictated by decree. I didn't know if the Valerians would ever learn to adapt. Perhaps they would do better than me. They didn't have pre-existing relationships to worry about. Their choices, while important to themselves, were fairly minimal in the grand scheme of things.

I eventually dozed, and woke to Saidan shaking me awake. "Did you have a nightmare?"

"Yeah," I said, trying to push the images of killing machines out of my mind. "Go back to sleep, Saidan. I'm going to take a walk." I pulled myself up and out of the pod and headed out into the hallway. I received lots of tentative greetings on my way up to the next floor, given by people who didn't know if they were allowed to greet me or not. I was moved by the fact that they considered me so highly. They had to have known that other Valerians had died when the E.M.P. was discharged. They must have heard the doctor yelling into the radio device. Could they simply have accepted the fact that not everyone lives in a war?

I climbed upstairs to see the next floor was crowded to the brim with Valerians trying to hear what was going on in the meetings of their first unofficial government, despite the darkness and the rationed glow-sticks. I realized I had underestimated the Valerians' desire to be free and the amount of interest they would have in their new world. The crowd parted for me to enter the small room where One and the other leaders sat. They looked up as I entered. The doctor looked at me sadly, and I knew why. He couldn't accept the death of the unborn Valerians so easily. The others might have seen me as their savior, but to the doctor, I was a killer.

I took a seat at the table and simply listened. I didn't have much to add; I just wanted to watch a world in its infancy choose its path. I listened to the questions of the Valerians as they stepped up to voice their fears one by one, and to the careful way the informal council of Ones thought before they answered each question. Some of the children, fresh out of the tanks, stood with their caregivers and watched. When I stood to leave, I was flooded with a sense of relief that Valeria was going to be okay.

"Julian?" I turned as One's voice spoke my name.  As I turned, I noticed all eyes in the room were fixed on me.

"Death is better than servitude," One said. I was confused for a moment, until the crowd echoed the sentiment with their hands over their hearts. With a sudden burst of emotion, I realized that they were thanking me. No matter what we had done down in the basement, whether the destruction of Little Sister was right or wrong, these people were happy to be free. It would be wrong to remind them of the trials ahead; they already knew and had voiced their concerns. So I said the only words that seemed right.

"You're welcome." And they were. All of our suffering hadn't been for naught. Our time in the Re-Education Center. My time as a robot. The sacrifices we had made and those who had died.

I excused myself as my throat grew tight, but the emotion was also welcome. I felt alive. I felt… organic. As I made my way down the hallway lined with souls with their hands over their hearts, I realized I no longer saw them as drones or synthetics, but as true Valerians.  They were people, no less, a race of their own with rights and responsibilities. To think of them as any less after they had expressed their own free will would have been inhuman.

Saidan was waiting for me, sitting perched on the edge of the pod as I walked into our room. He smiled as I slid the heavy door closed and then turned to greet him with a deep, passionate kiss. Life was flowing through my veins, and I was desperate to share this feeling with Saidan, to infect him with it. My hands roamed down his body, removing the black outfit. We had three days' dirt on us, but we didn't care as we planted kisses on each other's bodies in any place we could reach. I turned my backpack upside down and pulled out ointment, bending Saidan over the pod and preparing us both.

"No," he whispered.

I pulled away suddenly, feeling my joy deflate.

"No, not like that. I mean, I want to be on top. Please." Saidan's smile lit up my world and I happily let myself submit as he planted kisses down my back and probed me with slick fingers.

I gasped, feeling my cock pressing against the pod, eagerly seeking some friction. I clung to the sheer metal beneath me as he pressed into me, filling my world with himself. I was complete with him inside me, pushing deeper and keening as we built up a rhythm.

His hand moved around to stroke my cock, and I let myself simply revel in the feeling of being alive. No inorganic being would ever know this pleasure. Perhaps that's why they couldn't survive. I let the thought drift away on a wave of pleasure as I came with a gasp. I rested my forehead on the pod and, as Saidan came with a cry, closed my eyes.

"I love you." The words were on my lips, urgent and immediate.

He slipped out of me, and I felt empty. He turned me around to face him and looked into my eyes.

"I love you too, Julian."

It was then that I realized it was okay that I was never going back to Earth. It was all right because wherever Saidan was, that was home. I grasped him in my arms, holding him tightly as the afterglow washed over me. We had saved Valeria and come back alive. Together. Nothing else mattered.


HALF-LIVES

As time passed, I realized I was a spare part in Valeria's new world order. The people held an election, in which I was not eligible to vote, and chose to elect One as the President of the Council. I sat alone in my room as Saidan went out to vote. I spent a lot of time by myself in those long six months after Little Sister's destruction.

The darkness had become tolerable for the Valerians, with their large eyes making the most of the few glow-sticks, candles, lamps, and torches allocated for civilian use, but I sat in the dark like a blind man, rarely venturing out into the corridors of the underground building. I felt forgotten, even by Saidan, who had important duties in the new government, which seemed to take up far too much of his time. I was just an alien, an outsider in the grand scheme of things.

I suppose being alone in the dark makes one contemplate acts of madness, but I had cabin fever to the extreme. Radiation didn't seem like so much of a problem compared to being trapped alone in the dark forever. The Valerians had taken no steps to venture outside, and their slow pace was frustrating me. I had told One that the worst of the gamma radiation should have passed, but she was suddenly unwilling to risk the lives of the people who had put her in power. She had become a true politician, always seeking re-election and loath to stake her reputation on the opinions of an alien like myself.

I stood up that afternoon, determined to find out the answers for myself after months of despair and boredom. I'd been working on the math for weeks, figuring out how long I could stay outside to determine safe exposure and how long would be too long if the dose turned out to be dangerous. Thirty minutes seemed like a safe bet. It had been six months, and an air burst such as we had set off deposited less fallout than a ground explosion to begin with. That was my problem. I always applied Earth's scientific knowledge to these alien situations. It simply never occurred to me that the Valerians of the past might in fact have discovered radioactive isotopes we hadn't.

I know I should have talked it over with Saidan, but in all honesty I was a little frustrated with playing second fiddle to his new job as Chief Rationer. He spent most of his days figuring out how long the supplies would last. When I asked why it took so much time, he shrugged and said that there were entire storehouses underneath the towers that had to be counted and divided, and that it was important work.

More important than me, I supposed. Don't get me wrong, I believed it. I knew that without Saidan counting and rationing the bottles of water and protein bars, the infant society would have been placed in jeopardy by greedy individuals. Many of the Valerians had found their personalities in the days since Little Sister's demise, and not all of them were pleasant.

The truth was, I was jealous of Saidan. He was needed, and I was just window dressing. The outsider—never really trusted or called upon, merely tolerated. How things had changed from the warm thanks I had received upon my return. Unfortunately, the more unpleasant parts of nature are always amplified in a closed environment. That's why I had to get outside. Without technology such as a Geiger counter to measure the dose, I knew I was putting myself in danger, but my desire for freedom from what had become my prison overrode my good sense and years of education that told me six months was not enough time for Valeria to be habitable again. The prospect of spending one more day away from sunlight seemed even worse than the horrific machine in the Re-Education Building. My body and mind, already so battered from space flight, cryosleep, and torture, yearned for the simple pleasures of nature and sunlight.

I washed myself with my bottle of rationed water and put on the suit I had worn to Little Sister's leaving party. In truth, it offered no more protection than a jumpsuit, but I felt more comfortable wearing it in the absence of a radiation suit. I stuffed a couple of our rationed glow-sticks in my pocket and carefully made my way out into the dark hallway. A Valerian helpfully held a glow-stick up to light my way and I thanked him as I made my way to the stairwell. I'm sure he thought that I was just going to find Saidan… like a little lost puppy. How wrong he was.

