

CHAPTER ONE

The largest private collection of rare artifacts from other worlds could be found in central New Jersey at Princeton University, and if anyone knew Maya Hoshimoto was a thief, they wouldn’t have let her anywhere near there.

Fortunately, no one did.

And anyway, she wasn’t a thief anymore, just a thirty-one-year-old graduate student entering her second year toward a PhD in comparative cultures—who happened to know a lot about foreign artifacts.

It was an excessively pretty end of summer, the kind where the birds were chirping and a few flowers hung drunk from their stems, but the air had just an edge of premonition to it. For Maya, who had grown up off-world under a dome, weather of any kind still felt like a gift.

Maya wandered into the subbasement room of the Dr. Frank R. Humbert Alien Artifact Collection and Rare Books Archives, where staff were unboxing recent acquisitions. Her friend Pickle, one of the assistant archivists, looked up and grinned at her. “How do you always know when we’ve got a delivery? I didn’t even know you were capable of waking up before ten.”

“Obituaries,” Maya said, then realized that maybe this wasn’t the kind of thing a graduate student paid attention to: that the grandson of a famous explorer, Dr. Nkosi, had died in his bathtub a month ago. She added: “I saw the van outside.”

Most material ended up sitting in storage for a couple of decades, but the Nkosi Foundation had dropped a hefty monetary donation to ensure that these items were given priority treatment.

Maya watched them remove artifacts from the boxes onto two long tables lined with black velvet. Her studies included an internship with the archives, which had a special relationship with the Department of Comparative Cultures. And while the pay was ridiculously low, she enjoyed hanging out here. She was friends with most of the staff, and every once in a while, they came across something truly special, something that might, just maybe, unlock a constellation of discovery.

“Quite a personal collection,” said one of the other grad students.

Maya raised an eyebrow. What she saw so far was disappointing: counterfeits and other common items. She reached for a round stone object etched with wavy lines.

“According to the inventory notes, those are worth more than your yearly paycheck,” said Pickle.

“Really? I know I don’t get paid much, but these are just personal hygiene products from the current era,” said Maya. She lifted it closer to her nose and inhaled a complicated scent, almost like chocolate with a burnt undertone. Fashionable right now on certain Belzoar worlds. “Even accounting for the cost of interstellar shipping.”

The others stared at her.

“What else we get?”

“This one’s a thousand-year-old Frenro sculpture.” The other grad student offered a peek.

“Mmmm.” Maya reached for the snarl of metal and stone. It reminded her of an old friend and a ship and all the ever-changing stars she’d left behind to be here.

“Careful!” said Pickle.

“This one’s fake too. And I’m always careful.” She lifted it higher, so its polished facets caught the light, and examined the smooth surface.

“Bullshit,” sputtered Brian, a conservator for the Artifacts Division. “It’s been authenticated. It’s one of the most valuable pieces of his collection.”

Maya probed one of the metal bits, ignoring his protests. “These types of Frenro sculptures are like a memory box of places a Frenro has lived, hence the mixed media.”

“Yeah, and?”

“This piece here is”—she scanned it again with her ocular lenses—“quartz.”

“So?”

“Quartz that appears to contain a significant amount of nitrogen,” Maya said. “Nitrogen in high concentration is poisonous to Frenro.”

“Oh my god. So true,” said Pickle with a laugh.

“And this fragment here”—Maya pointed out a black shard—“is a settler-manufactured data chip, the kind we used to make.” During the war, she meant, but didn’t say. She remembered her parents assembling the tiny parts that went into them every night at the kitchen table. Best to avoid mentioning it in mixed company.

Brian came to examine it.

Maya would have liked to linger over the rest of the items, but there was a blinking in her lenses indicating an incoming call from her lead academic adviser, and it unfortunately could not be ignored.

   


CHAPTER TWO

Her old silver Planet 9 bomber jacket barely kept out the chill of the stacks she’d retreated to for privacy. No need for anyone else to witness her humiliation.

The subbasement was a solid 18 degrees Celsius, dry, and dimly lit, to keep mold and deterioration at bay. The south side of the floor held metal shelves full of as yet untouched artifacts and the long tables where they’d been unpacking the Nkosi shipment. The north side boasted rare volumes and correspondence—Pickle’s domain. There were never many people around.

Maya slipped into the expandable-meter gap between the shelves and slouched against the cold metal frame. The gloom was bearable, except it reminded her too much of the banged-up, dusty orange world she called home.

She removed a chunky camera ring from her pinky and balanced it on the lip of a shelf, then touched her earlobe.

Dr. Liam Waterson’s head materialized above a row of mint condition crimson-bound minutes from some conference on interstellar relations.

His face was puffy and pale under a shock of red hair, except for a flush that blotched his cheeks and neck. Scowling, as usual. For as long as Maya had known him, he was irritated or anxious or both, and there was something comforting about his consistency.

“What is this?” he asked, without preamble.

So he had read the paper.

He’d called a week ago and asked her to send over what she’d been working on this summer for Xenology, a premier scientific journal. Liam wanted her to get a head start on accruing publication credits—important if she wanted a future in academia. Extra important if she planned on focusing entirely on museum studies rather than fieldwork.

Except she hadn’t been working on the paper. She had spent the last two months hiking and attempting to catalog every flavor of ice cream in New Jersey. Which left the only acceptable option of somehow condensing what should have been several months of research into seventy-two hours and appending a description of a concert she’d once attended while high on otherworldly psychedelics. Still, considering it was closer than Liam had ever been to another world, she thought it a fine enough contribution to the field. Fine enough-ish.

