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One 
My brother’s brown eyes widened as our transport ship 

moved closer to the enormous shadow looming between us 

and the background of stars. 

“Onnie, tell me again what Grandpa said.” 

Jay would never outright admit his fear to me, his big 

sister, but I knew. I took hope in Grandpa’s words too – the 

only hope that had made this two-week journey through 

endless night worth taking. 

“Dad left us behind on Earth because he loved us, not 

because he didn’t.” I fought to keep any trace of bitterness 

out of my voice as I joined my brother in front of our 

window. “He wanted us to be safe.” 

“But the war hadn’t even started yet.” 

“I know.” 

Only my dad could explain that small discrepancy in 

Grandpa’s words. 

“I’ll bet he just didn’t want two little kids around to keep 

him from making Captain.” Jay’s voice echoed a familiar 

sounding spite. 

“Uncle Seth told you that, didn’t he?” 

Jay’s eyes narrowed. “How is it any different from you 
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repeating what Grandpa says?” 

“It just is.” I couldn’t really explain it. Uncle Seth was 

Uncle Seth, and Grandpa was Grandpa. 

I knew Grandpa believed what he’d said about my dad – 

a man he’d met only once, after all, and only after my mom 

had died. I could see the sincerity of my grandpa’s heart in 

his eyes. 

Jay scowled. “You know, you’re not Grandma. You 

can’t say ‘it just is’ and expect me to go along with it.” 

“I –” was arguing with an eleven-year-old who had a 

better point than mine, “ – guess we’re about to find out the 

truth, one way or the other.” 

I turned back to the window and clutched my long braid 

made of multiple tiny braids. The peace grandpa had sent 

with me in words, grandma had sent with her actions: sitting 

down with me the night before we left to braid my hair. 

Still, a tremble of anxiety coursed through me as the 

shadow slowly shifted and revealed a new shape: a metallic 

monster with a thousand unblinking eyes. An image I hadn’t 

seen for eleven years, except in dreams. 

Rift Watcher. 

A pyramid-shaped space station built on the surface of 

an asteroid, which stoically guarded the edge of territory 

controlled by the Interplanetary Alliance, of which my home, 

Earth, was a charter member. No special tear or black hole 

warranted the name, just a division: us and them, and the 

expanse in between, long ago named The Rift. 

Four docking towers rose high above the pyramid’s 

corners, four above-ground train tunnels exited the sides, 

hugging the spherical asteroid like a small party hat perched 

above a man’s ear. 

Jay laughed. “It looks like a pyramid and an octopus had 
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a baby.” 

“Welcome to Rift Watcher.” I rode his humor to sound 

happy. 

Yet, I couldn’t shake the feeling that our being here 

might be my fault. The timing of our father’s invitation had 

come suspiciously close on the heels of my recent failing of 

the Interplanetary Alliance Academy entrance exam. 

On purpose. 

My stomach gave a flip-flop as the inevitable moment 

arrived and our transport came to a full stop at the top of one 

of the docking towers. The intercom pinged the “all-

disembark” signal a few moments later. 

I touched our “window”, returning the screen to its usual 

display of viewing options before shutting it down 

completely. 

“We came all this way, and we’re not going to be here 

long.” I forced a smile for my brother’s sake. Two months 

might have sounded like forever if I’d said it out loud. 

“Let’s go make the best of it.” 

Jay grumbled under his breath, but grabbed his backpack 

once I’d picked up mine. The rest of our luggage would be 

moved by the crew. 

Following narrow corridors, we made our way toward 

the docking airlock. A few dozen Earthers, joined by a 

plethora of passengers from other planets crowded toward 

the exit. I recognized some faces even though for the most 

part, my brother and I had kept to ourselves. 

One face in particular sparked in me a little flame of 

excitement that rushed straight to my cheeks. I didn’t know 

his name. He’d also kept to himself during the long voyage. 

He had hair the color of wheat and eyes as pale blue as an 

early morning sky over New Orleans. I knew because our 
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eyes had met once across the mess hall and he’d almost 

smiled. 

In the realm of first impressions, I’d guessed him to be 

the heartbreaker type. And since I hadn’t made it a habit to 

actively pursue that level of rejection in my life, I’d never 

even bothered to say hello. 

