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Fast-paced and engaging! Persephone Rising by Kate Glass delivers a gripping tale of survival, secrets, and the bond between siblings in a crumbling future Chicago. Perfect for fans of dystopian adventure.
—Millie Copper
Author of the bestselling speculative series Havoc in Wyoming.
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Sometimes letting go is how we save ourselves.

-Helen Johanssen
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Solast

The space shuttle’s retractable stairway grumbles and groans outside the airlock—a sound that drives cobwebs of sleep from Sol’s eyes. She gasps, sits up, and rips the sleep mask from her face. Her heart jolts. Fear fires adrenaline through her body. She’s the only one who ever lowers the boarding stairs into the aerospace museum’s parking lot. Someone’s coming. 
She scrambles from her bunk, grabs bedding, shoes, the pot she pees in, and her tiny aloe plant. Sol runs for the cargo bay. Outside the hull, boots thunder an alarm. She drops her things on the bay’s floor, dislodges the panel at her feet which hides the compartment where she keeps her meager possessions, and slides inside. She pulls the plant, pillow, shoes, and blanket in behind her. Sol lies flat and nudges the panel back into place. It settles with a snick just as voices erupt in the corridor.
When Sol first saw this ship, she’d known if she could get inside, she’d be safe. Well, safer than living in some cardboard-and-tin vagrant shack. The prototype space shuttle gleamed and sparkled like a multi-faceted sapphire—or maybe a featherless bird—neck tapering to silver beak, its lightweight landing gear tethered to a concrete pad. Panoramic windows overlooked the parking lot. LED lights outlined unfurled wings that could be folded to fit compact spaces.
She’d renamed the J-Bird C Class ship the Blue Goose. Someday, NASA would collect the loaned solar ship, but for now it belonged to the aerospace museum. Or to Solast Bahri, depending on how you looked at it. 
Now she doesn’t feel so confident in her choice of homes. Who could be out there? Maintenance workers? Officials from NASA? A tour group? Had she left anything in the cabin? Would they sense her hiding like some piece of forgotten freight in the hold? 
She holds her breath as the intruders enter the cargo bay. Shadows jump through slits where the panel fits into metal flooring. Voices murmur excitedly. They sound too young to be NASA officials. Shh! Someone warns. Someone else laughs. Shoes scrape across aluminum. The strangers stay in the cargo bay for maybe half an hour, leave, then come back again. Sol dares not sneak off the shuttle during the interim. Outside, the sun’s a spotlight, the risk of exposure too great. And she has no idea where they’ve gone on the shuttle. For all she knows, she would be in their line of sight.
She settles into the narrow compartment, adjusts her pillow, and bides her time. She’s good at it. Hasn’t she been waiting to exact her revenge on Anton Cheverra for years? Even though her cramped muscles scream for release, she stays quiet and tries to sleep until her usual waking time of midnight. 
She only partially succeeds. For a while, thoughts rush through her brain like rabbits chased by dogs. She imagines what-ifs and worst-case scenarios. But as minutes drift into hours and the noises outside the bay continue, her rabbits retreat into their holes. Sol tires of thinking and worrying, and she dozes.

      [image: ]The cargo compartment shudders beneath Sol, startling her awake. For a moment, dreams meld with reality. She’s inside a coffin, buried deep underground, forgotten by everyone. Then the nightmare fractures, and reality breaks through. She remembers the trespassers. Is it midnight yet? She checks the Skinpad glowing beneath her forearm’s epidermis and frowns. Nine o’clock. 
The aluminum floor judders. The Blue Goose groans. Vibrations pound a rhythm along Sol’s backbone. The shuttle’s moving, but how? Realization strikes like a PulseLock gun to the skull. Those young scrulls are stealing my home! Yet it’s not her home anymore. It’s a trap. A cage. Maybe even a death sentence.
She catches the panel’s straps inches from her nose and braces against the sarcophagus-like enclosure. Intense pressure pushes her back and doesn’t let up for what feels like minutes. She fights unconsciousness. Pain shoots along her temples, and the chamber pot knocks into her head. Just when she thinks she might pass out, invisible weights lift. Silence wraps around her. Sol shifts, and her body rises like a helium balloon until she bumps into the panel above. 
Feccing pisspot bloody thieves! She slams a hand against the hard aluminum and fights down panic. Her brain scrambles for an explanation and doesn’t like the one it finds—that the prototype has broken free of its moorings and lifted into the black. But how? Why? She felt so safe here. And she’d made progress finding Anton, the man who murdered her father eleven years ago. 
Now he’s on Earth, and she’s in outer space. It’s an idea too big to wrap her head around. Her nemesis, growing smaller and smaller, until any idea of exacting revenge against him blinks out, and she’s left hollowed. Empty. Without her retribution, who is she?
Sol shakes off despair. She’s in space. Big deal. A shuttle that flies out of Earth’s orbit can fly back. Not by itself, of course, and certainly not with her in the pilot’s chair. Yet someone is flying this vessel. She simply needs to convince that person to take her home.
Anger twists in her throat, and something between a scream and a sob bursts out. She muffles the cry with a hand and bobs against the compartment’s sides. The aloe plant skitters along the panel. She catches it and holds it next to her crucifix which floats, leashed to its chain. Adrenaline sharpens her foggy brain. I need a weapon. But first things first. Even if someone’s waiting for her in the cargo hold, she’s getting out of this compartment.