Maybe the detail about people vomiting acid on the carved stone floor and getting stuck when her soles began to melt was a little too much.

“It’s just a rough draft. To give you the general idea.”

“This isn’t a research paper. It’s a personal essay.” Maya may have grown up speaking Settlement Japanese, but her English was fine, and still Liam enunciated every consonant like he wasn’t certain she understood. “You can’t submit this. I gave you an extremely detailed outline, and you’ve driven over it backwards and forwards with a truck. How have you not made more progress? The deadline for submission is in three days.”

She decided to try for flattery first. “I figured as the foremost human expert on Belzoar culture you’d appreciate the unique set of firsthand observations.”

“Thank you for reminding me at every opportunity of all your ‘field’ experience,” snapped Liam. It was a sore subject. He might be an expert, but he had never left Earth due to a serious fear of flight, rooted in some wealthy childhood trauma involving a private plane. Despite this, his research techniques were excellent, and he was (Maya hated to admit) brilliant, which was how he had managed to develop cutting-edge theories without leaving New Jersey.

“No, sorry, I didn’t mean that. Look, all we have to do is sprinkle in a little data and, like, charts, and this will be another award-winning—”

“What data? What charts?” Liam’s voice jumped an octave. “And I told you to stop referencing your precious mystical grail in any papers. This was supposed to be a paper about Belzoar music. Which your grail has nothing to do with, even theoretically. And if it did—I’m telling you, no serious scholars write about it.”

“That’s why it’s fresh!” Maya attempted a smile.

“It’s a myth,” he growled.

Maya crossed her arms. “It’s real. Frenro have seen it with their own eyes. Er, visual receptors.”

“Like when? A thousand years ago? Everyone knows Frenro don’t have the best memory,” said Liam.

At this point, Maya could have pointed out that only one of them had met a Frenro, let alone operated an LLC with one, but she decided accepting the lecture was the quickest route to ending the conversation. Her committee of three advisers was already down to two after a disagreement over an interpretation of Belzoar courtship practices that she maintained was problematic—the interpretation, not the practices. Her advisers were now just Liam and Dr. Barnes, a professor who had been “on the verge of retirement” for fifteen years and was happy for Maya to do whatever she wanted. If Liam dropped her too, the Department would likely ask her to leave.

Liam scrubbed a hand through his beard. “This is a fucking nightmare. Like actually, this is the manifestation of a recurring nightmare I have.” At least he was transitioning from anger to anxiety, so that was good. “I just—I don’t know what to say. I’ve been trying to give you a chance, but you don’t make it easy. It’s like you don’t care. Why did you even come back?”

Because passion can be dangerous, she could have said, and I’m too old to keep chasing ghosts. But she said nothing, because when she said nothing, Liam tended to keep going until he tired himself out. Maya ran a finger over a neat row of books. She inhaled the scent of paper and dust and that sweet-acrid chemical glue they used for reassembling ceramics.

She had first come to Princeton for graduate school ten years ago. She and Liam had started in the same cohort. But Maya had taken a leave of absence in her first year to explore an existential crisis, and Liam had gone on to graduate and publish a book that was not only suitable for a mainstream audience but a bestseller. Now Maya was starting over, and Liam was a prodigiously young, tenured professor at their alma mater.

His husband, Quintin, was an old friend of Maya’s. Small galaxy, academia. That was, in fact, how Maya and Liam had reconnected when Maya decided to come back to Earth and give academia a second try.

Maya had been good at school once. She’d graduated with high honors from undergrad back in the day. And she did have impressive field experience. Last October, newly returned to Earth, she’d helped Liam publish a journal article that got stellar reviews. She even enjoyed life at the university when she wasn’t drowning: the way a conversation at two in the morning could crack open your mind, the discoveries you might find combing through archive materials no one else had bothered to unbox, the possibility that you might be able to contribute something to the universe without anyone getting hurt.

But lately, every time she sat down to work, she seemed to get distracted. She’d survived her first year with a brutal slog that had been helpful for pushing away all other thoughts. But then summer had come, and since she’d eschewed the fieldwork route that most of the other students took, she’d been left knocking about campus.

“… There are only so many ways I can dodge the Chair asking about your performance metrics.” The Chair of the Department already held it against Maya that she hadn’t done fieldwork the past summer. Maya wrinkled her nose. She liked to fantasize about a time when academia wasn’t about raw numbers—articles published, conferences attended, colleagues “supported,” awards won, and grants pulled in. But she supposed if there was one thing people were good at, ivory tower or no, it was cramming themselves into some sort of grind.

She’d been so proud when she was admitted ten years ago, the first settler from PeaceLove to attend an Earth university, and one of the famous old ones at that. Her mother had cried, and her father had been insufferable. But then it was miserable. She’d come back, because she thought it would be different now that she was older, more mature, wiser, and smarter, with nothing to prove. But also, she didn’t know what else to do.

“Send me a new draft by noon tomorrow,” Liam was saying. “We need to get you back on track or …” He leaned ominously into the conjunction.

“That bad?” Maya asked. She was joking, but not really. She didn’t want to know the answer, because deep down (not that deep), she was as vain as the next person. She adjusted the books before her so they formed a precise red line.

Liam shook his head. “We want you to reconsider fieldwork.”