Now he stood stoically still while others pressed past 

him, like he’d been sculpted in stone by one of the great 

artists of Earth’s First Renaissance. He wore the familiar 

gray, black, and blue officer’s uniform of the Interplanetary 

Alliance, indicating he must have come to Rift Watcher on 

assignment. 

As we became forced together by the continued crush of 

passengers headed for the airlock, I pretended not to notice 

him. 

How did one start a conversation with perfection, 

anyway? 

“You’d think we were headed into a theater.” Perfection 

started a conversation with me instead, with a lightly-

accented voice that only made him seem all the more 

unreachable. 

“You mean instead of being swallowed up by a cold, 

metal, upside-down octopus-monster?” I replied. 

He gave enough of a start that I wondered if maybe he 

hadn’t been talking to me specifically. But no one else 

bothered to respond. 

“I will imagine instead a nineteenth century Italian opera 

house.” The corners of his mouth twitched slightly with 

amusement as he studied me a moment, but then he 

grimaced as someone ahead of us yelled out and several 

people laughed loudly. “With a box all to myself once we’re 

inside.” 
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I blinked as Mr. Too-Cool-to-be-Stuck-Here-With-You 

looked away. Was I destined to be considered a nobody by 

people my own age, just because I hadn’t chosen to put on 

the Alliance uniform? 

And yet, as I watched him clench both hands into tight 

fists and then open them again, I wondered. Had he really 

meant to insult me, or just the situation around us? I could 

give a stranger the benefit of the doubt – certainly in front of 

my brother. 

“Yeah, I guess a box to yourself would be better than 

fifty people trying to step past your knees to reach their 

seats,” I said. “But if I’m going to be stuck in a theater, I’d 

much rather watch a retro-movie.” 

“I’ve always found movies too predictable for my taste.” 

He winced as a large roundish alien bumped up against his 

shoulder bag and then settled into the line right ahead of us. 

“Especially the retro ones.” 

I raised an eyebrow. “More predictable than a five-

hundred-year-old opera?” 

“Probably not plot-wise, now that you mention it.” His 

attempt at a chuckle came out edged with a noticeable 

tremble of discomfort. “The nature of the stage makes it 

unpredictable. Only one take and you get to watch it unfold 

before your eyes.” 

“Uh, huh, right.” I might not have put up with his 

pretentiousness without the beautiful accent. I knew my 

Earther dialects well enough but I couldn’t pick his out: a 

mild Irish maybe, but not quite. 

“I’m sorry.” He brushed a bit of his curly hair away 

from his face, and then met my gaze again. “I don’t mean to 

criticize your interests, only to express my own personal 

preferences.” 
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“No, you’re fine,” I replied, easily won over by his 

unexpected apology. “I’d never thought about the theater 

that way before. I’ll have to give it another try – once I get 

back to Earth, I mean, unless there’s a theater on Rift 

Watcher. That could be fun, or at least weird enough to be 

interesting.” 

“Yes, it could.” He smiled ever-so-slightly. “I have to 

say I’m impressed. I don’t often find people your age 

willing to look at an issue from multiple perspectives.” 

“People my age?” I scoffed, not quite offended, but 

ready to challenge him. “If you try to claim you’re a day 

over eighteen, I’ll call you out on it.” 

He leaned down and whispered over-dramatically next 

to my ear. “I’m supposed to be passing for twenty-one, so 

please don’t tell on me.” 

“Ha, ha, really?” I enjoyed it, maybe too much. “I 

shouldn’t even be talking to you. You’re such a creepy old 

geezer.” 

“How entirely refreshing to be labeled a creepy old 

geezer for once in my life.” His eyes reflected amusement 

again as he straightened. “Thank you.” 

“Any time.” I grinned, flirting shamelessly. My bright 

smile in contrast to my warm skin was one of my most 

alluring features – so I’d been told, second only to my 

ability to make people laugh. 

My efforts apparently had zero effect on my current 

target as he shifted the strap of his leather shoulder bag and 

went up on his toes to see past the line of people ahead of us. 

“What could be taking so long?” he asked. 

“You know, people don’t usually have such a problem 

hanging out with me.” I teased/challenged him again, to see 

where it went. “You don’t have to make it so obvious.” 
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“It’s not you, or rather, it’s not just you,” he replied, 

sounding breathless. “With a crowd like this, in such a small 

space, suddenly here I am calculating too many potential 

negative outcomes.” He drew a trembling hand up to his 

face to brush a little bead of sweat off his forehead. “I 

should have waited in my quarters.” 

