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The night before the ship took off from Devon, I didn’t sleep but lay motionless in our bed in the house beside the turquoise sea. I basked in the warmth emanating from Shira, rejoiced in the soft inhale and exhale of her breath, and memorized every curve and plane of her powerful body. I would forget nothing, not her smell, not the tiny mole on her neck, not the way her breasts pressed against mine when she turned on her side. All night, I left a glow light burning to keep the darkness at bay.

She said she would stay awake with me, but after spending much of the day running along the shore, she fell asleep in my arms after our lovemaking. I spent the day watching her run and swim and check my luggage three times to be sure I had forgotten nothing. When night came, I did not sleep, for how could I miss a moment of gazing at my beloved Shira on our last night before I left for Earth?

The first ray of dawn woke her. She leaned on one arm to gaze into my eyes. We stared at each other as the room lightened, revealing her dark eyes, thick brows, full lips pressed together as if she were holding back a torrent of words. I moved just enough to touch those lips, and then we were kissing hungrily, grasping each other, pressing so close I imagined disappearing inside her body, so much longer and fuller than mine.

Shira pushed me down on the comforter stuffed with goose feathers and found my right nipple alert and eager. She sucked and bit until I cried out. I wrapped my arms around her broad shoulders—so strong, bronzed from the sun, silken under my fingertips.

“Don’t speak,” she whispered against my throat, but under her assault words had fled. I gave myself up to her, as I always did, as I had since the first time we lay together on the soft sand near the water’s edge.

Later, we twined side to side, her arms cradling me. I stopped crying long enough to say, “I still have some time. Let me make you breakfast.”

Shira kissed my hair. “Hush, love. Stay here until they come for you.”

I breathed in and tried to keep my voice steady. “I don’t have to go. They don’t need me.”

Her smile warmed my shoulder. “No one is more qualified to interpret the relics of that place. Your family lived here. It is your home.”

“My home is here. I can’t leave you.”

She stroked my hair and kissed me. “We’ve talked this out, Jade. The contract is only for five years. Supply ships visit once a year. We’ll send messages. I will tell you all the news of my village. It is not a death sentence. You must think of it as an opportunity.”

“You’ll forget me,” I whispered, while knowing she was right. I needed to see the desert land where my grandmother lived before she went to Luna to work with the space program.

“I love you too much,” I said, miserable with my own decision.

She touched a finger to my lips. “You will return, and I will be waiting.”

We stayed like that, wrapped in each other’s arms, until the messenger came for my bags and to tell me it was time to leave.

* * * *
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​I felt his mind touch, but at first glance mistook him for a boulder, one of the lava rocks formed when the five volcanoes lining the horizon erupted thousands of years before the cataclysm struck this planet. Whenever I hunted there, I imagined the magma seeping through cracks in the Earth, spreading out over this vast field, hot and bubbling, and then cooling into the basalt under the layer of sand I walked on.

He stood at the mouth of the cave in the largest of the volcanoes. Dressed in black, and so perfectly still, if the light had been different, I might have passed by. But then he moved, revealing himself.

I froze.

Bands of raiders roamed this desert, and I was far from our settlement. I unsheathed my laser weapon. Shaded my eyes with one hand. The boulder deconstructed into a tall figure. A hood covered his face. A cloak swept the ground. The sun reflected off something shiny at his throat.

The cave was near the flat top of the volcano cone, approached by a steep hill strewn with loose stones. I took a step back, gauging whether I had enough head start to outrun this stranger. Then the mind touch came again, a gentle brush that warmed my throat and caused me to hope beyond all reason that Shira had come.

I whirled, imagining her running up the path from the settlement, hair flying over her shoulders, grinning and waving to me. But when I looked back the way I had come, only empty desert stretched to the east. A single lizard darted under a cactus. My heart plummeted. I turned back toward the volcano. The black figure had not moved.

It could not be otherwise, I told myself. The supply ship from Devon was not due for months. There was no way Shira could have reached Earth.

Suddenly cold, I shivered. Again, the flash of silver. Then the mind touch, gentle but insistent, seeking something lost.

“Who are you?” I called.

He turned and pushed back the hood, revealing a long, narrow face, skin white as milk, frizzy black hair to his shoulders.

“I’m armed.” I raised my weapon.

“You have nothing to fear.” His voice sounded like two stones rubbing together. “If my presence disturbs you, I will go.”

I was embarrassed that this empty land had caused me to become so wary. I lowered my weapon, but also unstrapped the covering on my hunting knife. When he showed me his empty hands, long, narrow, and black-tipped, I saw he was Teneran. Before I asked, he said, “I seek one who is lost. Perhaps you have seen him.”