Maya’s finger jerked one of the soft leather volumes out of formation. She didn’t mean to leave Earth anytime soon if she could help it, even if missing space sometimes felt like having the refrain of a favorite song rattling around in her head without being able to hear it for real. “You never did any fieldwork.”

“Well, you’re not me!” snapped Liam. “And you don’t exactly love the museum stuff.”

Fair. She struggled with the quietude. It left too much space for guilt and grief to sneak in the window in the early morning so she couldn’t bring herself to get out of bed. She’d come here for a fresh start, and yet some days she could barely drag herself to lectures.

“What about that fieldwork proposal you put together a while back? I talked to Professor Muhammad, and he’d still take you.”

“That was under duress. I’m not spending a semester in the Belzoar Nodal Region,” said Maya.

“The Chair wants to put you on probation. You haven’t just been struggling, your work has been bad, and it’s offensive, because I know you know this, and you’re capable of doing better, so really you’re just wasting my time. I don’t have the bandwidth to save you from yourself. I can’t spend all my time propping you up. I have other responsibilities. My own problems. So, this afternoon, five p.m. Come by, and we’ll go through it. And follow the outline this time.”

He cut the connection before Maya was able to retort: I don’t like your new mustache, so I guess we both have issues with how the other one spent the summer. For the best.

She put her head down on a cart of unshelved materials. The sudden silence pressed inward. She tried to imagine she was out there in the black, enfolded by a blanket of starlight. No, even with her eyes closed, she could feel everything around her; she was drowning in the excess of matter.

Liam was always direct and often rude, but rarely this harsh. And what made the lecture worse was that he wasn’t wrong. Therapy had helped, but she just didn’t fit here, never had. Lone settler woman among all the rich and privileged Earth-born students. But she wasn’t one to give up.

She needed to find Pickle.

   


CHAPTER THREE

Her friend was in their uncomfortably bright, tiny basement office, carefully removing paper books from an old, dusty box. One of the many reasons Pickle was hoping for a promotion was that they’d finally get an office upstairs with windows.

They hooted when they saw Maya. “Brian is so pissed. He thinks you’re right about the fakes. You always gotta ruin everything.”

Pickle was five years younger than Maya, with a newly minted PhD in library science and a specific expertise in space exploration of the twenty-first and twenty-second centuries. Having never left Earth, Pickle reveled in Maya’s swashbuckling stories of space. Pickle, incidentally, wasn’t their real name, and they didn’t particularly like pickles.

“What’s wrong, my puppy?” Pickle asked, registering the expression on Maya’s face. Pickle had star-shaped blue glitter tattoos smattering their neck, a violet mohawk, and home-printed retro wire-rimmed glasses that magnified their eyes. They also had all the sense of humor and mischief that Liam lacked, which is why Maya and Pickle got along so well. They flipped over the book and examined the spine with an expert eye.

It was black, with flaking white-gold-embossed lettering and yellowing artificial pages that suggested late twenty-second-century production. It looked like small-batch printing, possibly even a single-batch. The Chinese characters on the spine were faint but legible. Maya’s ocular lenses superimposed a translation: Dr. Wei Huang. And more faintly: Expedition of the Traveler, A Memoir—Vol. 5.

Maya’s next words died on her lips. “What’s that?” she asked, seized by a sudden, total lust.

Her friend admired the volume with a gleam of desire that matched Maya’s own. “This is the actual most valuable item from today’s delivery. So. Fucking. Cool. Right? The boss said I was in charge of it until she gets back.” They kept going but Maya no longer processed what they said.

She imagined she could smell the book from across the desk. Her fingertips itched to touch its paper pages, feel the faintest silty layer of dust from its decay.

One of the most famous space explorers of all time, Dr. Huang, had led an expedition 120 years ago deep into foreign regions of space, all the way into the Dead Sea itself. Six crew members had embarked. Only two returned—Huang and Nkosi. And the records of what happened were patchy, intentionally redacted by the crew, or so people said, as if they’d wanted to ensure no one could ever trace their path. Some believed they’d found something they didn’t want anyone else to know about.

They’d been hunting for a device that could create the nodes that led to new worlds—a “stardust machine,” once common, now lost. Rumor was they finally found it at the end of a seventeen-year search—but if that were true, then where was it?

More than a century since that journey, and the voyage of the ship, the Traveler, was shrouded in mystery. Many of the reports of its crew had been destroyed or lost, including this volume, the fifth of six, of an unpublished memoir. Until today.

Maya thought she might faint with excitement. Despite being Earthborn, Dr. Huang was something of a folk hero to settlers. She was a polyglot who spoke eight languages, including Mandarin, English, and Japanese, and at least one Belzoar language. She’d discovered most of the settlement planets in her first expedition. Maya couldn’t believe this long-lost volume had been stuck in some person’s private storage with no one to appreciate what it really was. She could only imagine its contents.

“Hey, are you listening to me?”

“Hmm, what?” Maya asked.

“I was asking if you could give a tour of the Collection to some potential donors. It’s a big deal. They just messaged today that they’re here on campus, and sorry they didn’t give us a heads-up, but they’d love to just ‘stop by’ in an hour, and I’m freaking out, okay? You know I don’t do public speaking. If you do this, it’ll get me—and you—major points with the boss. I bet you could get out of inventory duties for a month. Please say you’ll help me.”