I blinked again, for the opposite reason. Mr. Too-Cool-

to-be-Stuck-Here-With-You had issues, and being Too-Cool 

did not appear to be one of them. It burst the bubble of 

unapproachable perfection I had projected over him because 

of his good looks. 

In fact, he needed me – or anyone, for that matter – to 

distract him away from the panic attack he was about to 

have. 

“So you are…?” I stumbled over my manners as I 

extended a hand. He only stared blankly at me, however, so 

I glanced down at my hand and then back up at his face. 

“Your name?” 

“Darragh.” He caught my hand and shook it with 

bolstered determination. “Darragh Conally, Doctor. The new 

Chief Medical Officer of Rift Watcher Station.” 

“Oh, nice,” I said, not sure how fast he might run the 

other direction if I’d gushed my awe at the amount of 

schooling behind his title. “I’m Onnie, but just Onnie.” 

“Onnie,” he replied thoughtfully. “Born in a sacred 

place.” 

“So you’re an expert in linguistics, too?” I teased him, 

impressed he knew the meaning of my African name. 

“As a matter of fact, I minored in linguistics,” he replied. 

If there was such a thing as humble pride, Dr. Darragh 

Conally had to be the epitome of it. I noticed my brother roll 

his eyes. I would have to get back at him for it later. “Do 
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you have a last name, or is it really just Onnie?” 

“Nayir.” 

My new acquaintance raised both eyebrows. “Related to 

the captain, then?” 

“Yeah, he’s my dad.” I said, maybe less enthusiastically 

than I should have. “Have you met him?” 

“No.” Dr. Conally glanced ahead again, this time with 

wistfulness rather than worry. His bordering-on-anxiety 

attack seemed to have passed. “I accepted this post because 

he requested me specifically out of a class of dozens. I am 

rather curious to find out why.” 

“He requested us, too.” My brother chimed in like a sour 

note. “At least you had a choice.” 

“Jay.” I shot him a warning glance. If my dad being the 

captain hadn’t already done it, I didn’t want my new 

potential friend scared off by my little brother’s bad attitude. 

“Just say hello to Dr. Conally.” 

“Hello,” my brother growled, and glared. 

“Your name is Jay?” Dr. Conally asked with caution. 

“It’s short for Jayesh,” I said, when my brother refused 

to respond. 

“Jayesh Nayir, nice to meet you.” Dr. Conally held out a 

hand and still my brother only glared at him. “I’ve heard 

good things about your dad,” he tried. It only made my 

brother glare harder. The doctor disengaged from the futile 

effort and addressed me again. “Apparently, he’s a great 

man.” 

“I wouldn’t know.” I shrugged. “I haven’t seen him 

since I was five.” 

“Because of the war?” 

“Not entirely. Dad sent us to Earth to live with my 

mom’s parents after she died. The war just kept us from 
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coming back until now.” I’d definitely chipped a few edges 

off the whole rocky truth, but I didn’t feel the need to spell 

out the entire time-line of my life. 

“I see.” Dr. Conally might have been aiming for 

sympathetic; however, some sort of invisible wall had come 

up between us. He became formal as he took my hand a 

second time but this time drew it to his chest. “It’s good to 

meet you, Onnie Nayir, the Captain’s daughter.” 

The way he looked at me – as if drinking in every detail 

of my face mattered more to him than breathing – made it 

hard for my mouth to form words. 

In the realm of second impressions, if I were to compare 

the two of us to a day at the beach, I would be a sunny one, 

the sort where you run, laugh, and surf the waves. 

My new acquaintance might have been more like a cold, 

overcast day, when you avoid the chill of the water and 

instead dig in the wet sand to build a castle or decide to fly a 

kite in the breeze. 

Either experience could be enjoyed with the right 

attitude. 

“S-see you around,” I said, hoping it was true, as ahead 

of us the airlock opened to a slight, cynical cheering. 

“Perhaps so – and thank you.” He smiled shyly and then 

let go of my hand. 

I watched him weave his way through the flow of other 

passengers a little faster than everyone else. 

My brother snorted. 

