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      Abigail Monroe

      The Black Swan

      

      Abigail Monroe scrambled to reach the Black Swan’s lone escape pod as fire spread across the bridge.

      If there was one universal rule she agreed with, it was that no matter which side of the gaming table you find yourself on, it’s always the losing side. The only true winner, of course, is the house, and they care little about who wins or loses, as long as the game is played for as long as possible.

      She had foolishly believed she had been gambling against another player, risking her life fighting a worthy opponent. But, of course, the Syndicate empire was no ordinary enemy. In this game, they were the house. They controlled the cards, the chips, and the bets. They made the rules. And the rules were made to benefit them. They also believed they controlled the outcome of this game.

      Abigail never played by the rules, and she wasn’t going to settle for losing.

      As she now saw it, she had two options: refuse to play—or burn the house down.

      Maybe a little arson would be more to their liking.

      Trouble was, she wasn’t exactly in a position to put a match to anything at the moment. Somehow, she had already slipped up and it had cost her a ship and her crew.

      Abigail’s ship, the Black Swan, had seen better days. Once a prime shuttlecraft, the shuttle’s dark gray interior was now hanging in the balance, sparks flying from its panels. Its main viewport crackled and sparked, though its image remained intact.

      The nimble runabout ship was designed for transporting goods with speed and agility, but she hadn’t been built to withstand energy weapons. Abigail hadn’t even seen who had dealt the deadly blow. If the Syndicate already had a target on her back, their mission was already in jeopardy, and that simply wouldn’t do. But whether it was the Syndicate, the Orbital Guard, the Separatists—or even a bounty hunter looking to collect the price placed on her head—it didn’t matter. Either way, whoever it was had tracked her down and shot at her. Running from the law was one thing—she had been doing that her entire adult life. Being fired upon by a faceless foe was quite another.

      You didn’t become one of the most successful pirates in orbit without breaking a few rules and making a few enemies. But there was currently far too much at stake for there to be a target on her back. And whoever was pursuing her knew what they were doing.

      To a point.

      Abigail’s attacker had skillfully hit her fusion reactor. If the shot had been any more precise, she would have been hurtling into the atmosphere in an incandescent fireball instead of being granted a few priceless seconds to get her bearings and jump into an escape pod.

      More importantly, her attacker had mistakenly assumed Abigail wouldn’t survive the attack. But if there was one thing she would confidently bet on in any given situation, it was that she’d always survive.

      Or at least, she had so far. Abigail laughed at the thought. She wasn’t so easy to kill.

      Unfortunately, the same couldn’t be said for her three crew members.

      They lay dead, sprawled across the ship’s floor. The violent jarring of the ship had thrown each of them from their stations when the sparks had started to fly. Their faces had been burned and disfigured, their lungs void of life-giving breath.

      A pity, Abigail thought. They’d been a pretty good crew.

      A whisper at the back of her mind suggested their deaths should have bothered her more. Abigail wasn’t heartless, but she had seen her fair share of death. She would have said she’d miss these three, but she had barely known them long enough to remember their names. Fredrick? Chekov? Pria? The words sounded familiar, but the Black Swan seemed to pick up new faces every few months. Some were better than others.

      The life of an orbital pirate was a deadly one. Few had sufficient mettle. Fewer still survived more than a year. Those that didn’t die often disappeared. Whether or not it was by choice . . . well, most were never heard from again, so who was to say?

      Abigail swooped her cape over her shoulder and grabbed her staff. The smooth hickory object was more for show than it was for utility, but she never went anywhere without it.

      The ship’s sole escape pod had been built into the far side of the bridge, its inclusion an afterthought to whichever nitwit engineer had designed the vessel. For one, the gravity plating that lined the bridge didn’t extend into the pod. It was meant to be a last-ditch escape mechanism, so that was understandable. What Abigail didn’t understand was that it was impossible to fly the Swan with fewer than three people, and it possessed the capacity for ten, but the pod was only big enough for one. Two, if you were willing to get intimate with your shipmate.

      Abigail shrugged it off. No point in worrying about that now—she had the sole ticket to the finale of this event.