Normally, the archives should’ve had someone more important than Maya give the tour, but Pickle’s boss, the Executive Director, was away on vacation, and Brian was painfully awkward and in a funk over the fakes in the delivery they’d just received. Whereas everyone knew Maya gave fantastic tours, on account of knowing dozens of interesting, obscure facts about the artifacts that even some of the archivists didn’t, thanks to her previous career.

“I can’t,” Maya said, wrenching her eyes from the book. “I have to pull off an academic miracle in the next few days, and—listen.” Maya leaned close and abandoned all attempt at nonchalance. “Can I read that?”

“Oh,” said Pickle. “I’m sorry. We haven’t digitized it yet, and access is by Executive Director authorization only. And anyway, someone’s already requested and been approved for it. That’s why I pulled it.”

“Who?”

“A visiting professor. Some guy who came down from Yale especially for it.”

Maya frowned. “How did he even know we had it? You just unpacked it. We haven’t added it to the catalog yet.” Generally, he shouldn’t have had access until the whole collection had been processed, and even then only to the digital copy.

“Maybe he reads the obituaries too,” Pickle deadpanned. “I heard he talked to the Foundation about private acquisition but couldn’t get them to sell. When he heard we won the auction, he worked out some special deal with the Executive Director.” Maya wondered what kind of pull this guy had.

“But I’m your friend.” She collapsed into the narrow space between Pickle’s desk and the wall. Pickle didn’t have room for a second chair for guests. “And I’m going to be expelled.” She wasn’t above guilt-tripping when rare materials were involved. So she told Pickle about the call with Liam. “The missing two volumes are supposed to extensively cover their time in the Belzoar regions. I bet everything I need for my research is in that book.”

“Your paper on Belzoar music?” Pickle said. “Didn’t Liam give you an outline with suggested sources? I’m holding one of the greatest finds of my life, and you want to use it for an itty-bitty paper?”

“Come on,” begged Maya. “Just let me smell it.”

Pickle cackled and relented. It was something the two of them had bonded over, this insatiable curiosity: Maya’s for other worlds and Pickle’s for the past, both realms unknowable in their own way.

They cracked the case with a pop and a hiss.

“I’ll hold it,” said Pickle. “You can look over my shoulder. But no drooling. And don’t even think about recording.”

The volume creaked beneath Pickle’s fingers. Maya clutched their arm. Her whole body trembled with excitement. They turned the pages slowly together, Maya’s lenses translating the Chinese into Settlement Japanese as they went. Descriptions of months spent aboard the ship, the day-to-day antics, the fixing of things. Forget the paper, Maya wanted to hole up in the reading room with this book and devour it.

“Wait,” she said, reaching for the page to stop Pickle from turning it. Pickle swatted her finger away before it touched the paper.

“What?”

Maya was busy reading the description of the crew’s past rendezvous with a Frenro traveler:


Calendar’s account of the stardust machine was the first tangible evidence we’ve had in over fourteen years that what we seek still exists. Calendar even described it: less than a meter tall, brown cylindrical trunk, not metal but more organic. At the top and bottom, something like tentacles or roots—though it is unclear if this is just because Frenro tend to describe many things as tentacles.



“Stardust machine,” said Pickle. “Isn’t that the thing they were searching for?”

“It—it can’t be,” said Maya.

“Why not?”

“No, I mean yes, I mean—” Maya stared at the description. Words fluttered in her chest. She wanted to tell Pickle she knew this machine that supposedly could construct gateways between solar systems. She’d dreamed of it.

“Are you all right?” Pickle asked, shutting the book and turning around. “You look like you need to sit down.” They offered their chair.

Maya shook her head. Her brain was whirling. Because she was filled with a sudden certainty that Dr. Huang’s machine was the very same object she had sought fruitlessly for nine years before returning to Princeton. “I need this book,” she told Pickle. “Just a few hours.”

“Okay … no, sorry,” said Pickle. “The professor is coming by to use it this afternoon. But I can ask the boss if you can help me digitize it, and you can look at it then. Maya? What’s going on?”

Maya couldn’t meet their gaze. Why did you even come back? “Like you said, this is an incredible find.” Could she steal it just for a few hours? Well, yes, she could. But she wouldn’t. She was reformed.

“I’m your friend,” said Pickle, flicking her words back at her like an accusation. “And now I feel like you’re lying to me.”

That stung, but only because it was true. She wanted to tell Pickle everything. But that required answering questions Maya wasn’t sure she was ready for.

Maya shut her eyes and listened to the building sigh. It was in quiet moments like these when time felt like a membrane surrounding her, as if she just stuck out a finger and poked, she might find herself tumbling into a different time and place. It didn’t work like that, of course. Not on Earth anyway. “I need to make something right.”

“And a book will help you do that?”

“It might. I hope so.”

Pickle pursed their lips. “Does this have something to do with whatever you were doing before you got here?”

“Contractor for a small independent shipping company.”

“Sure. Accounting and tracking shipments, blah blah blah.” But Pickle was trying to meet her wherever she was in the fog, and they both knew it. Pickle slipped the volume back in the vacuum case. They waited with the same patience that made them so good at their work.

“I have this friend who has been looking for something for almost a hundred years,” said Maya, and then she winced, because she’d been avoiding thinking about how she’d left things with Auncle, and now she was again.

“I take it this friend isn’t human. Wait, does this have to do with your obsession with the so-called grail?”

“It’s not so-called,” said Maya.