“Oh, don’t even,” I snapped, as we moved forward with 

the crowd. 

A blast of lightly scented air greeted us. I recognized the 

smell as the logical combination of a metallic station filled 

with aliens, their food, and elements of their workplace. The 
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only way I could have described it would have been to 

recommend chewing on a piece of aluminum foil that had 

recently covered a mince-meat pie, but the crust had gone 

stale and the whole thing had been dropped in the dirt. 

It almost brought a tear to my eye. 

Jay wrinkled his nose. “It smells weird here.” 

“You’ll get used to it.” 

We followed the crowd down a short corridor which led 

into a long central corridor that ended at a large room filled 

with multiple lifts, one of which my brother and I boarded. 

It descended for a long time. Jay started making faces at 

himself in a reflective panel. I resisted the temptation until 

the lift began to slow, then stuck out my tongue to make my 

brother smile. I couldn’t keep up the responsible-older-sister 

image all the time or I’d bore myself to death.  

When we finally entered the station itself, multiple 

happy reunions went on around us. I saw Dr. Conally, a 

short distance away, alone and looking up at the spacious 

interior of Rift Watcher. A multi-tiered arboretum 

dominated the scene. Four levels of shops, restaurants and 

bars – enough to accommodate the population of miners and 

travelers residing here – lined the large room. 

I’d seen alien races before, though never in such 

numbers. They drew my attention with their looks and the 

sound of the fascinating languages I couldn’t hope to 

understand before my implanted translation device could be 

updated to Rift Watcher’s programmed translation settings. 

Each race was a unique blend of tall or short, thin or fat, 

with multiple eyes or limbs or tails or colors or textures. 

Some of them I could compare to familiar animals or plants 

I knew from Earth. Others were like nothing I had ever 

imagined. 
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Jay looked around with wide-eyed astonishment. I 

reminded myself he’d left Rift Watcher as an infant. There 

were few aliens to see on Earth outside of the Academy – 

and even then, they would’ve been only the more familiar 

members of the Interplanetary Alliance. 

The residents of Rift Watcher were by no means the 

textbook variety. 

“Jay,” I whispered. “Don’t stare.” 

“That giant purple blob is leaving behind a trail of – do I 

even want to know?” he whispered back. I followed his gaze 

to see a slow-moving, upright purple blob-alien cruising 

slowly along and leaving small purple blobs behind. Jay’s 

jaw dropped, and he gripped my arm, mortified and excited 

at the same time. “And now they’re moving!” 

“Oh, those are her kids,” I said. As we watched her 

move away, the large purple alien reached a blobby arm 

behind her and absorbed the left-behind goo drops. “Pretty 

cool, huh?” 

“Yeah.” My brother nodded, but then remembered he 

was supposed to be miserable and scowled. “I guess.” 

I laughed. Jay would be just fine. 

The crowd thinned as each passenger found their party 

and departed. 

And then I saw him; my dad, Tamas Nayir. 

Captain Tamas Nayir, commanding officer of Rift 

Watcher Station. 
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Time had changed him. 

Though still taller than me, he seemed no longer the 

giant my five-year-old self had considered him. His thick, 

jet-black hair was now peppered with gray. His face – 

etched with evidence of worry lines, and even laugh lines – 

at this moment could have been a mask. 

“Onnie?” 

“Daddy!” I gasped and embraced him on instinct. The 

emotion of using the word I hadn’t spoken in years nearly 

overwhelmed me. I pulled back from the embrace quickly, 

however, realizing I might have overstepped my bounds. 

“Would you prefer Father? Dad? Captain?” 

“I don’t have a preference. You decide,” he said. His 

rich Indian/British accent might have been one of the 

reasons I’d always been drawn to notice accents. He studied 

me a moment. If he was happy to see me he chose not to 

show it. “Your trip, was it –?” 

“Long,” I replied, glad for the small talk. “But we’re 

here. Jay…” 

My brother studied our father with alarm. Jay had 

inherited more of the physical characteristics of our father’s 
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heritage whereas my own features fit in better with my 

mother’s African roots. 

They looked just like father and son. 

“I hate you!” My brother’s emotions boiled over. “I 

came half-a-zillion light years to tell you and now I want to 

go home!” 

“Jay, really?” I asked as my brother stormed back 

toward the lift. “Dad, I’m sorry.” 