Sol braces her legs and pushes up with a free arm. The cover pops loose and floats away until the straps catch it. She gathers her leg muscles beneath her and launches upward. Her arms cartwheel. The plant goes flying. Nylon brushes against her fingers, and she grabs hold of a wall harness securing a tub that hadn’t been there before. Whoever stole the prototype wasn’t planning on a quick joyride. They meant to leave Earth for who knows how long.
Strapped-in containers and crates clutter the cargo hold. Sol presses the compartment panel back in place with an awkward combination of legs and one-armed maneuvering. Hells. This nil gravity. She already hates it. A quick look around reveals she’s alone, at least for now. Recessed lights illuminate the small bay, which has curved sides and a shiny metal floor. 
The thieves flying the Blue Goose don’t know about Sol, but what will happen when she’s discovered? They won’t take her back to Earth. These people are on the run. They’ve made off with NASA’s premier science vessel, a boat that hasn’t even made her virgin run. This shuttle must be worth millions of credits. The crew lurking somewhere above will be desperate, without morals, and possibly skilled fighters. 
She’s a skilled fighter, too—dangerous even without a gun. But she’s one woman against how many? Plus, in zero-g, a physical encounter could go sideways in a flash. Sol had heard multiple voices, multiple sets of feet. Not good odds. If they overpower her, they might throw her out an airlock.
She wedges her plant between a strap and a plastic bin, then glances around again. Past the new clutter, the room’s main features are air vents, handholds attached to pale gray walls, and the hatch leading out of the hold. Weightlessness plays spin-the-bottle with her stomach. She tastes acid and swallows hard. No way is she throwing up in this vacuum. She imagines the blue-green orb of Earth dropping away and swallows again. At almost six feet tall, Sol isn’t tiny, but right now, she feels as small and helpless as a bug.
Think, Solast, think. You’ve been in plenty of tight spots before. 
A voice answers back, But never in outer space. 
Canned air rushes through the vents. The Blue Goose purrs against her palm where she presses it flat to the wall. This ship was supposed to be a model aircraft, secured in place at the museum’s entrance to draw visitors. How did the thieves get it to fly? Easy. The ship is a working model, a completely solar-operated shuttle that’s been soaking up rays for months. Other questions aren’t as simple to answer: Where are they headed, and who’s in control of the ship?
Best to find out, and the sooner the better.
Sol clings to handholds and peeks inside boxes but finds no weapons—only blankets, crackers, towels, and other random items thrown together in a hurry. She discovers a crate of bottled water, grabs one, unscrews the lid, and attempts to drink, no small feat in zero-g. Next, she devours a packet of jerky and some of the crackers. Only a few escape and float away. 
Her belly settles and head clears. Sol runs a hand over her bristly scalp. The thieves will think she’s a scrull. Some homeless leth-head. Does she care? You’re stalling. Get on with it. Hand over hand, Sol uses the railings to leave the hold and travel down the narrow passageway.
She pulls herself past six tiny cabins, three on each side of the corridor, and peers into an open area half the size of the bay. Despite the quiet, she fears the presence of others. Sol scans the couches, dining table, and chairs anchored to the floor. Her gaze skims over a large vid screen built into one wall and moves on to the kitchen area, its appliances unused, spotless, waiting.
Feeling exposed, she hurls her body through the commons area and along another corridor. She flies past the escape pods and into engineering, a space filled with the humming, incomprehensible innards of the Goose. Pipes, cables, and mysterious machines fill the ship’s belly, but no people jump out at her. They must all be on the bridge. 
Back at the commons, a free-standing titanium stairway leads to the Goose’s top level. Sol pulls herself up, hand over hand, legs floating behind like jellyfish limbs. Dread grows with each foot of progress. No way can she fight these people. No way can she avoid them. Once they spot her, she’ll need charm and negotiating skills, neither of which she has. 
Voices drift into the stairway, and Sol pauses. Two males. Two females. Four thieves, then. They sound like kids. Rich kids stealing her boat on a dare? Rage buzzes behind Sol’s eyes. The Goose is hers! 
Only it’s not. Just a way station on her journey to finding Anton and exacting revenge. He’s her target, not these hoodlums. She can handle them, has handled much worse in her years as a street rat in New Chicago. 
Sol pokes her head above the stairway and surveys the scene. A young man of maybe eighteen sits in the pilot’s chair, the seat swiveled to reveal his profile—defined cheekbones, a shadow of beard, and dark, tousled hair. In the co-pilot’s chair lounges the other male, even younger and the picture of a credit-flush kid with his slicked-back hair, pinky ring, and expensive silk shirt. A young woman with caramel-colored tresses that slither through the air like snakes holds onto the pilot’s seat back. Medusa, Sol thinks with a grim smile. The girl’s back is to Sol. Her jeans and tee are faded, cheap like the pilot’s clothes. She’s not quite as tall as Sol. 
The female behind the co-pilot’s seat, however, wouldn’t top five-four even if she piled her waist-length braid around her head like a crown. This short one turns and spots Sol peering at her. A string of invectives spew from her mouth. The others stiffen, and more heads jerk Sol’s way. She draws breath, gathers what little composure she has, and pulls herself past the stairway and onto the bridge. Pushing off with her feet, she reaches for a wall railing, fumbling before she snatches it. Any try for dignity vanishes. Her legs flail and head bumps against the curved viewport. Sol’s curses mingle with the short girl’s. She eyes her enemies one by one and finally settles on the girl with the colorful language, the one wearing a mechanic’s jumpsuit grimy with oil stains. 
Nil gravity becomes Sol’s friend. The thieves remain tethered in place, unable to rush her. The mechanic girl doesn’t speak, but silver eyes stab at Sol like glass shards.