“Well, it’s called that by you, so …”

“Fine,” said Maya. “I gave it that nickname, but it’s a real object. You know a couple of hundred years ago, Frenro stopped being able to have children? Around the same time the last of these things was seen. Which is not a coincidence. My friend Auncle believes it’s a critical part of the Frenro ecosystem, without which they can’t conceive—like flowers without honeybees. Auncle wants children more than anything.”

Already, she could feel the path calling her back, the sugar-sweet high of obsession still within reach. She had given up the quest because she had learned the hard way it would eat the years of her life and spit her out old with nothing to show for it but a trail of mistakes. Auncle hadn’t understood why she’d left, hadn’t been able to. No, she couldn’t do that again—but if she figured out where it was, she could at least tell Auncle.

Pickle was considering what she’d said. “The Frenro can’t have children anymore? Why don’t more people know this? That’s heavy.”

“There aren’t a lot of them left to talk about it. I’ve only met six in my lifetime.”

“Wow.” Pickle’s eyes filled with tears. “That’s horrible.”

“This stardust machine—I think it’s my grail. Their grail. And this book could be the key to finally finding one. That’s why you have to let me borrow it.”

She thought she had Pickle close to yes. But then Pickle pivoted away, flicking at an invisible message. “Damn. Those important visitors I told you about are here. So listen. How about a deal …”

Which was generally how all Maya’s wild and terrible adventures started.

She said yes.

   


CHAPTER FOUR

Maya congratulated herself on how far she’d come in terms of personal growth. It was 11:00 a.m., and she wasn’t even thinking about stealing the Huang book. Though it would have been easy. The building was desolate during August, and the volume was just sitting in a hold cabinet with a lock so simple Maya could have hacked it eyes closed with one hand while sipping tea. But she’d given up that life when she’d sucked in her first lungful of natural air in over a decade.

She still couldn’t wrap her mind around the fact that she and Dr. Huang had pursued the same object, a century apart.

She’d been obsessed with the legend of Dr. Huang’s expedition when she was a child: the journey to other worlds beyond human space, the camaraderie of the crew of the Traveler, and the discoveries of long-lost civilizations.

She leaned back against the welcome desk of the archives, appreciating the mild yellow sunlight streaming in through the front windows.

Her eyes lifted to a quote by Dr. Wei Huang inscribed over the front entrance: You can’t live in the universe without leaving footprints.

Perhaps it should have said: You can’t live without damaging things. Maya grimaced.

A message from Liam appeared in her feed. She opened it with a double wink. There was a pitted slab of building block displayed in the middle of the lobby, the remnants of an ancient civilization. The words in her ocular lens hovered over it like a caption.

Just wanted to say sorry. Have some personal stuff going on right now, and I may have unfairly transferred some of that. However, substance of what I said was all accurate. See you this afternoon.

What personal stuff could have him so off-kilter? He had everything: a perfect marriage, a sterling professional reputation, two bestselling books, a house that was fully paid for, a trust fund, and three parents who doted on him. She envied him.

Notable, though, that he’d said nothing about the Huang book. She’d sent him a message, hoping he might intervene and prevent it from being handed over to the Yale professor. It was a sign of his distraction that he wasn’t already down here demanding to see it.

Sighing, she went back to skimming research materials with one eye and watching for Pickle’s wealthy couple from Minnesota with the other.

The deal that Pickle had offered was this: Maya would give Judy and Emon Bond a tour that would convince them to cut a big fat check to support the archives, and in return, Pickle would temporarily “process” the Huang book for a few hours while Maya looked through it.

So here Maya was, plotting how to convince this couple to make a sizable donation. She could tell them the swashbuckling story about how the Humbert Archives ended up with the American flag upstairs. Midwesterners loved that one.

The heavy doors opened, allowing the entry of a blue-and-yellow clamshell delivery drone. It made a beeline for her.

She held out a hand automatically, and it handed her an obsidian box, one of those cheap projectors you could order if you didn’t have a projection ring—or you didn’t want to be tracked.

She scanned it for a name and nearly dropped it in confusion: Auncle. But Auncle wasn’t in system, Auncle couldn’t be—

The doors opened a second time and her visitors entered. She shoved the box into her pocket and replastered on a smile.

Both wore short sleeves and matching baggy blue trousers upcycled from former NASA jumpsuits. From their attire, the zealous gleam in their eyes, and Pickle’s description of them, Maya already knew their type. Which was to say, well-meaning space enthusiasts.

“Hello! I’m Emon, and this is Judy,” said Mr. Bond. “We heard you’re a student. Three cheers for Old Nassau, eh?” According to Pickle, these folks had recently inherited a highly profitable plastic decomposition company and were in the market for worthy causes.

She felt their eyes scroll past her patched bomber jacket and low-quality cloth pants that should have been recycled several years ago. One of the things she’d sworn to herself this time around was that she wouldn’t try to blend in. But conformity could be a comfort, and there were times when she regretted her choices; everything about her screamed settler.

“Nice to meet you,” she said, and then remembered to offer a hand to shake, Earth-Western-style.

He started to take it before his gaze settled on the tattoo pattern outlining her left eye like a ring of ancient keys. She’d gotten it in college as a way of embracing what she was, to the extreme consternation of her parents, who didn’t approve of tattoos of any kind. There were only two reasons people got this one: either because they were from Earth and young and foolish and thought it was “like, just kind of quantum,” or because they had grown up on one of the outer system settlements and were Infected as children. As Maya had been.