      Abigail wasn’t sure if it was part of an ancient naval code or merely tradition that stated a captain should go down with her ship. Then again, she had never been one for rules or traditions. Since whoever had designed the Swan had never intended for more than one person to escape catastrophe, she shrugged off the momentary question of honor. Perhaps it was the captain that deserved to fight another day.

      Two out of the Loop’s eleven FLOW stations hovered majestically on the ship’s main screen. Each was a testament to what forced ignorance could achieve.

      Future Life Orbital Waypoints. The meaning behind the name had all but disappeared from the vernacular, but the acronym remained. It was a term that had been generated centuries ago that had since lost all meaning. At one point, they were meant to provide salvation to humanity. Now the stations imprisoned a large swath of it.

      Abigail almost envied the poor saps on board those stations.

      Almost.

      But with smoke and flame rapidly filling the bridge of the Black Swan, nearly anywhere else seemed appealing. Abigail’s life was built on lies, anyway—could it really be any worse if she wasn’t aware of the truth? Maybe there was tranquility in not knowing what a shithole the Loop had become. Certainly, it couldn’t be any worse than hauling your tired ass into an escape pod to flee an unknown enemy and a ship you’d grown to love.

      She choked on the smell of burnt metal and melted plastic. Chaos surrounded her, but time seemed to slow as she surveyed the stations in the distance.

      Maybe those on board the stations are better off. Oblivious.

      Unlike the rest of those in orbit, who knew the system had gone to hell and either didn’t care or had no agency to fix it. Those who were so naïve to believe they had free will. That they were anything more than pawns.

      Guess we’re all pawns, though, aren’t we?

      Maybe she was the naïve one for believing something could be done about it.

      A burst of sparks above her head snapped Abigail from her thoughts, forcing her to focus on the emergency at hand. She faced her bridge one last time.

      Abigail didn’t fight the smirk that appeared as she pulled the metal door to the escape pod closed and punched in the commands to isolate it from the rest of the ship. She had struck a nerve with someone important, which meant she was on the right track. And she would live to fight another day.

      She pushed herself back from the door, fighting the reduced gravity and the queasiness from the sudden shift as she pulled the graphene straps across her body to secure her to the pod’s command station.

      “Abi?” A man’s garbled voice crackled over the pod’s speakers as she rerouted systems control to the console. “Abi, what’s happening? I’ve lost your signal.”

      There he was—the man who had got her into this mess. A man who was the epitome of someone who shouldn’t exist within the Loop yet was still one of the sanest voices in the galaxy.

      Oddly, if there was one person who could help her to tear the Syndicate apart, it was him.

      “Just a minor inconvenience, love. This may not be the best time, but I should probably let you know—I’m going to need a new ship.”

      “You’re kidding, right? You’re still going to hit the rendezvous?”

      “Uh . . .” Abigail jumped as a panel collapsed, missing her head by mere inches. “I’ll have to get back to you on that one, love.”

      “Damn OG!”

      “I don’t think the Orbital Guard has this kind of firepower . . . or competency.”

      Abigail flicked a switch, bringing the pod’s power systems online. A few more pushed buttons, and the shuttle shook with the release of its clamps.

      “Damn. Who, then?”

      “It doesn’t matter now. Listen, I’d love to chat about this, but I’m in the middle of getting the hell off this ticking time bomb. The Swan won’t hold together much longer.”

      “Things are that bad?”

      “What do you think I meant when I said, ‘I’m going to need a new ship’?”

      “I . . . I don’t know, Abi. I’ve been out of the Loop for so long, I didn’t put the pieces together. You said it was an ‘inconvenience.’”

      “Well, it sure as hell isn’t convenient from where I’m standing.”

      “Shit, Abi. What about your crew?”

      “Oh, them? They’re dead.” She didn’t mean for it to sound so cold.

      “All three of them?”

      “Yes, love. That’s what I meant by ‘all.’ I’m fine, though. Thanks for asking.”

      “Dead people aren’t usually so chatty.”

      “Well, wish me luck. I don’t know who did this to my ship or if they’re even still out there.”

      “Abi, if you get picked up by the OG, you’re done for.”

      Abigail rolled her eyes. “What exactly would you like me to do? I can handle the Guard. An exploding ship? Not so much.”

      “Shit, Abi, we have a rendezvous scheduled. If you miss the pickup . . .”