The flyaway-hair female Sol thinks of as Medusa demands in icy tones, “Who are you, and how did you get on our ship?”
Sol’s gaze slides toward her. I should have thought up a story. She clears her throat. “My name is Solast Bahri. And who says the Blue Goose is your ship?”
“The wh—?” This from the slick-haired rich boy.
“The Blue Goose.” The name sounds silly, said aloud. Still, Sol stiffens her spine and plows on, “I was here first, and I named her. She’s blue, and she flies. What’s hard to comprehend?”
“You’re a stowaway,” the taller girl states. Hazel eyes flicker over Sol’s oversized black hoodie, frayed joggers, and combat boots, then return to her face. 
Sol knows what Medusa sees in that shaved head, scarred cheek, skeletal frame, and haunted umber eyes which mark her as homeless. She tilts her chin. “I’m not a leth-head.” 
They stare at each other while the rest gawk. Sol lets go of the railing with one hand and pulls up her sleeve to reveal the Skinpad implant used by anyone with enough credits to afford it. She almost loses her grip and struggles to regain a precarious perch next to the wall.
The girl’s eyes widen. “Why would someone with a Skinpad be camping in this shuttle?”
“It’s safer than the parks,” Sol spits out.
Medusa nods like she gets this, but why would she? A Skinpad glows beneath her own forearm. On the other hand, those clothes aren’t lux. 
Sol takes a stab at negotiation. “I worked as a nurse in a public clinic until it closed a couple of years ago. They gave me the Skinpad for my job. I tried living on the streets, but it’s dangerous, so I borrowed the prototype. I wasn’t hurting anyone. I’m no thief.” Not like you.
Medusa’s stare hardens. 
The rich kid rolls his eyes. “Right. You’re Saint Teresa come to life.”
“Look, I don’t care what you all think you’re doing, taking the Goose on this little jaunt. I just want to get back to Earth. That’s all.”
The boy in the pilot’s seat turns fully around to face her, almost making Medusa lose her hold. 
“Elio!” the girl yelps. 
He grabs her arm and holds on. Their wide mouths and warm skin tones mark them as siblings.
Elio says, “The only way back to Earth is through the airlock.”
“Not true,” Sol replies. “There are three escape pods. I can just …”
“No. We aren’t losing an escape pod so you can head to the nearest police station and report us. Forget it.”
The others nod. 
Great job negotiating, Sol. She worries her crucifix with a thumb.
The caramel-haired girl sucks in a breath, then expels it like she’s searching for equilibrium. The air pulses, thick with tension. “Look, my name is Clera. My brother is Elio, as you probably caught. She’s Mila, and that’s Juke.” She nods toward the others in turn. “First off, we won’t be headed back to Earth, maybe ever. Second, we don’t know you and don’t trust you, which leaves us at an impasse. We have several hours before we arrive at the U.S. Space Station, and in that short time, we have to figure out what to do with you for all our sakes. I’m asking you to go sit in one of the cabins while we do that.”
The word but hovers on Sol’s lips. Instead, she blurts, “How do you know I won’t just steal an escape pod on the way past them?”
Juke’s long fingers drum across the co-pilot console. “There.” He leans back in his chair and eyes her sideways with sharp, bright eyes. “Thanks for the heads up. I’ve just disabled them.”
Stupid. Why didn’t you take a pod in the first place, idiot? Were you really that curious to find out who’d ruined your life? 
Clera continues in an annoyingly calm voice, “You’ll go into the first cabin on the left and close the door so we can consult up here in private. I’ll come find you when we’ve decided what to do. Look, we aren’t your enemy. We don’t want trouble, but you’ve put us in a bind.” Her expression softens into a pleading look. “Please, Solast.”
“It’s Sol,” Sol snaps. She clamps down on the inside of her cheek while her brain scrambles to catch up to the situation. Do these young people really think they’re going to be received with open arms at the U.S. Space Station? They won’t be. All of them will be arrested. She will, too, unless they have some plan she doesn’t know about. They’ve gotten this far, so maybe they do? Otherwise, everyone aboard the Goose is cooked. 
“Fine,” she spits out. “I’ll wait below.”
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Clera

For a minute, no one says anything. They watch Sol until the stowaway disappears down the stairway. Clera holds up a hand and counts to one hundred in her head, then asks, “Juke, is there a way to tell if Sol’s where I told her to be?” 
“Um.” He leans forward and studies various screens. He flips a switch and speaks into a mic. “Sol?”
After a pause, one sharp syllable pings back. “Yes?”
“Lock her in,” Clera mutters.
Juke taps on another screen. “Done.”
Clera releases a held breath.
Her brother Elio whistles low between his teeth. “She’s going to be pretty mad.”
Clera shrugs.
For a single moment, life was good. She and Elio had escaped the gang, Second City, which had dragged her brother into its war with the Steelheads. She’d bribed him out of jail, then had the brilliant idea to steal NASA’s prototype solar shuttle when the ship they originally planned for their escape from New Chicago crashed. To fulfill their dream of a new life far from planet Earth, Juke hacked them into the starship Calliope’s manifest, and they were cleared to dock at one of her last berths and join a group of two thousand pioneers headed through a Martian-made wormhole called the ARH. Beyond that lay a new solar system and an unspoiled, Earth-like planet. 