Most Earth folks might mistake it for the former, but the Bonds knew space. Out there, it was a mark of pride that you had survived, that you were something more than normal human. But on Earth? Well.

Emon dropped his hand and coughed, pretending he hadn’t.

The book, Maya told herself. You’re doing this so Auncle can find the grail.

“Welcome to Humbutt!” That was the student nickname for the building. Maya clapped her hands with more cheer than she felt. “We are going to have a fun time!” She was overdoing it. Sweat trickled down the inside of her shirt, and her voice sounded too loud in her ears.

“Bless you! We sure are!”

She led them to the elevator. The museum was on Humbutt’s fifth floor. The base of the building was encased in stone, with excessive faithfulness to the Gothic architecture that still dominated campus. Above the second story, the building transitioned to glass and steel and mycelial concrete, and the effect was jarring and hideous. Naturally, it had won several architectural awards.

“I just love your accent,” said Judy, as a segue to asking what she really wanted to: “Where are you from?”

“PeaceLove,” said Maya.

“The Japanese one,” Judy explained to Emon.

“Ah, I’ve been to Tokyo a couple of times,” said Emon. “Amazing place. They’ve got a seawall almost as big as the Great Wall. And I just love the people.”

“I’ve never been,” admitted Maya. Her father’s parents were climate refugees from some of the smaller cities swallowed by the rising sea. “My mother is from New Jersey, though. I still have family here.” It was one of the reasons she’d wanted to come to Princeton: to get to know the family she’d only exchanged video messages with over the years.

“Wonderful,” said Emon.

She leaned in to let the retina scanner at the elevator bank capture her eye. “As you can see, security is tight,” Maya said, knowing they’d be impressed. “Unless you’re authorized, you can’t see the collection without a guided tour.” Some of Maya’s ex-associates would have given several appendages for just five minutes unattended inside the collection, but to date, no one had ever successfully broken in. The words had their intended effect; both of the Bonds straightened in anticipation.

They filed into the elevator. The box in Maya’s pocket vibrated. She squeezed it, and it stopped.

“How’d you get into xenology?” asked Judy as the lift rose.

“Oh, ah, it’s always been a passion of mine.” Not quite a lie.

“Same here! Have you ever been to the California Museum of Other Peoples?”

Just once, a few years ago for a job, but she wasn’t about to say that. Fortunately, the question had only been asked as an excuse for Judy to add, “We were just there a month ago and saw some really incredible stuff—honey, remember that Oorani skin we saw? It was studded with diamonds.”

“Here we are!” said Maya, ignoring the comment.

The elevator doors opened, and they disembarked into a cold foyer. Before them stood a vault-like door with an automated security station in front of it.

“Will we get to see the Belzoar mineral composition?” Emon wanted to know.

“Absolutely.”

“Can we … can we touch it?” There was a superstition that if you touched a Belzoar mineral composition, you would have good luck for a year. It was also a rare and priceless artifact, and there was no way anyone would be getting their oily human fingers on it on Maya’s watch, trillionaires or no.

“There’s a model that imitates the texture well,” Maya promised instead. She hated to disappoint before the tour had even started.

Maya worked through the usual security measures—a physical lock and key, a coded entry point, more thumb and retinal scans—before the vault swung open. They were authorized to be here, and yet Maya felt all her nerve endings tingle in anticipation, as if she were here for a job.

Which she was. Just not that kind.

The Bonds pushed greedily into the first room.

The artifact collection was organized across four rooms. The first three were roughly in chronological order, one room for each era of human interstellar exploration: the First Contact era; Early Exploration led by Frank Humbert, for whom the collection was named; and the Early Settlement period, of which Dr. Huang was the leading pioneer.

The couple oohed and aahed over the quaintness of everything in the First Contact room: mobile phones, commemorative food and drink containers from the welcome ceremony, notebooks, and stuffed eight-legged Belzoar dolls that resembled spiders more than the actual people.

The curators had done a good job. Stirring orchestral music swelled as they moved through the room. Hope lingered in the air like perfume: of a cleaner, more peaceful Earth, science and advancement, traveling to new worlds, and being part of something bigger than one single rock going round a sun.

Maya pointed out the framed photo of the James Webb telescope next to shifting, grainy first images of a black patch in a field of stars: the anomaly that had appeared a tenth of the way between Mars and Jupiter only a decade after the first successful crewed mission to Mars. At the time, the only permanent presence outside Earth was the ISS II orbiting the planet and two occupied bases on the moon.

All people knew was they’d never seen anything like it: a dark thing the size of two cargo ships that lacked the expected mass or gravitational distortion of a black hole and expanded a few millimeters each year.

The Bonds admired the pitted and battered piece of metal that covered a third of the ceiling. They read the mosaic of faded corporate logos: sponsors of one of the first probes.

A year into scientists’ study of the anomaly, they’d been surprised by Belzoar probes popping out of it. “That’s when we realized what we had been looking at was a node that led to other worlds and people.” Belzoar explorers showed up shortly after to assess their new neighbors, and if they hadn’t been impressed, they at least hadn’t crushed humans with their superior technology.

She could tell she was doing a good job by the number of their questions. She ushered them through the exhibit fast enough to keep their excitement stoked, but not so fast that they felt cheated.