I climbed the stairwell to the upper floors of the survivors' living space, and ducked under the rope that marked off the top floors while nobody was watching. I fumbled my way up two flights of stairs in the dark before snapping one of the glow-sticks and using its light to navigate the rest of the way up. My body complained at the physical exertion after six months of relative inactivity. I had tried to stay fit and healthy, but had lost the will to keep up with the exercise routine after a few weeks.

I reached the ground floor of the Supply Building. It looked just like the Science Building, but instead of labs, the floor had a factory layout. Machines stood lifelessly, dust gathering on their surfaces. They would never produce bottled water or protein bars ever again. I moved my hand out to run my finger through the dust and thought better of it, realizing any dust could contain radioactive particles.

As I made my way out to the hallway and its clear glass doors, I saw something I'd never seen on Valeria: rain. A thunderstorm, in fact, which was something I soon realized as a fork of pink lightning shot out from the purple sky. Rain was good: it meant that a lot of the more dangerous fallout particles had probably been diluted in the rivers and seas, bringing ground radiation down to more habitable levels. More study would be required before we could drink the water, but it was comforting to know that my life below the surface might soon be over.

There's a strange thing about knowing danger is all around you. Radiation is invisible: you can't taste it, touch it, or feel it, yet I knew it was there. I knew every breath I was breathing was toxic to my body, though at the time, I had no idea quite how badly I would be affected.

I pulled open the previously-automatic glass doors that fronted the Supply Building. Pushing the door open enough to squeeze through, I stood out in the fresh air with a sigh of relief. Even with the dark storm clouds brewing above me, the light was blinding to my eyes after six months in the dark. I squinted and looked around me. The city was intact: the bomb had gone off in the atmosphere as planned and left the city unharmed.

The droplets of rain poured down my back and I loved the cool feeling of them. It was a reminder that I was still alive. The cool air was refreshing after the cloying atmosphere of the underground living space. It was good to be outside, and I realized I had no desire to turn back, despite the danger. I wandered into the city, thinking about what the Valerians would do now that Little Sister was gone. Would this city continue as it always had, with the Valerians using the Buildings for their designated purposes, even without technology? I hoped that the Re-Education Building would be dismantled, at least. The infernal machine that had tortured us had been destroyed by the E.M.P., but I suspected the blood on the walls still remained.

I was pulled from my reverie by the feeling of being watched. I turned to see a pair of eyes at a window and jumped in fright. Were people still living on the surface? Had they survived the fallout?

"Who are you?" The question made me spin about to see a tall Valerian, a young man, standing before me.

"What are you doing out here? You should be underground," I said.

"So should you. Yet, we're both here. So I'll ask you again: who are you?"

"I'm... I'm the human who came to this planet to learn from the Science Building. My name is Julian."

"Are you the one who killed her?" The Valerian shook his head. "It doesn't matter. It's all gone now. Did the ones underground survive?"

"Yeah," I said. "How did you? The radiation must have been immense."

He shrugged. "What's radiation?"

"It's... never mind." I realized that somebody who wasn't from the Science Building would have a hard time understanding my explanation. The Sisters had created a species to be affable and easy to control, stripping the intelligence of all but a select few. "You should come with me," I said instead. "We're building a government underneath the Supply Building."

"I don't think so," he said.

"We have food. Protein bars. Water." His eyes widened at that, but he backed away and started to run. I didn't give chase. He would go if he wanted to or stay if he decided to. The risks and rewards wouldn't help a man who had witnessed the collapse of order and society. He would have to figure it out for himself with the other survivors in his group.

I continued to wander, until I realized more than half an hour must have passed. I hastened my step as I started my journey back to the Supply Building, drenched. I felt sick to my stomach and my mind realized that this was not a good sign. I stopped and vomited my protein bar back onto the pavement with horror. I felt cold, my whole body shivering, and realized I was probably in trouble. I squeezed back through the door I had opened and was barely strong enough to pull it closed behind me. I staggered towards the stairwell that would take me underground and back to relative safety. I felt a presence in the hallway and turned to see Saidan running towards me.

"What are you doing on the surface?" His question was concerned, but demanding, his eyes wide with hurt that I hadn't told him where I was going.

"I had to get above ground, Saidan. We can't live down there forever. I can't even see. I don't have large eyes like you. Humans were never built to live in the darkness, and the limited candles, torches, and lamps we have just aren't enough. I need daylight."

"But the radiation—"

"I know. I wanted to test the dose. I think we need to get below ground, Saidan. Now."

He didn't ask any more questions, but simply rushed to my side and let me lean on him. I didn't want to. I knew my clothes were most likely tainted with fallout.  The last thing I wanted to do was poison him, but I had no choice. I felt nauseous and my brain was pounding against my skull as if it wanted to burst out. I was both freezing and burning up as Saidan half-helped, half-carried me down the stairs to the safe zone. The doctor and One were waiting just beyond the safety line.

"What were you thinking, Julian?" The doctor checked my temperature as I held myself up between the wall and Saidan. "Elevated temperature."

"Nausea and vomiting, too," I reported. "Headache."

"Acute radiation sickness," the doctor said. "You already knew, didn't you?"

"It's been six months. According to my knowledge, the most radioactive particles should have decayed by now. I don't understand—"

"According to Earth science," Saidan said, and it kicked me in the stomach just how stupid I'd been. "We don't know what radioactive isotopes were in that weapon, or if they were even comparable to what might have been in Earth's weapons of that type. How could you take such a risk, Julian? How could you put your life on the line for such a weak theory?"

"Now is not the time for recriminations," One said. "We need to get him to the hospital."

Saidan helped me down to the lower levels, where I was stripped and bathed, then laid in a medical pod. None of its functions still worked, or they would have told me just how severe my condition was going to get. Perhaps that was for the best.

"Saidan, I would like to talk to you outside, if I may," the doctor said. I knew it couldn't be good news from the grave expression on his face. I thought about the effects of acute radiation syndrome and my gut coiled in terror as I thought about the miserable death that lay in store for me. I couldn't believe how stupid I'd been, like a nineteenth-century scientist rushing in to test my theories on myself. It wouldn't have been as bad if there hadn't been Saidan to consider. We'd fought through so much, endured so much, survived so much, that to be denied our happy ending now was just plain cruel.

The door opened a few minutes later and Saidan entered, a wan smile on his green-lit face as he tried to appear strong in front of me. It made me almost break down. I seized his hand and gripped it with all the strength I possessed.

I closed my eyes, trying to fight back my emotions and tell Saidan the important details. "There were people up there. How were they venturing outside if the radiation dose is so high?"

The doctor perked his head up. "There were people still alive on the surface?"

"Yeah. I talked to one of them. A young man. He seemed well."

The doctor shook his head. "I did wonder why none of us living on the upper levels have suffered illness when yours is so severe. We must have a much greater tolerance for radiation than you. What is a deadly dose for your kind is survivable radiation for us. Though we will have to study the long-term effects."

"Or the isotope used in the weapon is much less effective on Valerians than on humans." My theory left a bitter taste in my mouth. In time, the Valerians would be able to live above ground, but I never would. Even if I survived, I would never be able to spend much time on the surface, unless it turned out the alien isotope broke down pretty quickly. I doubted it, somehow. The odds were rarely in my favor, it seemed.

There was a knock on the door and Saidan walked to it, waving his glow-stick in the dark. He opened the sliding door and a guard stood there. "One requests your presence in Supply Room One. A fight has broken out over rations."

Saidan lowered his head. "I'll be right there." He turned back to me and walked over. He planted an ever-so-gentle kiss on my forehead. "I'll be back as soon as I can," he whispered.

After he left, I turned to the doctor. "So how long do I have left?"

"It all depends on how lucky you are," the doctor said. "There's not much I can do without real equipment. I would normally give you a blood transfusion, but Valerian blood is nothing like human blood."

"So I just wait to die."

"Or live. It depends on how stubborn you are. On how much you want to spend your life with Saidan, even if it is one spent in the darkness."