      “And here I was, thinking you were beginning to care about me.” Abigail smirked.

      “This isn’t the time to get cute. If you can’t get here, it’s going to get a lot harder for me to leave.”

      “I know what’s at stake,” she shot back. “Don’t forget who’s been locked away for seven years and who’s been out here flying ships and tracking your sorry ass down. We’ll find a way, love.”

      Abigail entered a few additional commands into the pod’s console and felt the single-burn engines igniting below her. The pod would emit an initial burst to put distance between itself and the ship. From there, it would have minimal thrust capabilities. It used old-fashioned rocket fuel, of all things, to power its initial burst. The process was crude and expensive, but it did the trick in an emergency.

      At least, I hope it’ll do the job.

      How long had that fuel been sitting in the pod’s tank? Years? Decades?

      Once the pod was clear of the Swan, solar panels would give Abigail the ability to steer and set course, but the rest would be left up to gravity and momentum. As close as she was to the planet, it wouldn’t take long for her to be pulled into the Earth’s atmosphere.

      As she blasted from the Black Swan, the world rumbled beneath her. Abigail thought it was the pod’s thrust, but the shaking didn’t stop, and soon she was flying end over end, somersaulting into space with far more velocity than her pod should have been physically capable of.

      With each rotation, her ship crossed her viewport—or at least, what was left of it. The source of her momentum came painfully into focus.

      The Swan had exploded.

      “That was close,” she thought out loud.

      A pop overhead grabbed her attention. Steam hissed out of a compartment, clinging to the gravity-less walls of the cabin as she spun.

      Abigail unbuckled her safety restraints, bracing herself against the freefall of the pod’s rotation. She scrambled to grab a cloth and shove it into the leaky compartment. She cursed as her skin connected with the hot metal pipe, and she shook her hand before instinctively sticking the sore finger in her mouth. The release of steam slowed, but it was replaced with the odor of burnt cloth. There was nothing else for her to do except hope the flame-retardant cloth maintained its integrity.

      Static filled Abigail’s headset and, for a moment, she thought her communications had been knocked out completely.

      There was only one way to find out.

      “Are you still there, love?” she ventured.

      “I’m here. What’s happened?”

      “New problem: the Swan’s toast, and the blast damaged the pod. I don’t have a lot of time.”

      “How can I help?”

      “Help? How are you going to help from there? I’ll have to figure this one out. Listen, we’ve kept this channel open for too long. I’ll meet you at the rendezvous. Until then, stay alive.”

      “You t—”

      Abigail killed the signal before the man could finish.

      He thinks he can help. Abigail rolled her eyes. Men were all alike. It didn’t matter if they were in command of a patrol vessel or locked away in a disconnected space station.

      “Now I’m in for it,” she muttered.

      The console’s screen was an antique. There was no need to fit the one-use vehicle with a holo-screen, she supposed, but the flat touchscreen display blinked and cut in and out as if impacted by a loose wire.

      She entered a few commands and was relieved to discover the system still worked well enough to perform a short-range scan. A nearby ship could be either her savior or her demise, but she was faced with no alternative. Nothing showed up on the scan, though, and she wasn’t sure if she should be relieved or disappointed.

      “Bloody hit and run!”

      She changed the parameters of her scan, expanding the range to the full distance the pod’s sensors would allow.

      “Abi, darling, you are in luck,” she said to herself. “The one ship in the Loop that might be willing to help without flaying your skin.”

      The ship on the screen in front of her had been on Abigail’s metaphorical radar for some time. The odds of it appearing during her moment of greatest need were nothing but providential.

      “I could have searched for you for months and turned up empty-handed, and yet here you are . . .”

      With a few keystrokes, she sent out a call on a channel she hadn’t used in a long time. It was an old pirate frequency that had fallen out of favor when the Syndicate had discovered it a few years back. But it was exactly what was needed to grab the attention of an ex-pirate.

      Abigail cleared her throat and narrowed her eyes. “Let’s give her a ring, then, shall we?”
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      Django Alexander

      Eclipse

      

      Why couldn’t things be normal for once?