Vishnu, with its green oceans and lush landscapes, awaited them along with a new life. Elio’s Arcade training on the shuttle sims would ensure they reached the U.S. Space Station where Calliope was docked safely. And perhaps his aviation skills would secure him work in the security and defense division aboard the starship. Mila, with her mechanical prowess, would obviously join a maintenance crew. Hopefully, Juke could find work in the tech department, and Clera? Well, they’d called her their leader, and she had come up with the plan to steal the prototype, but … 
She shakes off this thought. Somehow, she’ll prove herself useful. Her work at Fadel Arboretum and Greenhouses didn’t last long but might secure her a place on Calliope. Zavi Fadel was kind to get her that job. Clera’s heart constricts. Such thoughts veer into dangerous territory, especially since Zavi was hired as the director of Calliope’s Biosphere. If anything, she and Elio must avoid him once they board the starship. He thinks they’re still on Earth, and he knows she’s just a Slummer, not some rich exec able to afford this trip. He’ll realize they stole the museum’s shuttle and might turn them in. She can’t risk that possibility.
Clera realizes the others are staring at her as if for answers. She clears her throat. “Well, obviously we shouldn’t throw this Sol person out of an airlock.”
Mila crosses her arms. “We can’t trust her. Did you notice how she’s dressed? Like some Second City gangster. Where did she get that scar, I wonder? And why shave her head?”
“Hey, now,” Juke interrupts. “Maybe she favors girls. Nothing wrong with that, darling.”
The others roll their eyes. Clera still isn’t used to Juke’s flamboyant, over-the-top comments, though without his exceptional tech skills, none of them would be here. Despite his young age, Juke’s a genius with computers. She turns to her brother. “What do you think?”
Elio frowns at her. He’s grown so much in the last year that he hardly resembles the boy who once snuggled with her to read stories. “She’s a problem we have to solve quickly. We can’t trust her, but we can’t kill her or lock her up permanently, either. At least, I think that would be cruel. Plus, we’ll be on Calliope in a few hours.”
“Right.” Clera pushes a strand of floating hair away from her face. “And only four of us are expected, not five.”
“There’s nothing for it.” Juke sighs. “I’ll have to add her to the manifest.”
Clera asks, “Won’t that seem odd to the crew on the starship? To add someone when the shuttle is already out of atmo?”
Juke shrugs and taps agile fingers on his leather seat rest. “Depends. It’s quite possible that Command has bigger fish to fry than worrying about the passenger list for a single shuttle.”
A ball of worry expands in Clera’s stomach. “We’re already taking risks just flying NASA’s solar prototype anywhere near Calliope. She will stick out. Hopefully, that tractor beam can suck her into our berth before anyone glances out a viewport and notices those distinctive solar panels.”
Juke scoffs, “You all worry too much. Our ship is a speck in the black. With all the drones and other craft flying about, no one will notice.”
Clera scans her crew: Elio, their pilot, Mila, the mechanic, and Juke, the teenage tech wizard. She has faith in their ability to trick their way aboard the colonists’ transport. Clera nods to herself. “You’re right. We always knew there would be risks, but we’ve already made it farther than we thought we could. Our stowaway puts a wrench in the plan, but we can deal with her. Maybe she’ll even prove useful if she really has nursing experience.”
Mila snorts. “She doesn’t look like any nurse I ever went to.”
Clera reminds her, “Sol said she’s been on the streets for a couple of years, which means cleanliness and flashy clothes weren’t high on her agenda.”
“Well, I don’t trust her.” Mila, always forthright, scowls.
“No one does, pumpkin.” Juke pats her shoulder. He might be the only person who can get away with showering such endearments on Mila, but then, they’ve known each other for a long time. 
Clera reasserts herself into the conversation. “No one has to trust her. If we’re lucky, we can dump her at the space station, and she can catch some NASA flight back to Earth.” She considers this, then admits, “I doubt NASA will go for that, though. Plus, dealing with the station attracts attention to us, something we absolutely can’t do. So it’s more likely our unwilling guest will be with us for at least seven months, until we arrive at Mars.” She pauses to let the others digest this. By their alarmed looks, she knows they hadn’t yet realized Sol might be a long-term problem.
Her brother growls, “Well, hells. And things were going so well for about ten minutes.”
“Right.” Juke claps his hands. “We’d better get to know this woman, lay down some ground rules, get our story straight before we set sail across the black.”
Again, they’re all looking at Clera. She sighs. “Fine. I’ll talk to her, try to feel her out, set down some rules and red lines, and tell her if she messes up, we’ll have to reconsider the airlock idea.” Clera bites her lip. “Which would be a bluff.” She eyes her brother sternly. “And I’ll be sure to explain that it’s to her advantage as much as ours not to draw attention to the ‘Blue Goose,’ as she calls it.”
“The name is kind of catchy.” Juke shrugs.
Mila snorts again.
Elio grins, breaking the tension. “If anyone can negotiate with a stowaway, it’s you, sister. Mila will just piss her off, I’ll lose my temper, and Juke will probably proposition her.” His smile fades. “But someone should go down with you. What if she attacks you? Holds you hostage?”
“I’ll just talk to her through the locked door.”
Elio nods. “Well, be careful anyway. Don’t let her trick you.”
“Right.” Clera wants to savor his concern, but there’s no time. She addresses Juke. “Get her added to the manifest quickly, and let me know if you have problems.”
“Uh, what was our nurse-turned-gangster-turned-stowaway’s full name again?”
“Solast Bahri. B-A-H-R-I, I suppose?”
“Weird first name,” Mila murmurs, obviously determined not to like their newest problem.
Juke turns back to his console and starts typing. “I’ll just call her Sol Jones. Easier to spell.” 
Clera regards Mila with thin-pressed lips. “You and this Sol person aren’t going to be a problem, are you?”