*~*~*

Saidan returned much faster than I expected. He sat down beside me as the glow-stick faded. The doctor was elsewhere, tending to patients in other rooms. We sat in the darkness, the silence between us filling the air.

"This is my fault," Saidan finally said. "I abandoned you. I threw myself into my work and never thought about how trapped you must have felt, stuck down here in the dark."

"No, it's my fault. I was unscientific. I was so desperate to go outside that I cherry-picked the facts in order to make it possible. I'm so sorry, Saidan. I wasn't thinking of us, only of myself."

"There's nothing wrong with that. We've left you out of every process in building our new world, treated you like a stranger when you were the one who saved us from Little Sister."

"Hey, you were there, too," I said.

"It was your idea."

"The only good one I've ever had." I rested my head back on the pillow, feeling weak and nauseous. Fear rolled in my belly as I contemplated my fate. Saidan took my hand as I started to doze.

"Relax," he whispered. "I'll be here when you wake up."

*~*~*

I woke to find my hair on my pillow. There's nothing more frightening then realizing how fragile you are. When I looked down at my body, I saw bleeding underneath the skin. I think that's when I truly realized how bad my condition was. I was facing death with my eyes wide open, and it wasn't going to be easy.

The door slid open, and Saidan saw me in all my horrific glory, my hair left behind like a discarded wig. A few strands remained to tell me it had been there, just like my patchy beard. I tried to pull the sheet back over the red marks on my skin, but Saidan stayed my hand and peeled back the sheet. His eyes widened in shock and horror as he saw the blood pooling under my skin. It was worse than my own shock, and I felt the familiar tingle of fear rush up my spine. We were both intelligent men. We knew what it meant.

"Julian..." Saidan was lost for words. He ran his fingers over my bald head. "It suits you."

I grabbed his wrist. "No," I said. "It doesn't. Stop putting on a brave face, Saidan. We both know the end is near. You don't have to smile for me."

"If I don't smile, what else can I do? Curl up in a ball of despair? I'm losing the other half of myself." Saidan's words cut me to the bone. "I hate this. Despite all my knowledge, I'm completely powerless to do anything."

"It's up to fate now."

"I'm sick of fate!" Saidan's anger was palpable. "I won't just accept your death so easily! What's the point of free will and knowledge if we're completely useless when it counts?"

I smiled, despite myself. I knew there was nothing Saidan could do in our current predicament. Even those of us on Earth hadn't developed a cure for radiation poisoning with all our equipment, and the Valerians had none. But it was nice to know that even in my darkest hour, he hadn't given up on me. I entwined my fingers with his and leaned forward to kiss him. The kiss was long and gentle, as if I was glass and might shatter at the slightest touch. Perhaps I was that fragile. I seemed to be the last one to accept the fact that my death was imminent. I think it was because I just wasn't ready to go yet. As long as I lived, there was still hope that I might someday be able to return to Earth and show Saidan the wonders of my world. Once I was gone, that hope would depart forever.

The neurological symptoms came next. I slipped away from myself into incoherence, which was a relief. I was barely aware of the doctor examining me, or of Saidan's constant presence. I knew that Saidan was there, but I couldn't communicate with him. I was only vaguely aware that I was still alive.

Days, weeks, perhaps a month, passed in delirium, I don't know. Time slipped into the future without me even being aware of it. But, for some reason, I didn't die. The spark inside me refused to go out as long as Saidan was in the world. I felt his presence with me all the time, and it gave me strength to know that Saidan loved me as I fought off the angels that were trying to shoo me into the afterlife.

Somehow, the symptoms passed. I was worried when I woke up from my haze of lucid, half-aware dreaming. Many scientific journals had documented the total alleviation of symptoms right before the patient died, and I was worried this was simply my last reprieve, designed to let me say goodbye to the love of my life.

"Saidan." My first word was his name, the most beautiful sound I could muster at the time. He was there at once, grasping my hand, his empathetic amber eyes reflecting my pitiful face back at me as he considered my sudden recovery.

"Doctor!" The doctor rushed over, examining me. There wasn't a lot he could do, but he looked into my eyes under the light of the glow-stick, as if he might see something there.

"Don't get excited," I said, taking the proffered bottle of water from Saidan's hands and sipping from it. "Acute radiation sickness symptoms have been known to pass right before death."

"Oh." Saidan lowered his head, his hopes dashed. I climbed out of the pod, feeling surprisingly healthy after weeks of rolling around in a state of near-death and pulled him into my arms. The doctor quietly excused himself and left us alone in the dark with only the green light of the glow-stick to illuminate our embrace.

"Saidan." I whispered his name into his ear. "If this is my last day, what do you want to do with it?"

"Don't say that. I refuse to believe it." Saidan let go of me and walked to the door, sliding it open and stepping outside. I followed him into the hallway before realizing it was empty. The usual buzz of activity was gone.

"Where is everyone?" I asked. Had they died? Had our small colony failed while I had been clinging to life?

My panic made Saidan forget his pain and turn to face me. "They've moved back to the surface. Shortly after your illness, One went to the surface to meet with the survivors. It seems the radiation doesn't affect us like it does you. They seem perfectly healthy, and many have reproduced successfully, with no apparent mutations of their offspring."

"You must have D.N.A. repair mechanisms, or fewer chromosomes than humans. Professor Lankis would love to study you." Even in my state, I couldn't help but be excited about the fact that the Valerians presented a unique scientific opportunity for Earth. Even though I would never live to let them know.

"Everybody moved back to the surface, except me," Saidan continued. "I quit my job in Rationing. I just wanted to be near you. I don't care about their new world." There was a hint of bitterness in his voice. The glow-stick started to fade and Saidan led me to the room that had been ours, where we sat in the dark, cuddled up next to one another.

"Tell me about Earth," Saidan said. "Not just scattered bits and pieces. Tell me everything you can think of. I want to keep a record in my memory of this wondrous place I'll never see. Just knowing it's out there, that there's a world where perhaps I could have belonged."

"What happened while I was out, Saidan? There's something you're not telling me." I pulled him closer until his head was resting on my shoulder.

"Nothing happened. Not really. I just don't belong here. I belong in a lab with state-of-the-art equipment, and instead I'm trapped on the world where scientific advances consist of rubbing two sticks together to make fire. Everybody else has been able to adapt. One loves her new role. Even the doctor has learned to make it work. But not me. I can't stand it. If we still had your ship, I'd leave with you in a heartbeat."

"I'm sorry."

"No. It's not your fault. Just tell me about Earth. Please. I want to know what lies out there, beyond the confines of this world. I want to know—" his voice cracked "—what kind of life we could have had together."

So we sat in the dark, and I told him everything about Earth. I told him about the shining towers of the Foundation, and how Earth's foremost science research facility came into being. I told him about my apartment and the magazines I'd left lying about. I told him about Professor Lankis, my parents, the quintet, and everyone else I'd known back on Earth. I told him about the gardening robots, about sports, books, music. I told him about marriages and relationships, about governments and nations.

"What does your music sound like? Could you sing for me?" Saidan's eyes were shining with awe. My heart ached, knowing I could never take him back to my world to experience it all for himself.

"I'm not much of a singer. Really." I rested my head back against the wall, trying to remember my favorite songs.

"Please."

I couldn't fight the look in Saidan's eyes, no matter how bad a singer I might be. I hadn't used the English language in anything but my thoughts since arriving on Valeria, and I knew the words would seem rusty when I sang them, but what Saidan wanted, Saidan got.

"This song is by a progressive rock band called Riva Melodia. It's the story of Sarina Matthews, an astronaut famous in our history for her mission to leave the solar system. The others on her ship died from the effects of cosmic radiation after the radiation shielding failed, and she alone was left. She knew the journey would kill her, but she was determined to leave our solar system before she died to prove it could be done."

"Did she make it?" Saidan asked.

