
"The Wrong Stars"
By Kim McAuliffe

It's a bustling weekday morning, bright and cold. Cars and
buses flood the streets while pedestrians weave through each
other like fish: to get to the subway, to get coffee, to get
to work. Sidewalks glow with aqua lines meant to guide foot
traffic, but everyone treats them as suggestions to be
ignored.

The largest intersection has a coffee shop on every corner,
complete with holographic logos. JAINA, a young woman in a
smart pencil skirt and impractical heels, leaves one of them,
tall latte in hand. Her name is messily misspelled "Jeyna" in
glowing marker on its side. Slightly flustered, she pushes
her glasses up her nose, tucking hair behind her ear as she
checks her watch.

JAINA
Damn.

Standing at the crosswalk, waiting for the light with a horde
of other fidgety late people, Jaina is as stunned as everyone
else when a figure in armor SLAMS to the ground in front of
them, destroying the curb and leaving a small crater in which
the newcomer still stands, unconcerned. Taller than everyone,
she's wearing unfamiliar battle armor that has seen combat
and has the scorch marks to prove it. COREN raises her visor,
revealing a shock of chin-length dark blue hair. She has an
intimidating face, with a no-bullshit expression and a thin
scar running from eyebrow to jaw. She glares at the mid-
thirties businessman next to Jaina.

COREN
You. Earth-person. Where is the nearest--

JAINA
Hey, watch out!

A car is SPEEDING down the street, and Coren is standing
right in oncoming traffic. Jaina DARTS forward to grab
Coren's arm and pull her to safety. Only, Coren is really
HEAVY and Jaina only barely pulls her off-balance. There's a
CRASH, but both women are revealed to be unharmed, the front
of the vehicle bent around Coren's outstretched arm, and
Jaina's shocked face peering from behind the shelter of
Coren's body. Coren wears a tiny, amused smile.
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COREN
You meant to save me, little human?

JAINA
Um. Well, yeah.

COREN
The gesture is appreciated.

Jaina peers critically at her sort-of-rescuer, and connects
some dots mentally. She looks worried.

JAINA
You're not one of THEM, but you're not from
HERE, either.

(beat)
You've got to get out of here before they
come.

For just a moment, Coren looks lost, and Jaina realizes she
has nowhere to go.

JAINA
(impulsively)

Come with me. I need a day off, anyway.

Coren is surprised and uncomfortable, but covers it with a
harsh expression meant to intimidate.

COREN
Human. You don't know me.

Once she decides something, Jaina rarely changes her mind.
She's not about to be intimidated by someone who's just saved
her life.

JAINA
You got a better offer?

COREN
No.

Jaina is fumbling with the fingerprint scanner at her door.
She finally digs the manual keys out of her purse and it
clicks open.

COREN
You're a terrible liar.
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JAINA
What?

COREN
You called your superior and claimed to be
sick. They can't possibly have believed
you.

JAINA
Yeah well, I don't do it a lot.

Coren stands awkwardly in the middle of Jaina's living room.
The foreigner's height and armor make her seem too large for
the cozy little space. One wall is entirely bookshelves,
their contents arranged by color. A small sectional couch is
in the middle, facing a modest holoscreen. A balcony with
glass doors opens from the wall opposite the shelves, with
the kitchen on the far side of the large open space. Jaina
bustles around picking up discarded clothes and glassware.

JAINA
Sorry about the mess! I wasn't expecting
company.

Coren looks a bit lost, hands fussing with her helmet.

COREN
Don't trouble yourself.

(beat)
It's nice.

Jaina disappears into the bedroom and returns with towels,
yoga pants and a T-shirt. She takes the unexpectedly heavy
helmet out of Coren's unresisting hands, giving her the
clothes. The helmet is set down by the door, next to a neat
row of shoes.

JAINA
You look a bit the worse for wear. Wanna
shower while I make us some real food?

Jaina starts rummaging around in the kitchen, pulling out
ingredients and implements to make pancakes.

JAINA
First door on the left. Use anything you
like.

Coren doesn't move, frowning down at the clothes in her hand.
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COREN
Are you not at all worried I'll murder you
in your sleep?

Jaina looks up, already wearing flour across her work blouse.

JAINA
Seems like you could easily murder me to my
FACE. I wouldn't be able to stop you.

(beat)
But you have nothing to gain from that. So,
no, not really.

COREN
Fair enough.

Pancakes are stacked on the kitchen bar when Coren emerges
from the shower, hair still damp. She's less imposing without
the armor, but still muscled like a soldier. Jaina is already
working her way through her own stack of pancakes, trying not
to stare thirstily.