      Alarms echoed through the dining hall of the space station Eclipse, causing Django Alexander’s heart to skip several beats at the sudden cacophony of noise—just as it did every time those blasted alarms blared. Django held his breath, waiting for the inevitable message that would follow.

      The open space of the dining hall seemed to amplify the noise. Several diners who sat at neighboring tables had covered their ears with their hands, while others continued to eat their flavorless meals with little interest.

      Django threw down his fork and it skittered across the table, the bone-rattling noise all around grating on his nerves.

      More deaths. More families torn apart.

      More change.

      Bile rose from the few bites of beans and potatoes Django had swallowed. A glance toward the washrooms ensured he had a clear exit path in case he needed to void his stomach’s contents. It likely wouldn’t get to that point, but it was wise to have a course mapped out just in case.

      In sync with the noise, the panel lighting that lined the perimeter of the room turned from blue to red. Screens flashed in warning before the inevitable message would convey the details of today’s emergency: the now-familiar report of a breach in the station’s outer hull.

      Again.

      The increased frequency of the alerts was soul-crushing. Each time they sounded, it meant only one thing—death. Each wail of the sirens represented another breach in the Eclipse's hull, which, inevitably meant someone had been sucked into the vacuum of space before the station technicians could fix the problem. As overcrowded as their lower level ring was, no one deserved that.

      The Eclipse consisted of four torus rings, built before the Climate Wars had destroyed the Earth. Before humanity was forced to evacuate the planet in the hope of saving it.

      Four torus rings, separated by the station’s core, and a transport shuttle that ran between them, now held all of humanity.

      “Those breaches aren’t slowing.” Eventide Rossi sat across the table from Django, holding a deck of cards in one hand and shuffling through it absently. Her fingers worked through the cards effortlessly, as though each card had a life of its own. She ran her other hand through her hair, confident the shuffling didn’t require both hands or her full attention. She had recently cut her hair short and tinged it with blue highlights; it was a style not sported by anyone else on the D-Ring, an influence from the B-Ring that Django found both beautiful and unnecessary.

      The alarms dulled, quieting to a tolerable level. The main station lights dimmed, darkening the room and allowing the red flashing emergency lights to take prominence.

      Aren’t slowing? Django thought. There had been three breaches during the past week alone; a dozen over the past month. Before that, he could only remember a handful of similar incidents before the start of the year.

      Eventide barely looked up as she laid a playing card on the metal table. The jack of diamonds.

      “Are you going to be all right?” Eventide asked, pushing back a strand of her blue hair.

      Django’s stomach roiled, but he thought he had been doing a decent job of keeping it together. Clearly not as good as he’d thought.

      The black screen that sat above their table flashed an angry red warning: HULL BREACH, SECTIONS D-GAMMA-97 TO D-GAMMA-102. EVACUATE IMMEDIATELY.

      The tension in his shoulders released, but the pang in his chest remained. The breach was on the opposite side of the D-Ring to the dining hall; away from where his family was planning his sister Celeste’s wedding reception.

      Despite the relief, Django didn’t reach for his fork again; he’d lost his appetite. Hunger didn’t matter, though; the celebration was in a few hours, and there was no point in ruining whatever appetite he might regain.

      “Me?” Django asked. He didn’t know whether to laugh, cry, or if he should react at all. “At this point? It’s just another piece of the station that needs repairing. There’ll still be a wedding today, as if it never happened. We carry on as though it’s normal.”

      Or as close to “normal” as we can get. Can we please get back to normal?

      “You’re the one who’s going to have to deal with these breaches,” he said. “I’ve been sitting on the edge of my seat for months. If anything, I’m worried about you. I still can’t believe you chose to spend your days fixing hull breaches when you could have lived the rest of your days in the dirt. Life’s a lot simpler that way.”

      Eventide’s face remained expressionless for a moment as she shuffled the deck again. She placed another card on the table: the jack of clubs.

      Django could tell by the way she shook slightly that she was nervous, but moving the cards did a good job of masking her jitters.

      “That’s the point,” she smirked. “There’s not enough excitement on the D-Ring. We might not be able to leave the station in our lifetime, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t opportunities elsewhere.”

      Django sighed. “I just wish it wasn’t so dangerous.”