“Big ship, isn’t it? I’ll just stay down on green deck, lounging by the pool, while you all deal with our visitor.”
“Haha,” Elio smirks. “Am I invited? Sounds like a great place for a tryst.”
Mila catapults herself onto his lap, and he plants a long kiss on her lips.
Clera grimaces. “Do you two mind? I still haven’t gotten used to my little brother having a girlfriend, and you’re supposed to be flying a ship right now, Elio.”
He snuggles Mila against his chest. “Hey, I put in the coordinates. There isn’t much else to do.”
“Well, watch for stray asteroids or space junk.” Clera swirls a hand in the air.
Mila and Elio laugh, then look at her like they’re waiting for something. She shakes off her reluctance for the task ahead. Time to confront the stowaway. Clera pulls herself from handhold to handhold until she reaches the stairway. Laughter follows her awkward descent down to the main level.

      [image: ]This is ridiculous, Clera thinks as she misses a railing and careens into the couch in the commons area. The shuttle should come equipped with gravity boots. She hopes NASA stocked it with basic equipment even though it was only on loan as a promotional centerpiece for the museum, not as a craft prepped to fly into outer space. After a lot of bumping around and hauling herself along handrails, she finds what she’s looking for in a set of lockers just inside the engine room. Beneath sleek, microfiber spacesuits, rows of helmets, and face masks, pairs of identical black boots line up with toes pointing toward the wall. 
Clera checks the bottom of one boot to make sure they really are magnetic, and her spirits lift when her guess proves correct. She awkwardly slips her feet into a pair. The footwear feels two sizes too big, but at least the boots pull her feet flat against the metal walkway. Red buttons adorn the sides. Pressing them causes inner padding to inflate and cocoon her feet. The boots are still too long, but she can’t slide around inside them.
She practices walking. It’s like wading through sticky syrup, a slow process yet better than bouncing off walls. Pushing her toes against the top of her boot makes the magnets click off. Bearing down makes them reengage. Clera takes three pairs of footwear to the base of the stairway. Laughter drifts above her. She smiles and sets the boots down, not letting loose until pressure activates the magnets. Let the others make their way to them like she had to. 
Next, she removes her go-bag from the cargo hold and chooses a cabin. She tucks the bag into the single cabinet, rummages for a hair tie, and secures her hair in a ponytail. Clera glances around curiously. She only had a brief look at the cabins during their self-guided tour a few hours ago. Can so little time have passed? She frowns and clomps to a porthole so she can stare outside. Earth isn’t visible, just a swath of stars—a million tiny penlights pointing the way through the black. 
Besides the cabinet, her room contains a bolted-down desk, chair, and bunk with additional straps to secure her during sleep. That’s about it. Not much of a home, but better than some she’s had. A vision of the abandoned apartment building she and Elio lived in flashes before her eyes. Rat droppings, dust, hanging wires, and that saggy bed … This is an improvement, though she misses her adopted stray cat, Duro. Petting his soft fur had settled the panic that used to consume her.
But I’m better now, Clera tells herself. Not a coward. Not someone who hides in her novels while real life passes her by. 
She gathers another pair of grav boots and approaches the locked cabin door next to hers. Clera firms her shoulders and knocks.
After a moment of silence, a muffled voice says, “Come.”
“I can’t. Juke locked you in.”
The mumbled reply sounds like a curse.
“You’ll have to speak louder.”
Sol’s annoyed tones drift through the polymer panel. “This is stupid. Just unlock the feccing thing and come in.”
“My brother thought you might take me hostage. Or, I don’t know, murder me.”
“Well, I won’t.”
Clera stares at the door. Sol is right. If they’re going to live together for months, they need to trust that their stowaway won’t harm them. Once they dock with Calliope, will keeping her locked up even be practical? “Promise me you won’t hurt me or try to leave.”
“Where would I go?” comes the grumpy reply, followed by a sigh. “Sure, I promise. I was a nurse, for fec’s sake. I healed people. I didn’t murder them.”
Clera taps a message to Juke on her Skinpad and waits. She imagines the crew consulting or maybe sending down backup, but no one appears. The lock clicks, and a message pings. It’s from Elio. 
Tell the stowaway that if she harms you, I am throwing her out the airlock. 
Clera punches the open button, and the door slides into the wall, whooshing shut after she steps in. Sol lies strapped in on the bunk, arms pillowing her head. Her eyes find Clera, but she doesn’t move. Clera holds out the extra pair of grav boots. “I discovered these in engineering.”
Interest sparks in the woman’s eyes before she represses it.
Clera hands her the boots. “They’ll adjust to your foot size.” 
Cautiously, Sol sits up. She manages to release the bed straps and propel her feet inside the grav boots. 
“Push that button on the side if they’re too big.”
Sol does so, and her eyes widen. She plants her feet on the metallic floor and turns to face Clera. “Thank you.”
Encouraged, Clera sits on the one chair and nods. 
She’s still wondering what to say when Sol asks, “Clera, right?”
“Clera Diaz.” Clera tucks her palms beneath her thighs and swallows. 
“So, can we agree that I have just as much right to this ship as you do?” Tension radiates through Sol’s clipped words.
Clera doesn’t reply immediately. She studies the older woman, who must be thirty-ish? Though sometimes street people look older than they really are. A pink scar runs beneath Sol’s left eye almost to her mouth. Otherwise, she appears unmarked. She’s too thin, but if she grew her hair out and cleaned up, she might be pretty. Those almond-shaped eyes indicate Asian blood, and her skin tone is just a shade darker than Clera’s. “How long have you been living on the prototype? What’s your story?”