I took a few steps up the hill. “Does he travel alone?”

“I am uncertain. He is tall and solidly built.” He motioned to his chin to indicate height. “His hair is the color of your desert.”

“No one has come by for weeks.”

The black-clad figure drooped.

“I felt your mind. Or else your disguise as a boulder would have been effective.”

A trace of a smile softened his solemn face. “You are a mind speaker.”

“As are you.”

He shrugged. “A slight gift.”

“We are humans from Devon, scientists, unearthing our past.” I pointed toward the river. “Our settlement is down there. By the river. We are more than fifty adults.”

“How long have you been on Earth?”

“Me, less than a year, the settlement for three. I came to uncover records said to be buried in this valley. Much was lost in the transition to Devon.”

His cloak stirred. “You are an anthropologist?”

“And an historian. I wanted to learn about my heritage. The evacuation from Earth happened so quickly, many records were left behind. It’s hard to reconstruct what happened before the asteroid.”

“I have visited Devon. It is a beautiful world.”

A memory of Shira running beside the turquoise sea filled me with sudden grief. To shut it out, I focused on the stranger. “What are you doing here alone?”

“I am from Tenera. When I lived on Luna, the humans called me Paris, a name from your mythology, for convenience. I seek a human named Joshua.”

In my grandmother’s youth, the Tenerans brought the technology for the space jump to Earth and changed everything. Tenerans are long-lived. Could this stranger have known Earth before the cataclysm? When it became apparent that our best efforts to deflect the asteroid had left several chunks large enough to decimate a city still barreling toward Earth, the Teneran ships responded to Earth’s frantic calls for aid. Without them, fewer humans would have survived. My ancestor had found passage on the last Teneran ship to leave the Luna base before the first chunk of rock passed by the moon like a huge bomb on its way to Earth and landed near the coast range of California.

“Come to our settlement, Paris. You would be welcomed as an honored guest.”

“I cannot walk. I have injured my leg.”

I climbed the rest of the way up the hill. Paris stepped toward me and stumbled. I grabbed his shoulder. He was so heavy, we both fell, landing on rough sand.

We got ourselves upright, and I helped him into the cave. It had once been the home of indigenous people who left behind their symbols—images of snakes, spirals, chevrons, dancing figures—inscribed into the black basalt.

The cave had a soft sand floor and a large mouth that afforded a view of the river valley and the mountains beyond. A bedroll was spread out along the back wall. Near it, the remains of a fire smoked.

“How long have you searched for your friend?” I asked Paris as I settled him on his blanket. I looked around for a store of food, but found none. From my pack I removed a small loaf and two apples, along with two water containers.

“I have walked your land for more than a year.”

“Here. Drink.”

He raised his head. One slender hand, white and blue-veined with the black fingernails of the Teneran, now broken and ragged, reached for the water. He raised the bottle to his lips, but his hand shook so badly, he had to use his other hand to steady it.

I touched his face with the back of my hand. Dry and hot. Tenerans have higher body temperatures than humans, but not that high. Very slowly, Paris drank.

“How long since your last water?”

He looked down, his yellow eyes hooded. “I fell and cut my leg. Perhaps three days.”

“Which leg?”

He pointed. I pulled off his left boot and pushed up the filthy pant leg. Just above the boot line, the skin was tight and swollen. Red streaks ran up and down his leg. “You’re lucky to be alive.”

“My healing powers seem to be failing.”

I left the cave to gather juniper branches for a fire. I always carried a small pot, and after the fire settled into a solid flame, I boiled water and into it, dropped two handfuls of herbs from my medicine pack.

I inspected his leg again. “I have to lance this. I’m not a healer, but I learned the basics on Devon. These herbs should draw out the infection.”

Paris nodded.

I held my hunting knife in the flame until it glowed red. “This will hurt.”

“Proceed.”

* * * *
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Before Paris fell asleep, I persuaded him to eat an apple and drink again. I had done everything I knew to help him, as I had learned in Shira’s household in the village of healers on Devon. While he slept, I sat near the cave entrance and watched the stars appear. I dozed, leaning against the warm rocks. Paris’s fevered mumblings woke me before dawn.

I went out to get more wood. When I returned, he was sitting up. “It is better. You are a true healer, Jade.”

His leg was still swollen, but the red streaks had faded to pink. “I need supplies from the settlement.” He stiffened, perhaps from fear, so I added, “I’ll get them and tell the others I’ll be hunting again today. Eat this food. And drink.”

Paris accepted the water. “You will not reveal my presence to your people?”

::I will keep your secret if that is what you need,:: I said into his mind.

::You live with many people,:: he answered, ::yet you are lonely.::

In my mind, Shira ran along the beach of the
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