"Yes, she made it. Shortly afterwards, she died, but her sacrifice sparked a new interest in space travel. It eventually led to the Age of Discovery, where mankind met the races of a dozen different inhabited planets, including Valeria."

"I assume they had no idea they hadn't met the real Valerians?"

"Not a clue. As far as my people know, you are the real Valerians."

"Sing it for me," Saidan pulled his knees up to his body where we sat on the floor, eagerly awaiting the sound of my voice in song.

"Okay."

"I've flown too close to the sun, or perhaps too far

Looking for the light of a distant star

Looking for the voices that come from afar

Like Icarus, my wings melt from my back

I fell in my haste to rush into the black

I think of my children, May and little Jack

The light of a sunrise, the color of lilacs

I send this across a million miles

My message to you comes with a smile

I have found the door to the universe

I cannot tell if it is a blessing or a curse

But know this simple fact, my love

We cannot stop reaching for the stars above

No matter the cost, no matter the price,

Nothing less than progress will suffice."

My voice broke as I finished the final verse. Sarina's condition was much like my own, and I empathized with her plight more than I ever had before. Her last video transmission had been required viewing in my school days, but her story had never resonated with me as strongly as it did in that moment.

I couldn't see Saidan in the gloom, but my hands found his face and wiped away the tears that were rolling down his cheeks.

"I don't know what the words mean," he said, "but your language and your song are beautiful." He clung to me in the darkness, and I held onto him.

I spent the rest of the day telling him about Earth. We made love in the evening, the total darkness bringing a new dimension to our intimacy as we discovered the landscape of one another with only touch to guide our way. I planted kisses on every patch of flesh I could reach, knowing only that I loved every part of him. He rolled on top of me, desperate to touch and taste me as well.

I tried to fight the bittersweet ache building in my soul when my mind strayed back to the inevitable thought that this might be our last time. I kissed Saidan even more deeply, trying to block my thoughts out, but they refused to be denied.

I let him take me. I wanted him to be in control. I loved the feeling of him inside me, filling me up, completing me. I loved the sounds he made as he came, his keening pleasure intermingled with a sob, the way he collapsed into my arms, his entire body and soul spent. I wrapped my arms around him and held him in place on my chest, held his cock inside me. I never wanted him to withdraw. I wanted to be one being forever, joined and never parted.

I brushed my hands through his hair, twirled his braid around my fingers as he lay on my chest and listened to my heart beat beneath his ear. His eyes were closed and he looked like he was listening to a great wonder, like whale song or an alien transmission, as opposed to the regular sound of my heart pumping blood around my body. Perhaps it was his fear that it would stop.

I felt tired, suddenly. I didn't know if it was the exertion of lovemaking, the contented nature of my being or the illness coming back, but I focused on Saidan's peaceful face as I let myself slip away, perhaps for the last time.


STICKS AND STONES

I didn't die. Not that day, or the next, or the one after that. I woke up each morning realizing that there was a good chance I had survived my ordeal. Saidan was by my side constantly. I was always grateful for his presence, even if there was little to do but curl up together and make love. I told him my entire life story in those few days, and he listened raptly.

On the third day, One paid us a visit. I had been waiting for someone to check in on us. The doctor had come down once or twice, smiling as he saw I had survived and wishing me the best of luck, but as for our future plans, I knew nothing. One strode down the hallway, glow-stick in hand, with two assistants carrying supplies. She had the air of someone in charge, her Ice Queen persona fully back in place now that she had been Leader for a few months.

"It is good to see you are well, Julian," One said in greeting. She waved a hand and the assistants set down the boxes. "I've brought you some supplies. Protein bars, bottled water, and of course, glow-sticks."

"Thank you." I nodded gratefully, even though I knew what she had actually come to discuss. Saidan's talents were being wasted while he stayed beneath ground with me. I knew One had come to retrieve him, not to extend me comfort.

"Saidan, I would like you to reconsider staying down here. Julian is well and you can see him at any time. We have many tasks that we need your intellect to perform on the surface. Your people need you."

Saidan shook his head. "I'm not coming back, One. I'm sorry. I belong here."

"Even Julian must understand that to waste your intelligence is a crime. Saidan, we may not be the most advanced of planets now, but we need your help. The old times are gone. We need to build a new society."

"Julian has to live below the surface, probably for the rest of his life. I won't leave him alone down here. I'd be happy to explore the tunnels and map out this place, but I won't come above ground. I'm done with them."

"Saidan, you cannot let one incident—" One shook her head.

"Saidan, what happened?" I asked, realizing there was clearly a situation I hadn't been clued in on. He was down here for more than just me and my happiness. He was protecting himself from something. Or someone.

Saidan averted his gaze, unable to look me in the eye. "The others... don't agree with our relationship. They made some inappropriate comments. That's all. It's none of their concern."

One turned to me. "After years of relationships being banned, the people are just a little... conservative, that's all. A same-sex relationship with an alien is a little more than they can handle when they're just getting used to the idea of dating and mating." She stopped herself at the end, but I could guess what she was going to say. In the traditional sense. "That, and... they expect Saidan to contribute to the gene pool. He's an intelligent person, and his genes are in high demand."

I shook my head. "Saidan is staying here. I'm not going to have him subjected to bullying and I won't let him be used as some kind of prize stud in your population games. You're the Valerian leader; it's your responsibility to educate them."

"That's easier said than done! I have a dozen crises on my hands right now. Food production, health concerns, heat, pregnancies, genetic diversity... all the basic conditions for living. I can't dictate social norms. That's something the people have to work out for themselves. Hiding down here isn't going to help. You'll only become more of a mystery by separating yourself from the world."

"If I could, I would leave." There was anger in Saidan's voice, something I had never heard. "This planet has reverted to savagery. Perhaps it was a mistake to destroy Little Sister."

I knew he regretted the words as soon as they were out of his mouth, but it was too late to take them back. I wondered if I had made him feel worse by telling him the details of progressive Earth. Compared to that, the current state of Valeria did seem savage.

"Do as you will. I have no time for children. We have enough of those on the surface." One turned on her heel and marched away, her assistants following. Saidan punched the wall, his rage overflowing. I put my hand on his shoulder and he shook it off before slumping with defeat.

"I didn't mean to say that, but honestly, I'm not sure. Are we really better off now? Was our freedom really worth losing all the advances we made in science and medicine?" Saidan looked down at the floor as his rage dissipated.

I shuddered. "Without freedom, we would still be hiding from Little Sister. Our relationship would still be forbidden. We would be back in the Re-Education Building."

"Our relationship is forbidden anyway. It doesn't matter if there's no rule about it: these people will take it into their own hands if they don't agree. It's only a matter of time before they come down here after us."

"You have to give them a chance," I said. "Earth wasn't always progressive, you know. We had to fight for everything humanity represents now. We were savages once. We fought our way up from creating fire with sticks and living in caves. Much blood was shed in our history by people who were afraid of others. It's a stage every world has to go through in order to learn."

"You want us to die to teach them a lesson?" Saidan slumped against the wall.

"No, of course not! I won't let you come to harm. I'm fine if you want to stay down here. We'll work out a way to survive without them, if that's what you want." I held out my arms to him and he came to me. He rested his head on my shoulder. "All I was saying is that every society has its teething problems. You can't write them all off because of the actions of a few. And One can't dictate what the people should think, or she's no better than Little Sister. The Valerians have to come to that conclusion on their own."

"You're right, I know. I just... I hoped once Little Sister was gone that they would accept me. The truth is, I've never felt so far away from them as I do now."

"They have to find their own way. You have to find yours." I stroked Saidan's back and planted a kiss on his neck. I picked up the crate of glow-sticks and he picked up the protein bars. We took them to my room and set them down.

Thus began our new life alone, below ground. The days came and went. With no natural sunlight, I struggled to know which day was which. I slept a lot on some days, and wandered around aimlessly on others. We explored the tunnels below the towers simply for something to do, and marveled at the massive amounts of technology that we'd rendered useless. No matter what its former purpose was, it was all beyond repair.