Sol blinks, and her shoulders relax an inch.
She was expecting an ultimatum or threats right off, but I’ve given her a chance instead. Clera remains still, like she would with a wild animal. No sudden moves. 
After a pause, Sol says, “I was born a Slummer to factory workers. My father and I left New Chicago when I was ten and lived in a commune in the Barrens. I trained to be a midwife there, but after my father died, I returned to the city and worked for the execs in the sewers until I got a better job at a public clinic. Then it closed, like I already said.” 
Did her voice tremble on those words, my father died? Clera admits, “My brother Elio worked for the execs, too. He said it was horrible.”
A brief nod.
“How old were you when you returned to New Chicago?”
“Twenty.”
“And now you are …”
“Twenty-eight. Why? Is this ship only for teenagers now? Is stealing the Goose some crazy stunt by a bunch of kids playing grown-up?”
“What? No!” Clera shakes her head vehemently. “We’re more like you than you know. Elio and I were Slummers, too. These Skinpads”—she holds up her arm, “—are brand new. Juke said Calliope would never let us stay without them. The colonists would know we were low class.” She juts her chin. “We’re joining the pioneers headed to Vishnu.”
“So, you’re a bunch of dreamers hoping for adventure. New planet. New lives. Just like the old ones never happened.”
“Sort of. But, well, no! Obviously, the old ones did happen. And what’s wrong with wanting something better?” Clera grinds her teeth, then forces herself to relax. “Elio and I were left homeless not very long ago. Leth suppliers accidentally blew up their lab and our apartment along with it. Our mother was killed in the explosion, and we found ourselves on the streets. I know what being homeless feels like. So does Elio. But since then, we’ve pulled ourselves out of the gutter and made friends who’ve helped us.”
“Helped you steal a shuttle.”
“Normally, I’m not a thief, but we had to get away from the Second City gang. Elio got mixed up in—never mind. It’s not important. Mila was a mechanic at the aerospace museum and knew about the shuttle. Juke is the hacker who just added you to our manifest, hopefully without the crew aboard Calliope noticing.”
Sol’s eyes narrow. “Why would you add my name to your crew?”
Clera raises her eyebrows. “What else were we going to do? We can’t show up at the starship with an extra person on board. It would attract too much attention. Someone might start asking questions about the rest of us. We’re heading to Mars, and from there we’re going through the wormhole to Vishnu.”
“But I can’t go to Mars, let alone some far-off solar system! I have to get back to Earth. There are important things to do there.”
“Like what?” 
Clera’s honest curiosity must sound like doubt because Sol’s back goes rigid. “None of your business,” she snaps. 
“How are you going to hitch a ride home? Ask NASA to take you back when we reach the space station? Just walk up to an astronaut and say, ‘Hey, I accidentally stowed away on a shuttle that just docked on Calliope. Could you give me a lift back to Earth?’”
Sol’s sulks, “I was in the middle of concocting a story when you barged in.”
Clera reaches for patience. “Look, if you just stay with us until Mars, there are a couple of communities there. Work. A new life. And if you still want to go home so you can accomplish this thing that’s so important, you can save money for a berth on a flight back. I don’t suppose those happen every day, but people do go back. It’s not like the old days when a trip to the red planet was a one-way ticket.”
Sol bites her lip. “How long?”
“Juke thinks about seven months to reach Mars. I don’t know how long you’d have to work to earn enough credits for a return trip. But I do know that the underground city of Arsia Mons is almost complete, and there are lots of job opportunities there.”
“So why aren’t you and your friends staying? Why trust some old Martians to make a wormhole that’s safe for space travel and won’t kill you before you can settle on Vishnu? The first ship that tried that was never heard from again, right?”
Clera squirms. “Communications don’t seem to work outside our solar system, so no one knows what happened to Loki or Lycka, the Swedish ship that just passed through the ARH. But probes came back, and they brought plenty of encouraging information about Vishnu.”
Sol snorts and rubs her arms. It’s a nervous gesture, and Clera guesses she isn’t as sure of herself as she makes out.
“Look, if you don’t want to be stuck on Mars for years while you arrange a berth home, maybe Juke can help you out. Unlike the rest of us, he’s a rich kid. His parents run a super church, and his allowance plus the credits he makes hiring out his computer skills have made him pretty flush.”
“Why is he leaving Earth, then? Sounds like a lux deal.”
“Not everyone is concerned only with credits. I don’t know much, just that he wasn’t happy living with his parents. Maybe his reasons for running away aren’t so different than yours for going back. You’re on a mission to what? Change something in your life that can only be fixed on Earth?”
“Something like that.” Sol glares at her.
“Okay, then. Become part of our crew until Mars. When it’s safe, we’ll help you get back to New Chicago.” Clera doesn’t know if she can keep such a promise, but she hopes so.
“What makes you think you won’t be caught as soon as you dock with Calliope in your stolen shuttle?”
“Juke’s fixed things so we won’t.” Clera hopes she projects more confidence than she feels.
“And you trust him?”
Without hesitation, Clera answers, “Yes, I do.” It’s one of her better lies. She looks Sol in the eye and hopes her brother’s flashy friend—a high school kid she’s only known for a few days—is trustworthy.
“Fine. I won’t give you away.”
Clera ducks her head to hide her relief. Then she rises and walks toward the door, pausing a few steps away to regard Sol with crossed arms.
She opens her mouth to speak, but Sol jumps in first. “I have some rules to lay down if we’re going to be flight-mates for seven months. First, I want this cabin all to myself, and no one barges in without knocking. Second, I don’t like being told what to do by a bunch of kids.”