      Eventide’s smile faded, and her hands stopped fidgeting. “For starters, you know as well as I do that when I signed up, hull breaches weren’t happening every other day. I thought I’d be adjusting sensors and fixing malfunctioning doorways, not this.”

      “Does that mean you’re reconsidering the position?” Django couldn’t help the trace of hope that had bled into his voice.

      She smiled. “Anything that’s worthwhile carries risk. I’d always hoped I would get to have an adventure. This is probably as close as I’ll ever get.”

      Django sighed, picked up his fork again, and tapped it nervously on the table. “How are the cards falling today? Are you still looking for meaning? Or just keeping yourself distracted?”

      “Is there a difference?” Eventide asked as she placed another card on the table. The jack of spades.

      “For you? Probably not.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Eventide continued her shuffling, a hint of annoyance in her voice, but the two of them had gone down this road before.

      “You know what I mean. You could be down here with us. Things are good here. We work hard; we feed the station; we’re sending supplies down to the planet. Is that not enough for you?”

      Django regretted the words as soon as they left his mouth. The truth was, he hated the fact that Eventide was moving to the B-Ring, and he didn’t understand why she felt the need to do so. Nobody else in the station’s history, as far as he knew, had transferred from D to B, and he didn’t know why Eventide needed to be the first.

      Things were fine as they were. The four-ringed space station had functioned within this paradigm for over a century. Administrative staff, leadership, and security personnel were stationed in the A-Ring. The B-Ring housed technical staff, engineers, technicians, maintenance workers, and logistics. Most of the station's manufacturing, item repurposing, and artifact recycling took place on the C-Ring. That left the largest torus ring of the station—the D-Ring. The final, donut-shaped level held most of the civilian population, but it was also home to farms, metal reclamation works, and the cargo bays that sent shuttles to and from the surface, carrying trees for reforestation, animal life, and equipment that would be used to purify the tainted consequences of the Climate Wars.

      The D-Ring was the lifeblood of the ecosystem’s regrowth, and Eventide wanted to leave it to turn bolts, rewire systems, and fix hull breaches.

      A flash of annoyance crossed Eventide’s face, but it quickly faded as she shrugged off his comments. “We’re all made to make a difference—in our own way. I could never be happy here. I was always meant for something more.”

      Django stopped himself from rolling his eyes. Eventide always talked about purpose. Life on the D-Ring had never been enough.

      He’d never be enough.

      He swallowed. Her eyes found his and held the same glint they often did when she spoke of better things.

      Better than me.

      He mentally rebuked himself. There would be time to sulk over Eventide later. Other things were happening today that warranted his attention. Despite the alarms, despite Eventide’s decisions, today was his sister’s wedding day.

      Django scratched at the collar of his dress shirt and wished he’d been able to dress as casually as Eventide for the event.

      Instead of traditional formal wear, she sported ripped black pants and a black hoodie unzipped at the front. The purple eyeshadow painted on her eyelids shimmered beneath the station’s lighting and complemented the highlights in her hair.

      Django wanted to focus on the day’s main event—it wasn’t every day his older sister got married—but the immediacy of the station’s emergency lighting and blaring alarm was distracting, and he couldn’t draw his mind away from their pull.

      “Are they telling you anything about the breaches in your training?” he asked. “Any idea why they’re happening so frequently?”

      Eventide shrugged and laid another card on the table. The jack of hearts.

      “The instructors don’t say much. I don’t think our ancestors ever meant for the station to last this long.” She sighed, pulled her black-hooded sweater closer around her, suddenly cold, and shook her head as though trying to dismiss a thought.

      “What is it?” Django asked perceptively. Eventide lifted her blue eyes to meet his own. “I can tell there’s something you’re not saying.”

      “It’s probably nothing,” she said, shaking her head again. “You know how we send so much of our supplies to the planet’s surface? We barely keep enough here to meet our needs. Even through this uptick in station damage. It’s as though we’re focused more on the Earth’s regrowth than our own needs.”

      “Well, isn’t that the point of all this?” Django asked. “Aren’t we trying to get out of here as soon as possible?”

      “None of us will get out of here if the station falls apart before the surface is ready.”

      She turned another card. The three of diamonds.

      “Shit,” Eventide said. “A three after three jacks? That’s bad luck.”