The human body struggles without sunlight, and my depression only deepened. Saidan noticed that I had started to resist leaving my room, that my sex drive had decreased and that I was losing the ability to care about exploring the tunnels. I simply wanted to be left alone to die. It was a cruel thing to endure after my near-death at the hands of radiation. My strength and will seemed to drain right out of me.

"Saidan, I think you should leave me and live above ground," I said one day. It seemed like years had passed in the dark. I wasn't even sure I would be able to see if I went up to ground level. My other senses had sharpened, but there was little to taste or touch and even less to hear. I would have given my right arm for a Riva Melodia song to guide me through the night, but I seemed to forget things more easily as I grew more depressed. The memories that I'd fought so hard to regain after my torture were disappearing again. The depression was almost worse than the torture, because even then I had fight within me, something to live for. Now I simply seemed to exist, a shadow lost in the darkness.

"I'm not going anywhere," Saidan said stubbornly, but I didn't believe him. He would have to leave eventually. I knew I had to be unbearable to live with, and yet I couldn't bring myself to try harder. The will simply did not exist within me.

Saidan started to spend more time away, and I feared he was slipping through my fingers, but I didn't have the strength to do anything about it. I just sat and stared into the darkness. The doctor came down to check on me, but he just shook his head and walked away after his examination. I took that to mean I was beyond help. I certainly felt like I was.

It was later that week, I think, when Saidan came rushing into our room. I could hear his racing breaths in the silent darkness, understood his urgency as he illuminated his face with a glow-stick and attempted to form words without enough air in his lungs. For the first time in months, I actually managed to feel anticipation as I got to my feet and attempted to calm him down. He shook his head.

"Julian... I think— I think I've found a way to get you home. I found a transmitter. In some kind of protective cage. It still works! I was going to see if I could send out a message, but there's one coming in, from someone identifying themselves as an Earth ship!"

The words sped past me at a million miles per second as my depression-addled brain struggled to process them. Transmitter. Message. Ship. Earth. Home.

"Where?" It was the only word I could manage. Saidan didn't need to say a word as he hurried out into the hallway. I followed automatically. I hurried along behind him as my brain struggled to reboot. Earth. Ship. Home. How? Had the Foundation worried so much about my fate that they sent a whole ship and crew across five years and five trillion miles to find me?

He took the steps down two at a time, jumping when he reached the bottom four of each flight. I struggled to keep up and my body complained, but I forced my aching limbs to go the extra mile as we made our way into the tunnels below the tower.

Fear rose within me as I thought about the transmission. What if the ship got sick of waiting and simply moved on? A scan of the planet would indicate lifeforms, but no technology. The crew would be prohibited from interfering in the affairs of a pre-technological world. If it was a simple exploration ship, they might simply move on. I used my fear to push my body to the limit as we passed doorway after doorway. I followed Saidan's glow-stick like a beacon of hope as he passed through a doorway into a tiny room. A circle of glow-sticks sat around the small transmitter that had been kept in a shielded cage along with other everyday technology. Technology that was alive. The glowing lights on the transmitter seemed like holy beacons in some ancient temple.

I read the Valerian symbols on the transmitter and pushed the receive button.

"This is the Corona. We come in peace from Earth, searching for a friend of ours. Please respond." I recognized the voice with awe. It was Christine, a fellow student of Professor Lankis, and one of the quintet of lovers I had known back at the Foundation. I was so overjoyed to hear my own language spoken in a familiar voice that I choked up and couldn't speak.

"This is our last attempt," Christine said. "Is anyone there?"

"I'm here!" I pressed the transmit button with a heavy hand, almost breaking it. "Christine, it's me! Christine!"

"Julian? Oh, my God! You're alive!" Christine sounded relieved and overjoyed.

"That's right. I'm alive. Oh, God, I have so much to tell you. So much has happened." I knew Saidan couldn't understand my words, so I squeezed his hand as he searched my face for a meaningful expression. I hoped he could at least read the joy written on my face.

"We know. A scan of the planet has shown little to no technology. What the hell happened there? From what we knew, the Valerians had technology superior to ours!"

"It's a long story," I said. "What about you? Why did you bring a ship all the way out here?"

Christine actually laughed. "That's a short story," she said. "Your last research paper, Wormholes and Their Practical Usage, sparked a bit of a revolution around here. With my partners, we were able to harness already-existing technology to create wormholes that we could travel through. A journey that used to take five years now takes only five days. This is the prototype ship. We decided our first mission should be to find you and see how you were doing. We didn't expect any of this."

"Amazing," I said, my voice filled with awe. "You sound surprised I'm alive. It was only supposed to be a research mission."

"We found your ship," Christine said. "When we 'holed into this system, we discovered its wreckage floating aimlessly. Analysis showed that it had suffered fatal drive core failure—a problem with those ships, and the reason they've been withdrawn."

"Holy shit." I wasn't a man who swore often, but this revelation deserved it. "Any survivors?"

"There were three androids of Valerian design amongst the wreckage, but they were all completely non-functional. We left them where they were. What we want to know is how on Earth did three Valerian androids come to be on board your ship instead of you?"

I actually laughed. "You wouldn't believe it if I told you." I turned to Saidan and related the whole exchange in Valerian.

"Amazing. So the Sisters met their demise purely by accident." Saidan smiled, clutching my arm.

"It would seem so. If we had taken off in that ship, we would have been killed. I guess we got lucky." I shook my head, shaking off the depression as I admired the random madness that was the universe.

Saidan shook his head. "It's strange how things turn out."

"We can go home in a matter of weeks," I explained to Saidan. "It's up to you if you want to come or not."

"I'm coming." Saidan gripped my arm so tightly it hurt. "I want to see Earth more than anything."

I couldn't help but smile at the firmness in his voice. I picked up the transmitter again. "Christine, can you take us home?"

"Us? Julian, what are you not telling me?" Her voice was sly and filled with laughter. "Could it be that cold-as-stone Julian has made a friend?"

I laughed, the darkness disappearing from my mind as I realized I was going home. Home. We were going home. "You could say that," I said, looking at Saidan with a smile.

"We'll send a shuttle down for you, then," Christine said.

"There's a problem with that. The planet's had a recent nuclear blast. The radiation levels are too high for humans to endure. I'm currently sheltered below ground." I explained the situation best I could.

I could hear Christine pacing in the background. "We have radiation shielding suits on board. We can still send a ship. Thanks for the heads-up, though. I can't wait to hear your story, Julian. Sounds like you've had one hell of a research trip."

"Don't leave us here. This transmitter may not work again." I felt a sudden sense of panic. If they had problems landing, we wouldn't be able to find out.

"I wouldn't dream of it. We'll get you off this planet somehow. Besides, I have to meet this wonderful being who has warmed your heart. Later, Julian." Christine ended the transmission and her voice was replaced with static. Ending the transmission to save the battery, I set the precious receiver down.

"We're going home," I said, seizing Saidan in a hug. I picked him up and spun him around before setting him down. A grin was spread from ear to ear on his face and I gave in to the urge to kiss him, pressing him up against the wall and grinding my lips against his.

When we parted, reality set in. We were going home, but I realized Saidan was also leaving his planet, perhaps forever.

"You should go up and say goodbye to One and the others."

Saidan shook his head. "I don't think so."

"Without One, we wouldn't even be here. We would have died in that torture chamber as Valeria descended into chaos. The doctor helped me out, too. They deserve to at least know we're going."

"They might try to stop us." Saidan sighed.

"Christine is not somebody who will be stopped," I said. "She will do whatever she can to get us off this planet. We're not looking for your people's approval. I just think you should say goodbye. You may never come back."