JAINA
(mouth full)

Dig in.

They eat a while in silence, Jaina surreptitiously checking
Coren out from behind her mug of coffee.

JAINA
Feel free to tell me to shut up, but since
you're not one of them -- who are you?

COREN
I'm a citizen of a previously annexed
planet.

(beat)
The only one.

JAINA
The only planet?

COREN
The only citizen.

Jaina's mug falls from her fingers to shatter spectacularly
on the floor.
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JAINA
The only one...left? What happened?

COREN
You know how the story starts. They come
peacefully, offering superior technology
and "protection" in exchange for a few
minor resources you'll "hardly even miss."

COREN
No planet is stupid enough to refuse this
GENEROUS offer. Not with all of those
SUPERIOR weapons locked onto your
coordinates.

JAINA
But that was decades ago. I wasn't even
alive then. It's been totally fine. We're
basically independent.

COREN
They haven't yet sucked this mudball dry of
resources. One day they will, and either
they'll terraform it for sale, or destroy
it for fun. None of you will be around to
find out which.

Jaina pours herself another cup of coffee with a shaky hand.
After a pause she reaches into a lower cabinet for a bottle
of whiskey, which she pours generously into the steaming mug.
She puts the bottle in front of Coren.

JAINA
How many times have they done this?

COREN
Countless. They're nomadic space parasites.

JAINA
Has anyone ever tried to stop them?
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COREN
We did. You can see how that turned out.

(beat)
There have probably been other attempts,
but no records exist.

JAINA
Your planet...

COREN
Gone. All of it, gone.

JAINA
Except you.

Coren tosses back a shot of the whiskey, not even grimacing.

COREN
Except me.

There is silence for a while. Jaina is clearly wrestling with
what to say next, and Coren is contemplating the whiskey.

JAINA
How long have you been alone?

Coren flinches.

JAINA
I'm sorry. I meant to ask, how did you
escape?

COREN
I was ordered to leave my squad, to get as
far away as I could. To save this.

Coren holds up a tiny, shining, square.

COREN
It's all that remains of us, outside of
what's in my head. Our history, our
stories.

COREN
(almost whispering)

Our theories on how to break them.
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COREN
It's been...maybe an Earth year? Two? This
is the farthest I could get, before running
out of fuel.

JAINA
So you have a ship here somewhere?

COREN
It's cloaked, safe for a while. But it's
useless unless I can fuel it.

JAINA
I can help you, I think.

Jaina jerks awake, eyes wide. It's unclear what woke her,
until there's a muffled shout from the other room. She throws
off the covers and pulls on a robe.

Coren has rolled off of the couch, still dreaming. We see
Jaina walking toward her from the bedroom doorway.

JAINA
Hey.

Jaina takes hold of Coren's shoulder, shaking gently.

JAINA
Hey, Coren. It's okay.

Coren cries out, seizing Jaina by the upper arms, firmly.
She's awake but disoriented.

JAINA
Coren, it's me. Jaina. Remember?

Coren comes to herself, jerks her hands away, crossing her
arms over her chest. She's still sitting on the ground, legs
tangled in a blanket, breathing harshly.

COREN
Right. Sorry.

Jaina sits on the floor nearby. Within arm's reach, to show
she's still not afraid of Coren.

JAINA
Do you want to talk about it?

INT JAINA'S APARTMENT, NIGHT
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COREN
No.

On the floor, with their backs resting against the couch,
they have an unobstructed view of the night sky through the
balcony doors. For a long moment, they say nothing.
Tentatively, Jaina reaches over to put her hand on Coren's.
Coren jerks as though to snatch hers away, but then doesn't.

COREN
(hoarsely)

The stars are all wrong.

JAINA
Hmm?

COREN
None of them are where they're supposed to
be. Just a tangled jumble of light.

JAINA
(sadly)

Because this isn't your sky, is it? I'm
sorry.

COREN
I had orders. I followed them, to the best
of my abilities. I have no idea what to do
now.

JAINA
I'll help you. I don't know how yet, but I
will.

JAINA
I won't leave you alone with this.

Slowly, JAINA moves toward COREN, giving her time to object
or move away. She puts her arm around the larger woman's
shoulders, who turns and allows herself to be embraced.

JAINA
For what it's worth, you've got me. They're
in for a world of hurt.

COREN
Thank you.
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JAINA
Think you'll sleep better with some
company?

(beat)
Come on.

Jaina stands and tugs at Coren's hand until she rises also.