      Evie and her superstitions, Django thought. He never understood how markings on cards could signify anything relevant to real life.

      “What are you clowns doing?”

      Django cringed at the voice before he even saw the man behind it. Faron Lu was another technician-in-training and Eventide’s study partner. Unlike Eventide, he had always been a B-Ring resident—and an asshole. At five foot eight, Faron was above average in height, and his entire frame was muscle. The tight black shirts he typically wore left nothing to the imagination, but today he stood over their table, dressed to the nines in a flashy tuxedo that hid his luminescent tattoos and oozed B-Ring self-importance.

      “What the hell is he doing here?” Django asked.

      “Same as always. He’s my training partner.” Eventide tucked the cards back into her sleeve and pushed a strand of hair behind her ear as she looked up at the man and smiled. “We attend everything together, even family affairs.”

      Faron grabbed a chair and spun it around so that its back faced the table, then swung a leg over it and sat down in one graceful motion. He crossed his tree trunk arms over its back and leaned forward.

      “Don’t worry, Jancy, I don’t want to be here, either.”

      Jancy. Faron’s nickname for Django burned fury across his skin. Why did Eventide have to bring him to the reception? It was bad enough that she wouldn’t be his date, but did she have to bring her own? Stupid technician protocols kept them together at all times, but they weren’t even on duty yet. Why did they have to be joined at the hip?

      And why did it have to be him?

      Django was going to lose the one person who meant the most to him to this next-level ass.

      Django’s nostrils flared as he tried to control his breathing, his pulse banging in his ears like a drum.

      Faron looked around, oblivious to Django’s ire, a sneer on his face. He flexed his gloved fingers as his dark eyes narrowed.

      “This is one of those events I have to endure as part of our training. I suppose we need to fix the problems on the D-Ring as much as anywhere else. Maybe more, judging by the state of things down here. But I’d be happier if we never had to travel here again. Bunch of filthy dirt-ringers.”

      Django growled.

      “Hey, now!” Eventide admonished before Django could step in. “This is my home.”

      “Was your home,” Faron corrected her. “You’ve outgrown this place.”

      “Still, don’t talk about my people like that.”

      Django was about to tear a strip off Faron when the text on the viewscreen disappeared. All chatter in the dining hall immediately stopped as the evacuation notice faded to an image of a dark-haired man Django didn’t recognize. The man’s hands were clasped and resting on a pristine wooden desk, their positioning causing his suit jacket to crinkle and crease as though it were straining to contain him. He wasn’t overweight, but his barrel chest was an oddity on a station that was frequently forced to scale back on rations. On the breast of his jacket glowed Eclipse’s emblem: a red and yellow double hexagon surrounding four stacked rings. A sprig of lavender had been pinned to his lapel for decoration.

      Which part of the station grows lavender? Django wondered.

      Many of the seeds Eclipse held in storage weren’t currently used, and he had memorized many of them. The station’s large inventory of various plants kept the varietals from extinction. Each species was held in stasis, intended to replenish the Earth’s surface at a later date. Once the planet had cooled and its surface was once again agreeable to much of the flora it had once held, humanity could start reintroducing species. For now, it was only hardy tree saplings, fruit trees, vegetables, and grasses that they were trying to restore. Some varietals would take a hundred years to fully develop and fulfill their purpose to absorb the excess carbon dioxide. Once the surface was suitably restored for humanity to return, they’d be able to enjoy the plants that had been preserved and restored.

      Django had not seen lavender being grown on the station, though. The flowering plant wasn’t something that would survive on the surface for at least another decade or more. On the flip side, he supposed he hadn’t been to every field and nursery on the D-Ring; it was likely someone was experimenting with flora he wasn’t aware of.

      Or perhaps there were labs growing flowers distributed only to the Upper Rings. The man’s button-down suit, elegant haircut, and brass pips suggested he was a resident of the A-Ring. Even Faron in his tuxedo wasn’t anywhere near as elegantly dressed.

      “Commander Benson,” Eventide whispered, taking note of the blank look on Django’s face. “If it wasn’t for Orientation, I wouldn’t have a clue who he is, either.”

      Faron rolled his eyes but didn’t comment.

