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I. 
She sits in a small room. Outside, it is bustling. 

She has not looked out of the window. They have taken flight a day ago, but still she is afraid. She wants her mother, but her mother has become someone she does not recognise. She wants her cat, but her cat is on Earth and she will never see her again. 

For the greater good of our world, her mother had told her, eyes clear and completely manic, past the initial stages of cloudy-eyed madness. Don’t you remember how we suffered? There is never enough of anything — there never will be unless we do this. 

Upon succeeding, they will not need for anything. Every being will rejoice.

Never mind that Earth was half-dead already. 

-

There is not much to do. They have so long before reaching the target group. 

So she taps the journal, and begins to write. 

-

The girl grows up. She becomes an engineer. 

She sees families torn apart. Children taken away from them, thrashing and screaming. 

She sees more deaths than she ever wanted to. 

They, and she by extension, are creatures she now refuses to acknowledge. She speaks to no one, withdrawing into herself. 

When she was younger, her mother would go after her - to persuade her that this was for a better world. To convince her to follow the path they so confidently walked on. 

And perhaps it hurts all the more, now that her mother has stopped doing so. 

She will write one last entry in her journal.
 
-

The girl steps into the spacecraft in the first lane, the first craft she had made. 

Quickly, she types in a few characters into the search engine. A whirring sounds behind her, and she turns towards the noise. 

The girl steps out of the craft, leaving a part of her behind. 




II. 
As per tradition, the spacecraft belonging to the top graduate is passed down from cohort to cohort each year. This is how I end up at the Academy’s space station, and am given a spacecraft that once belonged to my seniors. 

The man at the counter passes me the keys and brings me to the craft. She is a beauty, though a little banged up here and there — presumably from her time with her previous owners. The central control area is small and clean. The windows are clear, and everything smells of disinfectant. (“To prevent microorganisms from reproducing,” he said. “Use the disinfectant on the off-chance you land on another planet.”)

She looks good.

But then, the man rounds out to the back of the ship. “Here’s the biggest issue. Its engines got overloaded by the previous owner. Don’t know how it happened, but it doesn’t take off smoothly anymore. If I were you, I’d fix it first.” He straightens up from a crouch, giving me a half-smile. “That’s it, then. I’ll be leaving now.” 

I am still silent at the mangled engine. It looks less like it experienced an overload, and more like someone with a blunt stick had hacked at it, repeatedly. As if they were trying to remove the engine altogether. It doesn’t work that way, though. You can’t hack off this kind of material - a graphene bilayer was enough to block a bullet, let alone the five layers coating this spacecraft.

He turns to leave, but I call after him. “Wait! How am I going to fix this on my own?” 

He shrugs. “That’ll be your last challenge, I guess.” 

The man walks away. 

-

The Academy is the only home I have ever known. The same can be said for the other students here. We are not allowed to step off its grounds, even after graduation.

The teachers tell us that the Academy is enough. We do not need to know what is out there. 
-

The Academy is, essentially, a school for the gifted. Every year, Academy agents will visit each town to test toddlers for a specific trait - development of heat tolerance. The child will have their hands placed into molten iron, about a thousand and six hundred degrees Celsius. The agents then observe if the child can withstand the heat. Those who succeed will be taken into the school for specialised training. 

Those who fail are left behind with mottled skin, patches of red and brown on a once muted green. 

Most toddlers fail the test. Traits like these rarely develop this early, and many can only withstand five hundred degrees Celsius without getting burnt. 

Once, I asked my teacher why this was allowed. Surely something so painful should be avoided at all costs. Village mentality, my teacher said. This was a source of pride. In each dwelling, competitions are held to test this very ability, festivals held in its name, never mind it had given their hands their blotchy smattering of burns. 

She showed me some pictures. The reds on green look almost natural now. 

-

My favourite class at the Academy was the one about the humans. Interstellar studies. They were so different from us. Delicate and fragile - what with bones so brittle they could snap from a fall. With skin so thin they burned in the mildest heat. From a historical anecdote (a written document of some sort), my teacher had said they had to wear cloths over their hands to bring out cooked food - so much unlike our skin, which can withstand temperatures above even that of the Red Star’s. 

They were constantly plagued by diseases and disasters. Frequent pandemics, earthquakes, hurricanes. The humans had tried to maintain balance in their environment, my teacher had said. However, they weren’t the only organisms living there. Those were the ones who disturbed the delicate balance of nature. A mistake of God. 

Those organisms had cost them greatly. Whilst the humans had done nothing to harm their planet, the organisms’ reckless activities had kick-started and funnelled an unnatural heating cycle, something our kind has not experienced. 