“I’m twenty-one, and so is Mila. No one …”
Sol speaks over her. “And third, I’m willing to carry my weight, but you don’t get to ask questions I don’t want to answer.”
“Fine. But we have rules, too. No fighting, drugs, or any sort of violence will be permitted on the shuttle. Just like us, you aren’t allowed to enter any cabin except your own, and no stealing. Finally, unless the authorities confiscate this ship, she’s mine and my crew’s now. Not yours. No one takes orders from you.”
Sol gets up and approaches Clera, two inches taller and perfectly positioned to take her hostage and strike a more advantageous deal with the others. Clera glares at the other woman and tries to hide her unease.
But Sol simply holds out a hand. After a moment of hesitation, Clera shakes it. “One last thing,” the older woman adds, her grip tightening. “We quit calling this boat the ‘prototype.’ She’s the Blue Goose, and that’s final.”
Clera huffs out a surprised laugh. “Fine, then.”
“Tell the others.” Sol releases her.
Clera steps back. The cabin feels too small to hold them both. Solast Bahri’s anger fills all the space, but it’s not directed at her. More at … circumstances. Maybe they’ll even be friends once Sol comes to terms with her new situation. She’s full of contradictions yet not dangerous, Clera senses. A softer version of their new crewmate chose that silly name for the shuttle. A more vulnerable Sol survived the Barrens and the death of a parent. And was she really trained as a midwife? There’s much more to the stowaway than what shows on the surface, and Clera’s curious. If all goes well, she has seven long months to navigate this prickly woman and possibly, just possibly, make her a real part of their crew.
At the door, she glances back at Sol. “You know, once you have time to think, what seems like a disaster now might look differently. You were hiding out in a shuttle, homeless and, I’d guess, down to your last credit. Whatever ties you to Earth—maybe it’s time to let go. Your life lies ahead of you, not in the past. That’s the lesson I had to learn.” 
Clera exits the tiny cabin before Sol can argue. Her hands shake from the encounter. She leans against the wall until the trembling eases. She isn’t used to dealing with conflict, but she’d better get accustomed to it since the others seem to think she’s their captain. Fingers crossed—Elio, Mila, and Juke will approve of the deal with Sol. If not, they’re welcome to take a turn at negotiating. With a heartfelt exhale, Clera makes her way back to the bridge.
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Solast

Sol wipes furious tears from her cheeks. How has she been reduced to a blubbering mess when just days ago she’d been so optimistic? In a stroke of luck, she’d discovered Anton’s whereabouts at the bar, Smoke and Blues. If only she’d taken her chance with him then, not waited. Regret tangles with anger, and her stomach roils like a simmering stewpot. When was the last time she felt at peace? Happy? Despite what Clera says, moving on isn’t an option. Sol will never find peace and joy until the man who murdered her father has disappeared permanently. 
She doesn’t want to think of Anton or the past, but her mind has other ideas … 

      [image: ]Things hadn’t been going well since the last contagion. Her father, Ridge Bahri, sickened but recovered, though a stubborn cough persisted. Soon after, he began sharing his dissatisfaction with Anton’s leadership. Our leader speaks of equality for all, then takes extra for himself. He speaks of saving Earth, then hunts in the off-season and leaves a motherless fawn to die.” Before long, Father’s opinions became her own.
She’d been fifteen then, practically an adult by the commune’s standards. Anton began training her and other teens in martial arts, shooting, and hand-to-hand combat. Soon after, the group’s midwife, Cress, took Sol on as an apprentice. Sol loved foraging for medicinal herbs, binding small wounds, and delivering babies, but she worried Father’s break with the commune might morph into something more dangerous. Her philosophy was to lay low. She didn’t trust Ridge Bahri to share that sentiment.
When Cress died from an infection, Sol took over her work. Meanwhile, Father sank into depression. He didn’t have an outlet like she did. Misery not tempered by satisfying work increased his disillusionment with the Earthers and came to a head that fateful day she turned seventeen.
They’d been sitting at a communal table with the others. It was Feast Day, but grasshoppers and drought had plagued the harvest. Still, Anton stood and toasted everyone with the moonshine he distilled behind his house. “The earth belongs to the earth! She gives what she will, and on this day, we show gratitude for it!”
Sol’s father straightened. His fists clenched, opened, clenched again. Finally, he rose and spread his palms across the oaken planks. “Gratitude for what?” He swept an arm to indicate the meager foods spread before them. A couple of women jumped up and scurried away, sensing trouble. Sol caught her father’s arm, but he shook her off.
He drew a shuddery breath, voice strengthening. “This is no feast. You are no leader. Spurning all technology has led us to spurn ourselves!” His gaze swept the thirty or so people left at the table before returning to Anton. “Your misplaced beliefs have led us to live like animals in the wilds. Once I believed in the Earther cause, but now I see how naive I was. We were. Your family toils endlessly for you, Anton, and you take more than your share. There is no equality in this camp.” He addressed the others again. “Look inside your leader’s house. You’ll see an excess of meat there! And a solar heater manufactured in New Chicago’s factories!”
Anton nodded to several of his men, who edged toward her father. Sol tugged on his arm, but he paid no heed to her or the guards closing in on him. His face twisted into something unrecognizable. Fear cramped Sol’s stomach, yet she stood up, too, and palmed a paring knife from her healer’s belt. Ridge Bahri raised a fist and slammed it down, then stepped away from the bench. He stomped toward Anton, and she followed on his heels. Sol doubted Father even remembered she was there. His glazed eyes saw nothing but injustice. No one but Anton Cheverra.