      “Attention, D-Ring! This is the station’s commander, Roy Benson. Fear and anxiety have been unwelcome companions for many of Eclipse’s citizens lately. The recent hull breaches have given each of us pause as we reflect on the loss of life and resources that we have had to endure. It is rare I make an address such as this, but I wanted to take a moment to assure you that the station’s commanding officers, administration, and technicians are doing everything we can to address these recent incidents.

      “When our ancestors built this station, they hadn’t intended for it to be occupied and unsupported for as long as it has been. It was a waypoint to the moon and a gateway to the stars. They couldn’t ever have envisioned the struggles we’d have to overcome in sojourning here for generations. As such, over the past few months, a small meteoroid cluster has entered the Earth’s orbit and intersected with our path. The breaches we’ve seen over the past few months have been a result of this new swath of debris. I want to assure you our technicians are doing everything in their power to prevent and repair these breaches, but it is difficult to predict where and when they will occur. We are expecting several more impacts over the next few days, but then we believe the worst of it will have passed as the cluster enters the Earth’s atmosphere. If we require further assistance from you, we will keep you informed. Please be patient as our technicians complete the repairs. They are all doing the best they can, but we have limited resources, and it is highly unusual for us to have to deal with so many damaged areas at once.”

      Without signing off, the screen winked out, leaving a faint silhouette of the commander’s figure before the evacuation warning reappeared. The room’s lights, however, returned to full strength, leaving only a highlight of the red-lit warnings.
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      Django

      Eclipse

      
      The Earth sat outside of the atrium’s viewport, as it always did—or at least, as long as it had during Django’s lifetime. But it hadn’t always been the gray and blue marble it was now. Ruined. Dead.

      Humanity hadn’t always been trapped within a single space station, praying that its home wouldn’t come apart before they could restore the planet they had abandoned. Before their planet could support life once again.

      It wouldn’t be within Django’s lifetime that humans would be able to set foot on the planet’s surface—it’d be another century before that would be possible; until they could undo the damage of their ancestors.

      Eclipse was filled with lament at never seeing their home planet, of never feeling the wind on their face or the tide of the ocean at their feet. The nostalgia was a sentiment Django had never understood. He had everything he needed on board the station.

      Here, people had a purpose. A direction. A mission to provide humanity with a home once again. Here, at least, everything was contained. The chaos of an enormous planet must have been unmanageable. No wonder their ancestors had failed so spectacularly.

      Django took a sip of the concoction in his cup as he surveyed the room. The dank flavor of ale touched his tongue and he struggled to swallow it, but he pushed it down anyway. Dozens of his family members and their friends filled the room with small talk and empty gestures.

      The D-Ring’s atrium had been purposely designed for such events: a few tables, a bar, and a view. It was used sparingly, and Django wondered if it had been worth spending the credits on a party for his older sister when, in reality, his family could have spent their savings on necessities instead.

      Maybe it wouldn’t have annoyed him as much if he had any friends to enjoy the evening with. But, as it stood, the only person he was close to was Eventide, and they hardly needed such an occasion to hang out.

      At least, they hadn’t used to.

      Now, even at this event, she was so preoccupied with babysitting Faron that they had barely spoken.

      So many of Django’s peers used a wedding reception as an excuse to get drunk, but he couldn’t be bothered. He had never enjoyed the taste of alcohol, but he sipped at the beverage anyhow, only making enough of a dent to appear as though he was consuming it happily. As long as Django held a drink in his hand, most people didn’t try to force another on him.

      Eventide had given him a wink when she’d told him it was non-alcoholic. He had simply rolled his eyes. She got a kick out of watching him drink the stuff. Each time his nose wrinkled and his face contorted, without fail, she laughed at his reaction. “It’s not that bad,” he would say as he did his best not to gag.

      Eventide sat on the other side of the room. Faron stood beside her like a leech. Django wanted nothing more than to shove the man out of an airlock.

      Django’s older sister, Celeste, sat on the other side of Eventide, draped in an ancient white dress that threatened to consume her. The dress had been passed down through the centuries from their great-great-great grandmother. It had been mended and altered many times over the years, but the family only broke it out for the weddings of her female descendants. The woman must have been a giant, but she had been the last of their lineage to set foot on the planet’s surface. Each generation since was one step closer to returning, and each woman married both her spouse and their hope for the future. The dress would one day return to the planet’s surface in fulfillment of their matriarch’s legacy.