“Do you think I didn’t deserve that?” my dad asked, and 

watched my brother’s headstrong effort to talk the security 

guard into letting him re-board the lift. When Jay didn’t 

succeed, he stomped off. He sat down against the wall a few 

feet away and buried his face in his hands. “Should I…?” 

“No, just let him cool off. He’ll be all right.” 

My dad studied me again, and I could guess why. 

Everyone at home always said I looked like my mother. He 

must have been struggling to process it behind the 

impossible-to-read look on his face. 

“Be patient,” Grandpa had counseled me before we’d 

left Earth, and in every recorded message we had received 

since. Eleven years was a long time to be without family. I’d 

had Grandpa and Grandma and Jay at least. 

Dad had been alone by his own choice. 

“Captain Nayir, I-I beg your pardon.” Dr. Conally 

approached during our awkward silence with a chagrined 

boldness that made me want to laugh at him. “If you could 

point me toward your Medical Center, I’ll just go blend in.” 

“Dr. Conally?” Dad had a smile in him after all, albeit a 

perplexed one. “I didn’t expect you to show up for another 

month.” 

“I finished the residency requirements early, sir, and got 

permission to head out,” Dr. Conally said with a shift from 
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chagrin to confidence. He wore it well. “No need for all the 

pomp and circumstance. I’m ready to report for duty.” 

“I see that,” my dad replied with renewed stoicism, only 

with a slight increase in the laugh lines around his eyes. 

“The Med Center is here on the Grand Foyer, nearly 

opposite of our position. If you cut through the arboretum 

you’ll find yourself in the right place.” 

“Thank you, sir.” Dr. Conally nodded, first to my dad 

and then to me, before he turned. 

“Just watch out for the necrotizing leech-birds,” I called 

after him. I suppressed a grin as he slowed his step and 

turned again to face us. 

“Flesh-eating, blood-sucking birds – in the arboretum?” 

He blinked, and brought his hands together with interlaced 

fingers. “You are joking, right?” 

“No,” I replied. 

“Yes,” my dad replied at the same time. 

“Yes,” I repeated, to not cause an issue with my dad. 

“Sorry if I scared you.” 

“Not at all, I was looking forward to it,” he replied. He 

walked away as I laughed. 

Dad frowned. “I’d have preferred to give my new Chief 

Medical Officer a more formal welcome. Apparently that 

isn’t what he was looking for.” 

“Nah, I don’t think he’s the throw-a-big-party-all-about-

me type.” 

Dad raised an eyebrow, just enough to prove he already 

had the wrong impression. “Obviously the two of you know 

each other.” 

“We chatted just now, waiting to get off the transport. 

He’s a bit shy.” I erred on the side of kindness. It wasn’t my 

place to tell Dad his new Chief Medical Officer had issues. 
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“I’ll keep it in mind.” My dad forced a smile. “Shall we 

get you two settled? I have to get back to my duties shortly, 

but I’ll have time to give you a full tour of the station later 

this evening.” 

“Sounds fun.” I forced a smile, too, and then looked 

over at my brother. “Jay, let’s go.” 

Grandpa had warned Jay before we left Earth to always 

listen to me, and so with a scowl to remind me he was still 

mad, my brother rose. He wouldn’t even look at Dad, but he 

came with us. 

We left the main foyer area and entered a system of 

narrow corridors marked with direction signs written in 

multiple languages, including my own familiar Earther 

Common. We headed for the officer’s habitat deck. 

We hadn’t gone far when a determined officer overtook 

us. An Earther – with short brown hair and hazel eyes – he 

slightly overshadowed my dad’s already impressive height, 

with a thicker build. 

“Captain, may I have a word with you?” He spoke with 

a slight drawl, of the Western States sort. 

My dad brought his hands together – as if to channel his 

tension before he responded with near-perfect calm. “Of 

course, Commander.” 

“Did you know your choice for Chief Medical Officer 

arrived today without a lick of warning?” 

“Yes, I am aware.” Dad smiled. His tension visibly 

relaxed at such an easy answer. “He introduced himself and 

went straight to the Med Center.” 

“I went twice through the passenger manifest, Sir, and 

he’s not even on it.” 