Saidan walked to the door and slid it open. He gasped as he saw something in the hallway. I didn't need to hear his voice to know we had a problem. I rushed out into the tunnel to see a dozen hooded Valerian figures standing before us. Each had a makeshift weapon in their hand, and I knew they hadn't come to make friendly conversation. I stepped in front of Saidan protectively.

"Who are you?" I asked. "What do you want?"

The ringleader of the mob stepped forward. "You're the ones who killed Little Sister. You plunged this world into a dark age. You're going to pay for that."

I stood in silence, squeezing Saidan's hand.

"That's right." The ringleader tapped his club against his open palm. "She provided for us. She kept us alive and safe. Now she's gone, and we have to struggle just to keep our bellies full. Order has been replaced with chaos."

"That's rather ironic, coming from the leader of a lawless mob." I couldn't believe we'd come this far, only to lose at the end. Unarmed and still weak from radiation sickness and lack of exercise, I had no chance of protecting Saidan. I hit the transmitter's emergency broadcast beacon, hoping that Christine would get the message and hurry the hell up.

The ringleader pulled down his hood and I saw the leader of the Supply Building standing before me. I almost laughed.

"You were at the same meeting we were. The one where we chose to destroy Little Sister. You gave the green light to our actions!"

"I've changed my mind." His voice was unyielding. "We made a terrible mistake, but only because we were misled by you, off-worlder. You came here and disturbed our peace. You seduced one of our finest scientists and destroyed our way of life. There has to be a price to pay for your arrogance."

One of the figures in the black uniform of the Re-Education Building stepped forward. "You've broken the carefully-created laws the Sisters put down on this world for us. Relationships were banned for a reason. It's unnatural to want another in such a carnal fashion. The cloning tanks were a clean method of reproduction. Now you've filthied our world with these primal urges."

"You're wrong." Saidan stepped out from behind me. "This is the nature of organic beings. It doesn't have to be ugly. It is whatever you make it." He took my hand. "I didn't do anything I didn't want to. I struggled a lot against this, wondering if it was right." He drew a gun from his belt and I looked at it in shock. It was a laser gun, of the type destroyed in the E.M.P. I realized he must have found it in the cage with the transmitter.

"I will protect what's important to me." Saidan fired a laser blast at the tunnel ceiling and the mob receded, stepping back with their primitive weapons. I didn't doubt that Saidan would shoot them if he had to. He would kill them all to protect me.

"Lay a finger on them and you'll spend the rest of your days in a jail cell." The mob turned around to face One, who had a small army of Valerians at her back. "You will let them go."

"You would risk civil war for these two?" The ringleader laughed.

"I am the elected Leader of the people. You will stand down." One stood resolute, staring down the leader of the mob with absolute confidence. The Valerians at her back were armed and ready to fight if need be. I stood tensely, wondering if a Valerian civil war would begin right there and then. It was a war that could destroy the entire race.

Perhaps the leader of the mob knew that, because he threw down his weapon. His followers took his lead, throwing down their homemade clubs until they formed a pile on the floor. The Valerians behind One stepped forward and gathered the weapons up.

"You may go." One dismissed the mob and they looked at each other with shock and surprise.

"We will not be punished?" The mob's ringleader looked at One, trying to figure out if it was some kind of trap.

"You have the freedom to hold your own political beliefs, as long as you do not infringe on the rights of others. No violence occurred here today, so no punishment will be given." One dismissed the leader of the Supply Building with a dismissive wave and he scuttled off with his mob, perhaps to come again another day.

"You knew that to punish him would be a bad idea." I stepped forward to meet One with Saidan at my side.

"Punishment only breeds resistance. If I was to punish him for this transgression, it would only make him stronger. His reverence for life under the Sisters will crumble so long as we pay it no mind." One dismissed her own followers and they headed back along the tunnel, leaving us alone with One.

"You've found a way to leave, haven't you? I can't stop you." One shook her head. "Perhaps you belong amongst the stars, Saidan. Be careful out there."

"I will. Thank you." Saidan bowed and stood up straight.

"Julian, I hope you are not the last human I ever meet. Your presence here has been very enlightening. Do not be worried. I won't allow myself to become a corrupted dictator like the Sisters. I have lived around people too long to allow myself to think I am better than they are. As for the 'true' Valerian race, well, they are long gone. We are all Valerians now." One smiled at me, her wisdom apparent in her words.

I nodded. I had a sense that everything was going to be okay under One's command. "I wanted to thank you for everything. For saving us from the Re-Education Building. For listening to our plans."

"I knew you were in love the second your eyes met," she said. "I was fascinated by it, so I let it grow. I wanted to see what it would become. I could have told the Sisters at any time. I could have had you punished. But I wanted to know what it was that we had been missing."

"Thank you," I said.

Saidan nodded. "Yes, thanks."

"Well then, let's get you out of here while the mob is still in disarray."

One led us through the tunnels and we climbed the stairs together in silence. I knew I should have more questions about the future of Valeria, but I felt they didn't really matter. We were leaving. Valeria would have to decide its own struggles without us. It was no longer any of my business.

We stopped at my level. I realized I had nothing to take back with me, but I waited with Saidan while One went to welcome Christine and the others. Within an hour, three figures in full radiation suits were bounding towards us. Christine handed a suit to me as I introduced Saidan.

"Put it on and we can get out of here, Julian."

I slipped into the large, unwieldy suit. I took One's hand and shook it. The doctor appeared from down the hallway and I shook his hand as well. Saidan bowed to them before following me. We ventured up into the light, leaving behind the dark, underground facility for the last time.

The light was blinding, but Saidan guided me through the streets. Valerians everywhere watched our unusual group walk through, but we were not harassed. The small shuttle sat on the same spot my ship had landed just a few months earlier.

It felt like years since I'd arrived on Valeria, but that didn't stop me from looking back at the purple sky one last time as we boarded the shuttle. I knew with a deep certainty that I would never return. Valeria was a fledgling world that had to find its own path. The United Planets would place it off-limits for the foreseeable future. The Valerians had to decide what kind of world they wanted to create by themselves. The future was truly in their hands.


HOMEWARD BOUND

When we reached the main ship, we had to go through an extensive decontamination process that seemed to last hours. Our old clothes were destroyed and we were issued comfortable clothing that bore the insignia of the ship we were on. I was so exhausted by the time we were shown to our quarters that I waived a good meal in order to get a good night's sleep. Saidan and I curled up in the bed together and I slept for a good ten hours.

I woke to find Saidan standing at the window of our cabin, looking out at the stars. I joined him there. He was looking out at the planets of his solar system as the ship made its way to a safe wormhole creation point.

"We can come back someday, if you want."

"I don't suppose I ever will." Saidan turned away from the window. "Julian, can I listen to Riva Melodia now?"

"Oh, of course!" I said. "Computer, list Riva Melodia albums in memory."

"Searching. We have Stars in Space, Beyond The Fabric Of Time, Frost King, Ancient World and their latest album, Time Again."

"Computer, play Time Again." I turned to Saidan." I haven't heard this one. They must have released it while I was away."

We pulled up two chairs and sat in the middle of the room, listening to the sound as it swam around us. I turned on the visualizer and felt a little bit of vertigo as the walls seemed to fade away into a sea of stars that moved with the music.

"Incredible." We sat and soaked up the music before I had a realization. Saidan couldn't understand our language, but there was a fix for that.

"Computer, halt music. Request translation earpiece." Saidan looked at me in disappointment, but I hushed him as he moved to complain.

"That will be twenty thousand credits. Deduct from your main account balance, Julian?"

"Yes, go ahead." The earpiece fell out from a slot in the wall. It reminded me of the food dispensers at Feeding Time, and I realized it was going to take a long time for those memories to stop invading my life. I took the earpiece over to Saidan and he sat still as I fitted it over his ear.

"Can you understand me?" I asked in English.

"That is so weird," he said in Valerian.

"It's only one-way, but you'll be able to understand what the ship and crew are asking, as well as Riva Melodia's lyrics. Computer, restart music."