The men grabbed her father’s arms and thrust her away. They accompanied him to the head of the table and left her forgotten. No one saw the threat in her.
Anton’s goons positioned her father before the Earther leader. Father didn’t even struggle, just stood tall and indomitable in front of the man they’d known was dangerous for a long time. Not a messiah but a thug with a silver tongue. Step in! Say something to save him!
Before words could form, Anton bellowed, “How dare you betray me? Betray these people?” He whipped a hunting dagger from the leather sheath at his side. The rage in his voice stunned Sol into silence. Our leader’s true self emerges at last. 
Anton’s jaw worked. His eyes turned into bits of obsidian. The blade flicked out, winking in the sun. It swept toward her father and slashed sideways. Blood bubbled across Ridge’s neck. He put a hand against the gash, and crimson gushed between his fingers. 
Sol gasped, her world collapsing. Father swayed, tilted, surrendered to gravity—felled like an axe-severed tree. The men holding him drew back. They stood ten feet away, equidistant from Anton. Sol raised her knife and hurled it. The blade thudded into Anton’s shoulder, and a dark circle bloomed across his shirt. His eyes widened in surprise.
What have I done? Yet the sight filled Sol with dull satisfaction.
Her father choked out, “Run!”  His last word to her.
She hesitated. 
Anton bounded forward, bloody knife held aloft. He reached her before the stunned guards could react. Fingers clutched her sleeve. His weapon was a blur of steel filling her vision. Fire seared her cheek as she twisted away and left Anton holding an empty jacket. 
She’d wanted to stay. Fight. Protect her dying father somehow. Save him! But Sol fled into the woods.
More reaching fingers, the guards this time. They’d waited a moment too long to assist Anton. Now they couldn’t catch her. Sol was a monkey. A breath of wind. A wraith. Skinny but quick. And Anton was injured. 
Hands clutched at her, but she dodged and squirmed and slipped through the noose. Sol darted into the woods, weaving between tree trunks and pumping her arms. Her legs were long as a man’s, frame much lighter, muscles toned. Eventually, the sounds of pursuit faded. Sol hid deep in a thicket that night and tended the gash on her face. An inch higher, and she’d have lost an eye.

      [image: ]Sol comes back to the present. Fleeing saved her life, but she can’t forgive herself for abandoning her father even though logic tells her he was already a dead man. She couldn’t have beaten Anton. He was more experienced in combat and twice her weight. Rationalization doesn’t soothe the guilt, though, just fuels her desire for revenge. Anton stole the last of her family, and now she’ll steal what matters most to him. Not the Earth, but himself.
The memory cuts like a fresh wound. She refuses to forget even though remembering hurts. Without her thirst for revenge, why go on? She never planned to start a family or reach old age. Even her dream of becoming a healer has faded.
The grav boots feel like weights dragging her down, but they allow controlled movement. She practices walking around the tiny cabin while she thinks about her conversation with Clera. In another life, perhaps they’d have been friends, but not in this one. Her deal with the “captain” is a means to an end, a way to lull these thieves into letting down their defenses. Once the Goose reaches the U.S. Space Station, she’s gone.
No way is Sol traveling clear to Mars. By the time she got back to Earth—if ever—who knew where Anton might be? 
For the moment, she needs these criminals. Even she can see the importance of docking on the starship as a crew member, not a stowaway. Hopefully, the slick-haired kid can make that happen. He doesn’t look like an experienced tech genius, but she doesn’t resemble a trained nurse, either. 
Sol glances down at her outfit and wrinkles her lip. Where did Clera say she found the boots? In the engine room? Maybe Sol can snag a change of clothing there. She peers into the corridor, finds it empty, and steps out of the cabin. The shuttle hums like a living thing, and she’s glad it got to fly—if only it hadn’t taken her with it. 
Lockers line the left side of engineering. Machinery and piping fill the rest. One storage unit reveals padded spacesuits obviously meant for spacewalks, not navigating the interior of the shuttle. A second locker contains grav boots, a rack of helmets and gas masks, and more suits, but these are made of some clingy black material similar to gymnast leotards. 
Sol finds suits to fit her lanky frame. The NASA emblem decorates the right breast, and tugging to remove it doesn’t work. Sol shrugs. She’d better tell those kids on the bridge to get changed so they don’t give away who they really are. 
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Clera

Clera edges around the boots she left sitting on the stairs and climbs. Voices float into the stairway. Elio sounds defensive. “… can do it! Clera might look puny, but she’s got a backbone.” 
Mila argues, “This scrull isn’t the kind of person she’s dealt with before, Elio. Did you see the look in her eyes? She’s been through things the rest of us can’t imagine.” He starts to argue. She overrides him. “I know you were Slummers who lived on the streets, but only for months. Sol has been out there for years, and before that, the Barrens. Who comes back from that? I’m telling you that our stowaway is a killer. She’ll say what she has to in order to survive, then stab us in the back.”
Juke chimes in, “It’s nothing against Clera, hom. Just facts. People from the Barrens are worse than gang members, so I’ve heard. It’s survival of the fittest out there. You learn to be vicious, or you die.”
Clera clunks onto the bridge. Three heads swivel at the racket. All her crew remain just where she left them. 
“Whoa, girl,” Juke whistles. “That’s some fancy footwear.”
She walks toward them to exclamations of “Grav boots!” and “Where did you find them?”
“They were in the engineering lockers. There’s clothing there, too, and we’re going to need it. Elio and I don’t look like space travelers in our jeans

      [image: ]
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