As temperatures rose, the humans’ bodies started breaking down. Started burning. They had to retreat underground, along with the other creatures that led them into that disaster. Still, it continued. 

In the end, they built a ship to take themselves away from the planet, away from the ravaging of the other organisms. There had been three thousand humans left when it was completed. Two hundred of them boarded the ship, leaving the rest behind. 

There has been no information about them ever since. Many believe that the humans have died out, fading from existence. Many speculate that the monsters who ravaged the planet were still alive. 

Nevertheless, it was the end of an era. Earth, with its supposedly sprawling metropolis and grand architecture, was abandoned and ruined. No one will see it again. 

No one but the moon, for even the sun has moved on from it. 

-

Somehow, I managed to fix the engine. It does not purr as smoothly as it should, but neither does it sputter and choke. I can fly now. 

-

I landed a job as a Star-leasher. Most students from the Academy end up here. 

They are the primary source of energy, the stars. Once you pull them in close enough, they get swept up our planet’s gravitational field and begin orbiting the Lune. This way, we use the heat and light energy from the stars to power all our activities. 

This is why the Academy chooses the ones with high heat tolerance. Only they are able to fly close enough and induce a star into our orbit. 

-

The Lune used to be brighter. 

Searching up old pictures of the Lune, I see a planet lit up, surrounded by so many stars, and so beautiful. 

In the past, a document said, it never got dim. The people of Lune were bathed in ten-in-the-morning light regardless of the time of day. There were more stars before. Back before we discovered how to leash them to our planet. They were there of their own accord, and the Lune had never been brighter. 

I look out the window of my spacecraft. Our days now seem like an eternal twilight compared to the everlasting mornings of our past. 

It is dim. The stars keep going missing, somehow. 

What did Earth look like? What did humans look like? 

Sitting at the control panel, I type the question onto the screen. Suddenly, there is a loud mechanic whirring right behind me. Spinning around, I stare at the wall, now with an opening I have never seen. 

There is a journal in it. Gingerly, I take it out, blowing dust off the cover. 

When was this left here? It’s one of the older e-journal versions that come with a wristband so you could update it without being physically close. This version is obsolete, replaced by devices with better security. 

Why is it here? What is inside? 

I tap the journal. It lights up and I begin to read. 

-

If you are reading this, I can only pray it has fallen into the right hands. 

I am not of your kind. I am what you think has faded away, gone extinct - I am human. We are here. We are alive. 

Many humans are alive. They lead the Academy. 

Are you part of the group that leashes the stars? The ones put to work because your planet is running out of energy? 

Let me tell you: the Lune is running out of energy, but not for reasons you believe. The stars are disappearing because humans are smuggling them back to earth. 

The Academy is lying to you. It is not a school for the gifted — it is all of your kind that is left. There is no civilization outside the Academy, but ghost towns and emptied villages. They have been deserted ever since our invasion. 

Humans wear your skin. We don’t look all that different — apart from the colour of our hands, it is easy to pass off as the other kind. You are held slaves in your home. 

One day, humans are going to realise that the smaller stars will never be enough. Their thirst for energy will never wane, and they will aim for the bigger stars. The ones like the Sun, and then the White-Stars, and the Blue. They will work your kind till you are gone, and then search for others similar to you. 

They do it out of greed. But our hands cannot touch what you can - humans will burn. That is why they need you. 

One day they will ask you to leash them a Blue Star. Each top student has failed so far, but student standards have risen over the decades due to genetic improvements made to your skin. 

If the practices have not been changed, this ship will belong to the top student of each graduating batch. You, the current owner, might be able to do it by then. 

However, I implore you not to. With that kind of power smuggled back to earth, humans will be able to launch another search through the galaxy for more of your kind. They will find and take control of another sentient species in this space.

Just like what happened to the creatures on Earth. 

I can only wish this will never happen. 

Find the truth out for yourself. I am sorry I cannot help you along the way. 

-

My fingers shake. I stare at it for a moment, and then I slide the journal into the pocket of my jacket. 

-

I take a break from my job. I tell the manager that I wanted to explore space. See the world — what I never got to see while working. 

Instead, I decide to pay a visit to the Lune outside the Academy. Three hours after the last worker returns to the Academy, I walk out of the control station. My spacecraft sits in the first of the lanes. She is waiting. 

Security is lax. Maybe no one expected a graduate to actually leave the Academy. Maybe there was an emergency elsewhere. Either way, I was lucky. Willing my engines to stay silent, I take off from the Academy grounds. 

-

Nothing looks off as I descend among the buildings. It does not truly hit until I turn off the engine.

Each streetlamp is lit, as are all the shops. However, the city is completely silent. 