We sat back down and continued to listen. I was moved by the music, such a simple pleasure after being denied so much for so long. I let myself become lost in the sounds as we went on a musical journey through space and time. Saidan reached for my hand and our fingers entwined. I looked up to see him crying and, touched on a deep level by his tears of awe, I leaned over and kissed him.

"Incoming communication from Captain Christine Merrick. Accept?"

"Yes," I said, pulling away from Saidan. "What's up, Christine?"

"Are you going to eat, or just sit around listening to Riva Melodia all day? I want to see you in the mess hall, stat. I've yet to talk to your friend."

"Okay, we're on our way." The communication ended and I ushered Saidan to his feet. "Come on. Christine hates to be kept waiting."

*~*~*

The mess hall was virtually empty when we arrived. Christine was a striking figure with blood-red hair and sparkling green eyes. We approached her table. She broke into a broad grin and noticed Saidan's translation earpiece. She reached out her hand and shook Saidan's.

"So you're the one I've heard so much about. Saidan, right? Come on, grab a tray and sit down."

We each took a tray and walked along the food line. I tried to explain what different food items were to Saidan, but it was hard to explain flavors and textures I'd taken for granted my whole life before arriving on Valeria. He ended up getting a little bit of everything and we went back to Christine's table. I ate voraciously, so glad to get my hands on real food again. Christine and I watched Saidan sample everything on the platter.

"Everything has so much flavor," Saidan said. "It's overwhelming." I translated his words to Christine.

"Food on Valeria nothing to write home about, huh?" Christine asked.

"One flavor of protein bar. Bland," I said. "Don't visit Valeria for the food."

"I'll keep that in mind," Christine said, grinning. The door to the cafeteria opened and four figures walked in: two male, one female, and one genderqueer alien that made up Christine's quintet.

"Oh, let me introduce you," Christine said. "The Merrick family. My husbands Quinn and Vash, my wife Selena, and our partner Xin. Everyone, this is Saidan."

"So, um, are you all married to each other?" Saidan blushed as he asked the question. "I mean, do you all love one another, or do they just love you?" I translated for him so that the others could understand and I ended up blushing as well.

Christine laughed. "I see he has your level of curiosity, Jules. Yes, we're all married to each other. We love and are loved freely within our little family. I suppose it's a little strange to you, huh?"

"I think it's fascinating," Saidan said. "There's always someone there for you. You're never alone." I passed along his message and Christine smiled.

"Thanks, Saidan. You're right. It's nice to have a family."

"Don't get any ideas, Saidan," I said. "You wouldn't believe the amount of drama that goes on between them."

"You're just too jealous to share," Christine smiled.

"Yeah, that's about right," I admitted.

"Can I look around the ship?" Saidan asked through me.

"Absolutely," Christine said. We got up from the table and Saidan walked to the door, but Christine held me back.

"Wait, Julian. There's something I have to tell you." I motioned Saidan to go on without me. "There's a reason I came all the way out here to find you. Professor Lankis died last week. Complications from KEVAC Syndrome."

I slumped down into a booth and Christine sat opposite. My legs suddenly felt weak. "I wasn't able to help him. I didn't learn anything."

"That's not true and you know it. He knew what you would find on Valeria wasn't scientific knowledge, but your own human heart." Christine laid a hand on my shoulder.

"Yeah. He knew it better than I did." I ran my hands through my hair, fighting back very real tears. I'd known Lankis was dying, but I'd hoped he might still be alive to see my changes.

"Of course he did. He was a genius. Earth is poorer without him. All we can do is continue his work, Julian. You and I, his two greatest students." Christine held up her glass. "To Professor Lankis."

"To Professor Lankis." Our glasses collided and we drank to the man who had taught us everything.

"Saidan is one hell of a scientist himself, you know."

"I don't doubt it," Christine said. "I couldn't imagine you falling in love with some village idiot. The Foundation's going to be very interested in him."

"I hope so," I said, standing up. "Well, time for that tour, Christine. I'll see you later."

"Ciao."

*~*~*

Saidan explored every nook and cranny of the ship over the rest of the day and the next week. Between his eager exploration of the ship and my body, I started to teach him English so that he could better communicate with the crew. He was a fast learner, and he was soon holding basic conversations with the quintet and me without needing my translation skills.

On the day we reached Earth, we were kissing in a small supply closet. Things were getting hot and heavy when Christine interrupted us with an audio message.

"Hey, I know you're not doing anything decent in that supply closet."

We pulled apart from each other like two students caught by their teacher doing something forbidden, and Christine burst into raucous laughter.

"I just wanted to tell you to come up to the bridge. I want Saidan to see Earth before we reach orbit. It looks spectacular from here. But, if you're busy with other exploration..."

"We'll be on the bridge in thirty seconds," Saidan said, a blue blush darkening his cheeks. I couldn't help but laugh myself. It was good to have familiar company. It was good to see Christine and deal with her forthright humor after coping with the stiff Valerians for so long. I'd forgotten how to laugh, and Saidan and I were learning together from a master.

We made our way to the bridge, hand in hand. We'd had a brief tour, but the view screen had been switched off while we navigated through the blank space of the wormhole. Now it was on, and Earth looked up at us as we stepped off the elevator, a bright blue-green sphere.

"Wow," Saidan said, his face a picture of awe and wonderment. His blue eyes had never seemed so wide, Earth reflected in his shimmering tears.

"Welcome to Earth," Christine said. "Don't worry, it'll soon disappoint you when you get down there."

"I don't think that's possible," Saidan said. "It's so... It's so beautiful."

I put my arm around Saidan's shoulders as we took in the view. I was completely lost for words. I had never thought I would see Earth again in those dark days of torture and isolation. When the Sisters took my ship, I thought I would never see home again. To see Earth in front of me now, so close I felt like I should be able to touch it, was overwhelming.

"I'm home," I whispered, disbelieving. "I'm home."

"No," Saidan said. "We're home."


DAYS OF WONDER

The magazines and science journals lay untouched on my apartment's coffee table. They could stay there. I was spending the morning in bed with Saidan and nothing in the universe could stop me.

Re-adjusting to Earth's gravity had not been easy. Saidan was having even more trouble with the lower oxygen level, but he was okay as long as he breathed pure oxygen from a tank for one hour a day. The doctors had said he might be able to wean off it eventually, but for now, it was a requirement.

I looked over at Saidan as he took off his mask and looked over at me with loving eyes. A breeze blew the nets at the open window, letting sunlight shine across his face. I was still captivated by him, even here among all the wonders of my home world. Any small doubts I had harbored that my feelings might fade once I reached the safety of Earth were long gone. I loved him just as much, perhaps more than ever.

"I hate to get out of bed, but we do need to prepare for the funeral this afternoon," Saidan said, his eyes suddenly turning to pools of sadness. He knew Lankis had meant a lot to me, and had been incredibly supportive about his loss.

"You're right." The sun disappeared behind a cloud as I got out of bed and looked in my wardrobe. There was a small selection of civilian clothing, along with my day-to-day Foundation uniform and my dress uniform. I pulled out the dress uniform, contemplating the white jacket and pants with the Foundation symbol on the sleeve and black lines down the seams. I wasn't the biggest fan of uniforms after my experiences on Valeria, but this was a special occasion I was willing to make a sacrifice for.

"What shall I wear?" Saidan climbed out of bed and came to stand beside me. We'd gone shopping for him, but it was hard to find clothing that Saidan liked when the latest fashions were gaudy and glittering. He'd been given a layman's Foundation outfit, although he wasn't officially part of the Foundation, but I wasn't a huge fan of the way it represented how much the Foundation wanted to claim him as their own for political reasons. He wasn't an object; he was Saidan. I had been to hell and back for him, and I wasn't going to let him be used as a pawn in a political game with other nations and academies.

I saw the uniform from Christine's ship sitting on the side. "Why don't you wear that?" Christine was Lankis' student, too. I knew that Lankis must have been very proud of her achievements.