      Despite the dress having seen better days, Celeste looked almost regal within its fabric, beads, and frills. Her brown curled locks flowed over her shoulders more elegantly than Django would ever have believed his sister could have pulled off.

      It was a tradition his family had held sacred; a glimmer of hope and stability that had been passed down through the decades.

      Unlike Eventide’s decision to abandon the role her ancestors had held all this time.

      “Surely it can’t be all that bad?” Django’s Uncle Marvin appeared out of nowhere, two drinks in hand. “You look as though you’d rather be anywhere else. Enjoy yourself, kid! Soon, that’ll be you, and then you won’t have any fun at all!”

      It was rare for any of the pilots to habituate to station life. Nobody else had been close to the planet for centuries, and it was nearly impossible for pilots to acclimate to being confined to a space station after years of flying through orbit. The experience had left Marvin open to wild ideas when the liquor started flowing, but most of the time, he kept them to himself.

      In fact, he kept to himself altogether, most of the time.

      His uncle stood at least a foot taller than Django’s five-foot-three frame. A gargantuan smile split the tightly clipped beard that Django had so often admired.

      Marvin wore loose-fitting clothing beneath a green and yellow jacket. Django had always assumed it was a pilot’s jacket, simply because he had never seen any other pilot, nor had he seen anyone else wear clothes like those Marvin sported. A small pendant hung from a thin chain around his neck: two small metal circles intertwined.

      Django took the second drink with a forced grin, lifting the mugs he held in each hand in a mock salutation.

      “I guess I don’t see what all the fuss is about,” Django said. “It’s an outdated tradition.”

      No point in moaning about Eventide and her new interest.

      A small smile crept over Marvin’s face. “As you get older, you realize it’s important to find reasons to celebrate. Things change before you know it, and one day you’ll look back and wonder why you didn’t make more of an effort to appreciate what you had, while you had it.”

      Django absentmindedly took a sip of the drink he held and nearly spat it back out as it hit his tongue. He had forgotten what he was holding, but he forced it down.

      “I’m happy with things the way they are,” he replied. Mostly. “I don’t need a party to appreciate that.”

      Marvin chuckled and raised his glass. “That’s the point, lad. Take stock of where you’re at now. Enjoy this moment. Life changes fast, and in ways you don’t expect. You’ll blink, and one day you’ll wonder where it all went.”

      Django was unconvinced, but he lifted his glass to clink with Marvin’s.

      “Take me, for instance,” Marvin continued, unaware that the topic had come to a resolution. “I never expected I’d be living on this godforsaken station for seven years. But you know what? That’ll change soon. And it’s a change I’ll welcome. You should consider coming with me, boy. I’ve always liked having you around.”

      Marvin eyed the room, eyes wide, as though realizing he’d said something he wasn’t supposed to.

      Or realizing his piloting days are over.

      “But never mind that,” Marvin said, raising his glass again. “Enjoy the party.”

      “Cheers.”

      “To finding our purpose,” Marvin said. “And our place among the stars.”

      Life changes fast, and in ways you don’t expect.

      Django supposed there was some truth to what Marvin had said. Eventide was already planning on moving to the B-Ring. Soon, he’d have to move out of his parents’ quarters and into his own.

      Overall, though, he was happy with things the way they were. He still had his two sisters, Celeste and Nova. He had been working fields, tending to both saplings and root vegetables, for four years already; a lifelong career he was passionate about. And though Eventide had moved on to train as a technician on the B-Ring, he cherished their friendship and would still see her as often as he could.

      Involuntarily, Django’s eye drifted to the viewport behind his uncle. Our place among the stars? he mused. Right where we’ve always been, in a space station orbiting the Earth, just as we have for centuries.

      “To knowing where we belong,” Django countered, bringing the glass back to his lips and bracing himself as he took another sip.

      Marvin gripped Django’s shoulder and squeezed. “Well, I’m afraid I need to head to the shuttle bay. Just because there’s a wedding doesn’t mean there aren’t still things to do.”

      Beyond the viewport, Earth floated lifelessly below
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