The adjacent chamber was a large, dimly lit room with long rows of cases featuring tools of the first exploration teams of other worlds: a laptop that had belonged to Dr. Frank Humbert himself, a camera, and plastic replicas of ration bars. Maya pointed out a few more objects, offering tidbits like: “That set of cutlery is worth more than a five-bedroom house in Princeton,” and “There’s a museum in Germany that blew a third of their annual budget on a counterfeit bag that was supposed to have belonged to Frank Humbert.”

They drooled over the original spacesuit with HUMBERT embroidered over the chest. Maya politely stopped Emon from running a hand over several space rocks.

The box in her pocket buzzed again. She squeezed it and fired off a message. Need a few! Sorry!

“I can’t wait to show you this next room!” she chirped, as if she didn’t hate it. It was filled with long rows of cases featuring various tools and clothing from humanity’s first off-world settlements. The main feature was an alternate-reality projection of a domed city, which stretched out beyond the walls.

And she was hit by that complicated wave of homesickness and alienation. The feeling of seeing yourself in a display case: your food, your dress, your whole way of life, pinned and neatly labeled—like being boiled and reduced on an electric stove to be eaten.

She gave a cursory wave at a few gems of the collection: a scrap of tenting from the first Chinese Settlement, the American flag—when she told the story, it landed as well as she’d anticipated.

“Everything finds its way home again, eh?” said Emon.

If only that were true.

Maya liked to imagine how it must have felt the first time people went through a node and found themselves in a solar system halfway across the galaxy. To really see with their own eyes that other life was out there, that there were yellow suns just like Earth’s, and other people who were as curious and yearning as they were.

“It must have been exciting,” said Judy, taking Emon’s hand.

The box in Maya’s pocket vibrated again. “I’m sorry, if you can just give me a moment,” Maya said to the Bonds, not wanting to break the flow but worried that something was wrong.

A life-size, towering squid-like figure filled the room.

Judy and Emon gasped.

Auncle was already speaking.

“Mayyyaaaa.” The voice seemed to reverberate. Her friend’s shape nearly scraped the ceiling.

Auncle was not, in fact, Maya’s auncle.

“My friend,” Maya explained.

“I have been trying to reach you and—”

“Are you all right?” Maya asked.

“Yes and no,” said Auncle. “I am doing very well, but the future may tell a different story, and—”

Not an emergency then. “I will call you in thirty minutes, okay?” Maya told xyr. “It’s great to see you again.” And it was, like stepping outside and realizing the sun was shining, and it was going to be a perfect day. But what the hell was Auncle even doing in call range of Earth?

Maya stuffed the cube back into her pocket and looked back at the Bonds, who had recovered from their shock and were grinning like they’d just won a trip to Venus.

“Amazing. Was that a real, honest-to-god Gatekeeper?” They advanced on her, eyes gleaming.

“That was Auncle, who is definitely not on Earth, since that would be illegal, and yes, xe is real, and by the way, they prefer ‘Frenro.’ Shall we keep going? We’ve only got twenty minutes left before we have to get out of here, and I know you wanted to see the composition, right? You’ll love it!”

They made no move to follow.

“How do you even know one?” Judy wanted to know. “Did you meet it, her, xyr, sorry, out there?”

“We were business partners,” said Maya, swallowing past a sudden ache in her throat. There were multiple reasons she didn’t want to talk about this.

“But not anymore?” asked Judy.

“I thought there were almost none left,” said Emon.

Maya fled into the next room.

It had an unrecognizable metallic smell that was sharp and funky. The lighting was dim as dusk, overlaid with a projection of the night sky. Tacky, but pretty too. Arranged clockwise around the room were dramatically spotlighted objects that gave the Humbert Collection its fame: artifacts from distant worlds.

Half of them scholars hadn’t yet identified. Maya had caused a stir last year when she’d figured out that one of the more beloved objects was just a pile of extraterrestrial excrement.

There, in the case by the door, was a flat piece of volcanic rock, intricately carved with a depiction of a city long gone. Civilization: unknown. The world was devoid of sentient life by the time other explorers arrived. A plaque next to it identified the donor as Anonymous.

A relatively small thing, and yet it had covered Maya’s application fee and up to ten more years of tuition, stipend, room, and board. She didn’t mention this to the visitors.

She paused by the set of sculptural figures next to it. The label speculated these were Frenro toys, though no human has ever encountered a juvenile Gatekeeper. Her fingers curled against the glass without her being conscious of it.

“Mother of Jesus,” whispered Judy Bond, all questions about Auncle thankfully eclipsed as Maya’d hoped. They were staring at the object in the center of the room.

They were meant to stare. This was the star of the show, after all, the grand prize of the entire collection. It was the size of a chair, suspended just above the ground: a jewel with ninety-nine sides, each face shimmering with a liquid quality. In front of it was the model Maya had promised them, beautiful despite the dullness of the film of fingerprints smeared all over it. But it was the original version that emanated a wave of sound: musical, cacophonous, in and out of human range of hearing, a never-ending waterfall.

“Wo-ow,” Emon Bond added for good measure.

As always, underneath a swell of joy and hope and love, Maya felt disgust—because this shouldn’t be here. It was one of ten compositions that had been carted home from an abandoned Belzoar space station by an excited scientific team.

“What is it really?” Judy asked Emon, voice wavering a little.

Maya answered for him: “Art.”

   


CHAPTER FIVE

Pickle was waiting for them down by the welcome desk, chatting with a virtual projection from a box that was much better quality than the cheap recyclable one in Maya’s pocket. It was the Executive Director, piping in from a freshly reconstructed beach in Puerto Rico.