I step out of the spacecraft, tentative. The retail shops are open, as are the restaurants and malls. I present my wrist to a corner store and the doors slide open, albeit with a squeak. It echoes as I walk in. 

Inside, the music plays still, a track that loops over and over. Not one item is out of place, as if the owner had decided to leave temporarily. 

I pick up a snack packet from the bottom shelf. It is covered in a layer of thick dust. Squinting, I read the words on the package. 

The snack had expired forty-six years ago. 

-

The very next day, I am called into the Academy office. 

My interstellar studies teacher sits at the table. I bow at her and she nods, sliding a file towards me. 

“Yesterday, our management noticed that you had landed in the outskirts of Adeia,” she says blandly, paying no heed to the way I tense up. “It really isn’t advisable to be taking joyrides out of the Academy. Some places aren’t meant to be visited.”

“I saw the cities,” I say. “It was completely deserted. What happened to it?”

My once-teacher looks surprised, then schools her expression back to neutral. “Nothing, my dear,” she says. “The town you landed in just happened to be unoccupied.” 

I press further. “I heard music. The shops were all open. The lights were all on, but it was completely deserted. Surely it seems a little weird to you?” 

She does not waver this time. “Nothing is out of the ordinary,” my teacher says. Her eyes are clear. 

(How many times have I been lied to in school? How many times has she lied to me like this?) 

Nonetheless, I pretend to believe her. 

“Apologies,” I say, bowing slightly. “It won’t happen again.” 

She smiles, and I extend my hand out to shake hers. With her wrist clasped in mine, I took a deep breath and pulled. 


The writer was right. They do wear our skin over their own. 

I barely had time to scream. My teacher’s face morphs from shock to anger. She punches a red button on the wall and through the door streams in twenty, thirty people. 

Security guards, I register. What have I done? 

The officers swarm me. I feel a sharp pain at the back of my head, and I pass out. 

-


I am in a cell. How much time has passed? 

I feel about my jacket. Miraculously, the journal is still there. The lights flicker on and I straighten up abruptly. My teacher walks into the corridor next to me. 

Slowly, she pulls her gloves off. I shudder as her fingers, thin and pale, emerge from within. Whose did it belong to? Who did she skin to cover her own? 

Someone from the Academy. Someone I know? 

My teacher faces me, smile pleasant. “You were going to be executed,” she says, “but I’m going to offer you a deal.” 

I remain silent, looking at the floor. My teacher continues speaking. “One Blue-Star. Leash the Academy one Blue-Star, and we’ll let you go.” 

I have no choice. Slowly, I nod. 

My teacher smiles, almost approvingly. “You’ll leave in twelve hours,” she tells me. “You’ll take a different spacecraft there. Do us proud, top student.” 

As she turns away, I call after her. “Please, can I go back to my own craft before leaving?” 

My teacher looks at me. I push a little further. “Just… just in case I don’t make it.” 

Her face softens. “Okay,” she says. “I’ll see what I can do.” 

-

Just before I leave for the Blue-Star, I step (for the last time) into my spacecraft. I run my hands down the control panel, turn on the engine and breathe in deep to its low rumble. 

I type in “humans” onto the search screen. Like before, the ledge opens up, revealing an empty space behind it. I place the journal back into its slot, and a thin film of metal slides back silently. 

It is time to leave. Good bye. 

-

I am on course for the Blue-Star. But the heat has never burned as bright. There are spots behind my eyes when I blink. It is uncomfortably warm. Still, I sit in this spacecraft. 

It is unfamiliar. I miss my own craft, and I want to go home. Still, I forge on. It is not time to go yet. 

I have to stay put till the last possible moment, or my commands will be overrun by the Academy. 

-

Despite the technology, it takes some time to reach the Blue-Star. 

I see it now. 

Hot-blue and nearly white, the Star is blinding. The Star is beautiful. 

Perhaps for a second I understand why the humans had always wanted it. Coveted such a majestic being as a possession. Or maybe not. 

They will not have this. They will not have me. 

I might be just a little pawn in this operation. Hundreds of us are out there, each generation better than the last. In the grand scheme of things, this will be but a minor inconvenience.

Even so, I refuse to comply any longer. 

-

My teacher’s voice crackles through the intercom. I can hear what she says. Five minutes now. Five minutes now. 

I delete the instructions I pre-coded into the craft. The spaceship stutters as I fumble at the controls, but soon regains momentum. The ship was initially set to loop around the Blue-Star twice, then pull it back to the Lune. Not anymore. 

I turn the wheel. Amidst the humans’ alarmed cries, I change course to meet the Blue-Star head on. 
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