Dad raised an eyebrow. “That is a little unusual, but he 

did say he had received permission to ship out early. Maybe 
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the transport crew forgot to add him to their manifest.” 

“Maybe, but have you read his peer reviews?” the 

officer demanded. My dad drew the commander aside even 

as the man went on without missing a beat. “Scathing, every 

single one of them.” 

“Commander – “ 

“Pompous, they called him. Unfriendly, unorthodox, 

show-off-ish –” 

“Yes, I am aware of what they said.” 

“Then what were you thinking?” 

“I have my reasons, West.” Dad continued to remain 

outwardly calm. “Can we discuss this later, please, and not 

in front of my children?” 

“Your – “ The commander pulled up short and looked at 

Jay and me with scrutiny. “Welcome to Rift Watcher, kids,” 

he said, without looking for a reply. “If you will excuse me, 

Captain.” He nodded to my dad and departed as he had 

arrived, like a whirlwind. 

Dad grimaced. “Commander West Murdock, Chief of 

Security. He’s a good man.” 

“He’s intense.” 

“Yes, that, too.” 

“And I can hardly believe that whole rant was about Dr. 

Conally,” I said. “He didn’t seem anywhere near that bad to 

me.” 

My brother snorted again. 

I scowled back. 

Dad frowned at our antics. “It doesn’t matter. Dr. 

Conally is here based on his qualifications, not his 

personality.” 

“Got it,” I replied. 

Awkward silence accompanied us the rest of the way. 



C R Simper 

 

 

17 

“Here we are,” Dad said. The door stood unimpressively 

in a long metal hallway filled with other unimpressive 

doorways. 

Fortunately, looks were deceiving. 

“Whoa!” Jay came close to smiling as we entered a large 

living area. The ceiling soared up to accommodate the 

second-floor loft. The loft had a window looking up to the 

higher reaches of the station, with an amazing point of view. 

The inclusion of an extensive kitchen impressed me the 

most. “I like it.” 

“One of the perks of being in charge.” Dad grinned at 

our enthusiasm, and I instantly recognized where I had 

inherited my own bright smile. “Your bedrooms are upstairs. 

Take some time to set up your interface with the Station’s 

Artificial Intelligence, and make yourselves at home. I’ll be 

back in a few hours.” 

With that, he left us alone. 

Jay ran up the steps to the loft. I followed, but slowly. 

Jay would turn the decision of which room he wanted into a 

competition if I let him, so instead I sat down on the couch 

in full view of the window. 

After two weeks on a faster-than-light transport, I had 

grown tired of looking at stars, but what I saw now was 

another vision out of a faded dream. 

Because Rift Watcher’s large asteroid was tidally locked 

with the distant Galladiran sun, the view had not changed 

significantly. 

A nebula glowed in pale bluish-gray hues in the distance, 

and off to the right a relatively close planet showed 

greenish-gray against the darkness – a gas giant, and part of 

the Galladiran solar system, if I recalled correctly, though 

Galladir itself was too small to see. The Galladiran system’s 
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small blue sun would be the largest of the remaining tiny 

specks of light in my view. 

The fathomless scene only helped to remind me of my 

own insignificance. 

I closed my eyes, breathed in and listened – past what 

might have been perceived as silence. As I sat perfectly still 

I could pick up the low hum of the station around me. That 

background noise had always soothed me to sleep as a 

young child. My grandparents had to put a small fan in my 

room on Earth to replicate the sound just so I could sleep – 

at least for the first few years. 

It might take a few days to get used to the constant hum 

again. 

I matched pitch with it and hummed along for a moment. 

It pulled from my memory a picture of my mother’s face as 

she sat next to my bed and we both hummed; my mom 

harmonized, and then we both giggled. 

I hadn’t thought about our silly bedtime ritual in a long 

time. It provoked a tear I couldn’t let Jay see. 

To distract myself, I picked up a keypad sitting on the 

table next to the couch, expecting a news-network link. 

Instead, I found a file with my name on it. My school 

photo came off as a mix of sweet and sassy, but below it, 

bold letters announced the truth: Failed. 

“What’s that?” Jay whirl-winded out of the first 

bedroom and stopped to peek over my shoulder. “Ooh, looks 

like Dad was reading about you.” 

I gave my brother a go-away glare as I pulled the keypad 

away. “Yeah, but you can’t. Go pick which room you want 

before I do it for you.” 