“Hello,” she said. “I’m so sorry to have missed you—”

“Oh no,” said Judy. “It was a wonderful tour—and with a colonist too!”

“Settler,” Pickle corrected, but Judy didn’t seem to hear them.

Maya prayed for the muscles in her face not to betray her. The settlers of the Outer Worlds had left Earth for a multitude of reasons—escaping drowned countries and conflict, searching for adventure. The War of Independence had broken out twenty-eight years ago after rising disagreement over trade and foreign policy. When the settlers won, they vigorously ditched all uses of “colony.” The people of Earth, of course, continued to use the word.

“We even got to meet a special friend,” said Emon.

Pickle gave Maya a questioning look.

Judy was talking now about how spectacular the Belzoar composition was, and how freaked out she had been by that Gatekeeper—“Frenro,” said Pickle and Maya at the same time—“Hm? Oh yes, and the extraterrestrial gemstone collection was stunning, simply stunning.”

Thankfully, the Executive Director signaled to Pickle that they should retreat to the office for a more private chat. Pickle called over their shoulder—“I’ll be right back!”

Which left Maya drumming her fingers
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THE SIX SPACE-CAPABLE PEOPLE OF THE INTERSTELLAR WEB

(IN ORDER OF THEIR INTRODUCTION TO THE WEB)

FRENRO— The original architects of the Interstellar Web. They are primarily aquatic and invertebrate, with an ability to glimpse both past and future. They are vaguely potato shaped, with ten thick arms at their base, which they use for propelling through water or perambulating over ground, and hundreds of finer filaments and tentacles on top, which they use for sensory perception. They lack a central “brain,” instead storing their memories and knowledge throughout their bodies. A Frenro can live for hundreds if not thousands of years, and they continue to grow throughout their life. They are nearly extinct, having lost a key part of their ecosystem that allows them to reproduce, and are these days rarely encountered in the Human Nodal Region.

QUIETLING— These communal people are roughly the size of a golf ball. Each belongs to a larger colony that moves as one and operates with a “hive” mind, with different members performing different roles—sensory, movement, etc. Colonies range from thousands to hundreds of thousands, and the oldest are millennia old. This quality enabled the Quietling to travel to and settle other systems outside the Interstellar Web. They lack auditory senses, hence their name. They are technologically very advanced and, unlike other people, share their knowledge relatively freely. Because of this, they’re sometimes stereotyped as the “gossips” of the interstellar community.

FARSTARS— The Farstars occupy several worlds in the Quietling region. While they’ve been in the interstellar community longer than the Belzoar, they’re less advanced than most; their First Contact occurred before they had developed language or agriculture. They live farthest from the Human Nodal Region. Because of this, they’re rarely seen close to Earth. Their skin is covered in needles several centimeters long. They are approximately a meter in height and their vocalization tends to be louder than most peoples’.

BELZOAR— The Belzoar are the most prolific advanced people, with diverse cultures across nearly a hundred worlds and stations. The average life span of a Belzoar is only thirty years. They live in family “clans” that can occupy one or more worlds. One of the most militaristic Belzaor clans, the Lithians, are responsible for the deaths of millions of Frenro. Most of their clans are governed by instant referendum and an AI Governance System. They have eight appendages and colorful, hard carapace backs. At the center of their body is a large organ that vibrates constantly in an orchestra of tones far more complex than any human musical instrument. It can make walking with one a little distracting. Despite physical differences, they are culturally the most similar to humans, including their taste in art and music.

OORANI— Once an advanced space-faring people, the Oorani experienced First Contact several hundred years after broad societal collapse. They’ve recovered somewhat since then but are infrequent travelers, as they used up much of the resources of their planets. Their bodies naturally form gems on their skin during hibernation, which they augment with other precious stones. Invasive species and exploitation by their neighbors have contributed to a decline in the Oorani population.

HUMANS— The most recent addition to the interstellar community. Humans are bipedal and soft fleshed. They are less communal than most of the other advanced peoples. At the time of First Contact, they were at the beginning of establishing settlements on other bodies in their system. Humans are considered one of the more adaptable species and have rapidly expanded to other systems, though some of their Belzoar neighbors believe they are societally too immature for interstellar travel.
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They left Earth to save humanity. They’ll have to save themselves first.

‘The Deep Sky is a beautiful tightly-wound mystery’ Mary Robinette Kowal, winner of the Hugo, Nebula, and Locus Awards

‘In The Deep Sky, Kitasei puts us under the microscope not in judgment but with a fair and caring eye; she looks for the best in us’ C. L. Clark, author of The Unbroken

It is the eve of Earth’s environmental collapse. A single ship carries humanity’s last hope: eighty elite graduates of a competitive program, who will give birth to a generation of children in deep space. But halfway to a distant but livable planet, a lethal bomb kills three of the crew and knocks The Phoenix off course. Asuka, the only surviving witness, is an immediate suspect.

As the mystery unfolds on the ship, poignant flashbacks reveal how Asuka came to be picked for the mission. Despite struggling through training back on Earth, she was chosen to represent Japan, a country she only partly knows as a half-Japanese girl raised in America. But estranged from her mother back home, The Phoenix is all she has left.

With the crew turning on each other, Asuka is determined to find the culprit before they all lose faith in the mission—or worse, the bomber strikes again.
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