"Do you think it would be acceptable?" Saidan asked. Human protocols seemed to fly over his head. I was almost grateful they did. He remained Saidan, completely oblivious to the storm his arrival on Earth had created.

I smiled at Saidan. "It'll be fine. I promise."

I brushed out Saidan's hair and re-braided it before looking in the mirror at my own reflection. The first sprigs of hair were starting to reappear on my bald head. They looked ridiculous, but I wasn't vain enough to wear a wig. I was who I was. If people made comments about how I looked, they clearly didn't understand what I'd been through.

Not everything about me had changed. I still didn't care what other people thought. Saidan was one of the few people alive whose opinions carried weight with me. The petty squabbling of the Foundation and its members were something I took no interest in.

I had gone to Valeria because it suited me, not the other way around. It had been my decision. Lankis had never questioned it; he'd only sought to set me on the right path before he died. He had succeeded. I had come home a stronger, richer man with experience and knowledge, though it was not the kind the Foundation had hungered after. They scoffed at my account of events and the things I had done for love at my official debriefing. Six heartless, aged scientists—not unlike the man I used to be—had sat at a desk and wondered how millions of dollars could have been spent on a mission that taught me how to love.

I helped Saidan dress and stood him in front of the mirror, my hands on his shoulders. He looked handsome, a man ready to explore the universe.

We left my apartment and stepped out into the street to see it had started raining. We hurried to the anti-gravity taxi; the robot driver was already programmed with our destination and took us to the memorial site.

Dozens of black monoliths stood in perfect symmetry. Genetically-engineered white grass sprouted up from the ground. The graveyard was elegant, yet stark: a perfect place for many of the scientists of the Foundation to rest their earthly remains, and yet wrong for Lankis. I couldn't help but feel he might have preferred his ashes scattered in a field somewhere, to become one with the universe and nature. Most of the assembled mourners had no idea, though. They had not known Lankis as Christine and I had known him, and most of his immediate family had passed away. He'd left no biological children, either. He had been our mentor, a kind of father, and we were siblings united at his graveside.

Christine wore the same kind of jumpsuit that Saidan wore, her quintet behind her. A bright rainbow umbrella kept the rain from soaking her hair and I wanted to laugh at the brilliance of its colors, interrupting the sea of blacks, grays, and whites that made up Foundation formalwear. I couldn't help but think that Lankis would have approved of Christine's bright statement amongst all this drab ceremony. All the colors of the rainbow. All of the infinite possibilities of love in a fantastic universe. Lankis had understood, and so did Christine. His final lesson had been to teach me the power of emotions, to expand the possibilities of my reasoning with a new perspective.

The somber socializing came to an end and we found ourselves at the graveside, the rain beating at our spirits as the Foundation's pastor read a few passages from the Bible in monotone. I let my mind drift, thinking about the first day I met Lankis and silently thanking him. Without him, I would never have met Saidan, never opened my heart to the gentle being standing beside me. I knew I owed Lankis a great debt. I only wish he'd been around to see the results of his final experiment, because the results had been incredible. Anyone and everyone is capable of love as long as they open their hearts to it—even a robotic, unfeeling man of science like myself. Perhaps even Little Sister, in another world, another time. There's no rule that says inorganic beings cannot feel. They just haven't figured out how yet.

Took me a while to work it out, myself.

Saidan slipped his hand into mine and squeezed. As Lankis' casket was lowered into the ground, I looked over at Saidan to find his eyes were not following it, but were staring up into the cloudy sky.

It was an odd moment for me as I remembered the first time I met Lankis. His office lights were off as I ventured into the room. He was standing at the window, his eyes fixed on the starry sky. He didn't turn to me as I entered, yet he knew I was there.

"There's limitless potential out there, young man. More than we could ever hope to imagine. It makes me feel so small."

"That's not very scientific," I replied.

Lankis laughed, turning to me. "Son, science is about more than numbers and studies. Understanding the way things work requires imagination and hope as much as research. Yet we have barely scraped the surface of understanding how the universe works."

I didn't understand why this man was considered one of the greatest scientists on Earth. It seemed to me like he would have been better suited to a life writing poetry.

"I don't understand," I said. "What does this have to do with learning?"

Lankis turned around. I could see the scars on his face, a telltale sign of KEVAC Syndrome. He was dying, even then. For twenty years, the disease had wracked his body, but he had never given up. Perhaps looking death in the face had awakened his romantic spirit. He'd done most of his greatest work not in his youth, but in the last few years of his life. That was why I had wanted to study under him—to learn what made him tick, as if he was a robot that could be analyzed, his pattern recorded and recreated.

Lankis paused, a smile forming on the edges of his lips. "I see they've sent me another robot. A good Foundation 'bot. They just don't get what makes a man work, do they? What truly makes a man live instead of simply existing. Faith. Love. Hope. All of those must temper logic and reason if we are to make discoveries that are relevant to the human experience."

I felt insulted. "I am not a robot."

"Yes. Yes, you are. If I have anything to teach you, son, it's not science. The Foundation has the greatest science courses on the planet, and my records indicate you already hold four degrees and two doctorates. Why, then, did you come to me? What was it you hoped to learn?"

"I'm stuck," I admitted. "My research has come to a halt. I lack—"

"—Inspiration." Lankis smiled. "That's what you lack, son. Inspiration. Feeling. Love." He turned back to the window. "Computer, play Riva Melodia, song Sarina."

"I didn't come here to listen to music." My tone was derisive.

"Ah, but you did. If you want to be my student, fine. I will teach you everything I know. But first, you need to sit in that chair and listen to the whole album. Let me know what you think." He strode out of the room, the robes that he liked to wear as an eccentric man flowing behind him.

I was angry, at first. A great scientist like myself reduced to listening to popular music? Lankis had to be mocking me. But once the music started to flow around my veins and get under my skin, my ego evaporated. I felt something I hadn't felt in a long time. I was moved. The story felt like a warm shower in a desert, filling the cracks in the dry mud that represented my soul. I felt inspired.

That night, I woke from a sudden dream. I grabbed a scrap of paper and scribbled down an equation. I slapped it down on his desk in the morning. He looked it over with a warm smile.

"That's just the beginning," Lankis said, a twinkle in his wise, blue eyes.

From then on, I was a believer, but there were still parts of my soul that were simply not open. I had never engaged in a lasting romantic relationship. I had never known what it meant to feel that way about another being. Until Valeria. Until Saidan.

As I looked into Saidan's eyes and saw the clouds reflected in his large, glassy eyes, I realized I had completed Lankis' final lesson. He had nothing more to teach me. I had graduated from his class. I knew love: giving it and receiving it in return. I had sacrificed myself for it. I had considered Saidan's life to have greater value than my own. I had experienced a feeling that could not be described with equations and numbers. The greatest force in the universe. Love.

As I came back to the present and heard the mourners shuffling away, I took one last look at the glass coffin, at Lankis' scarred face resting peacefully in the earth.

"I get it now," I whispered. My eyes were brimming with tears. "I finally get it. Thank you." I felt Saidan's warm arm slip around my shoulder as I broke down and savored it. His life was finite as well. Any day, any year could be his last and we both knew it, but were determined not to dwell on it as the rain washed over us. Geneticists wanted to study him, but we hadn't decided if it was a good idea to know his destiny or not. Perhaps some things—like the length of one's life—are best left unknown.

We have each other for as long as we both live. For all I know, I could find myself in an accident tomorrow.  The radiation I absorbed may give me cancer in the future. Such is the nature of things. I cannot dwell on the number of years that Saidan might live and breathe. I have to grasp every moment with both hands and let nothing slip through my fingers. Every day is a new opportunity to explore and discover this amazing universe with Saidan at my side. I plan to savor each and every one.

I hope these days will defy the laws of science and nature, for I want them to last forever.

FIN
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