Jay left again, and I read on. 

“On purpose,” one of my teachers had written about my 
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failed test. “Better than this,” said another. “Test anxiety,” 

guessed a third. “Seeking attention,” observed a fourth. 

They were all correct – except the last. I hadn’t wanted any 

extra attention. 

I just had no desire to attend the academy right now or 

maybe ever. I didn’t want to join the whole space war 

engine the Interplanetary Alliance had become, and might 

continue to be even with the Kyvan War now behind us. 

I didn’t know what I wanted, but I knew what I didn’t 

want. 

Dad must have been unhappy with my current status. 

Why else would he have brought me here, to the middle of 

nowhere? 

Jay came back. “I want the one with the loft-bed.” 

“You can have it.” I smirked and closed out my file as 

he looked over my shoulder again. I didn’t want Jay to know 

I’d failed. 

He didn’t go away. “So the ‘g’ must be silent.” 

“What ‘g’?” 

“The one in his name,” Jay replied, prompting me to 

glance down at the next open file on the keypad. “Dar-ragh.” 

Dr. Darragh Conally. He looked even younger in his file 

picture. The expression on his face revealed only that he 

must have been put-out by the requirement to have his 

picture taken. Being put-out did not make his features any 

less striking. However, I did flip through the photo options 

in the hope of finding at least one where he’d smiled. 

No such luck. 

Jay climbed over the back of the couch and sat down 

next to me. “How did someone barely older than you get to 

be a doctor?” 

“He’s twenty-one. Weren’t you paying attention?” 
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“He said he was trying to pass for twenty-one. Weren’t 

you paying attention?” My brother mocked me and I 

refrained from smacking him upside the head for it. 

“He was joking,” I sang. Yet looking through his photos, 

I had my doubts. 

“He’s from one of the Earther colonies,” Jay observed. 

“Cairistiona, huh. That’s unusual,” I replied. 

Cairistionans were not known for leaving their homeworld 

and venturing back to Earth. “I’m surprised he didn’t 

mention it.” 

“He applied to the academy engineering school when he 

was fourteen?” Jay gasped. That tidbit of information made 

me feel particularly un-cool. “He’s a Proficient. I knew it!” 

“No,” I replied too quickly, because on second thought it 

made perfect sense. The kids who were labeled as Proficient 

often left traditional high school early to enter the Academy. 

“I mean, I guess he could be super smart. I’m just curious 

why he decided to switch from engineering to medicine.” 

My brother touched the screen again. “I want to know 

what his friends said about him.” Jay brought up the section 

of scathing peer reviews and we both read silently for a 

moment. “What does ‘condescending’ mean?” 

“It means you talk to people like you think you’re better 

than them.” 

“Oh, yeah, he does.” Jay grimaced. “What about 

‘captious’?” 

“Um…” I frowned. That one I had to think about. “I 

think it means you like to point out every little problem.” 

Jay snorted. “Kind of like you do sometimes.” 

I gave him a glare. “Kind of like everyone does 

sometimes.” 

He ignored me and we kept reading. 
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Jay grimaced. “I guess no one likes him.” 

“Maybe they just picked the wrong ten people to review 

him,” I replied, defending the young man I barely knew for 

reasons I couldn’t begin to explain. “They did say it was a 

peer review. That doesn’t necessarily mean friends.” 

What would the peers who weren’t really my friends 

have said about me? I had just purposefully flunked my 

academy entrance exam so I could stay another year in 

traditional high school living with my grandparents. Those 

peers of mine might have thought it was irresponsible and 

unorthodox. 

But my grandparents had understood. 

That thought prompted me to look out the window again, 

at the vast expanse of space. Which of the stars out there 

was Earth’s sun? I would have to ask my dad later, so I 

could wave at Grandma and Grandpa now and then. 

Movement drew my glance upward. A large ship – a 

freighter by the blockish look of it – approached one of the 

docking towers reaching far above the station. 

“Is that ship going to hit the tower?” Jay asked. 

“No, of course not,” I replied. Distances in space could 

be deceiving – that probably wasn’t spaceship pilot rule 

number-one, but it had to be rule number somewhere-

between-two-and-five. “It just looks like it from this –” 

I stopped myself there. 

Right at impact. 
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