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      Ash Morgan swished from table to table in the little cantina, her yellow skirt a comet’s tail to her brighter yellow tunic. She kept her tone light and her smile cheery as she mingled amongst the gray-clad colonists, acting as if the coin in her skirt pocket didn’t carry the whole weight of its three-hundred-year journey from Earth. Here on Sky the penny represented to her all that humanity left behind, and she could think of nothing more precious.

      She quelled the nervous tickle in her belly with a pull of nectar. These were her friends and fellow colonists.  She could trade treasures with a friend, couldn’t she?

      “Are Simon and Hector looking this way?” Ash asked a woman twice her age.

      “They can hardly help it.”

      Ash didn’t know what that meant, so she took a long drink and moved to the bar. For a moment, she swayed to the morose tunes of the band, shuddering as the raw emotion settled deep into her bones. The band wasn’t what she’d call great, but it was a long and serious walk from bad. She paid for a refill on her nectar, even though her head already bobbed on its own syncopated rhythm.

      It was a fair enough trade, she told herself, but it might take some convincing. After forcing herself to take two deep breaths, she decided it was time.

      No, not yet. Could she really make this trade? She dreamed of a day when she could watch Earth shows and read Earth books without suffering through the glitches that tech suffered down here on the planet. Ash took a swallow of her nectar, its sweet courage flowing down into her belly.

      She slapped the copper coin down right on the paper flyer in the center of Simon and Hector’s table, her hand covering the magnificent treasure as if she didn’t even trust the two men to look at it.

      “Here it is, gentlemen.” She looked into the eyes of both men across the table. “As promised, a penny journeyed all the way from Earth.” She revealed the penny with a flourish. “That there’s genuine Earth copper. You didn’t believe my ancestors passed it down to me, but there it is.”

      She took another sip from a glass of nectar while the two considered her treasure. The green fluid tasted of apples and had a healthy kick that sometimes made her head spontaneously simulate catastrophic shuttle landings. The stuff was cheap here on the surface of Sky now that the bio lab figured out how to engineer the pitcher plants that extrude it. Her bio lab. She had only joined the scientists a year ago, but she already felt great pride in being part of the team. It wasn’t easy making plants survive the low nitrogen atmosphere and inorganic soil, but they’d done it—at least on a small scale.

      The little cantina curved along the outer arc of the colony’s Commons building. It had a bar made of printed fiber, behind which Orson, the gray-haired barkeep, cheerily chatted up colonists. Orson wore a colorful red and black dashiki that contrasted hard against the severe gray styling of the cantina. She always wondered why more colonists didn’t get more creative with their clothes, since it cost nothing to add color and style. Well, it cost time, and sometimes humiliating embarrassment when the only wearable clothes she had were hot pink jumpers or that one wrap that was supposed to stay tied but never quite did.

      Simon, a year older than her but still barely old enough to take seriously, crossed his arms and frowned. “It’s not real,” he said. Simon liked to vary his wardrobe, eschewing boring shirts for stylish cuts in a staggering array of grays. The loose-fitting suits he wore drowned his skinny frame, but his meticulously styled, dapper hair flopped off to one side and made Ash’s elbow-length mass a tiny bit jealous. Ash wasn’t jealous, though—not of Simon.

      Ash poked Simon in the chest. “How would you know? Your Earth History grades nearly got you stuck on the ship.” She felt a little bad turning Simon’s fantastically weak self-confidence against him, but there it was.

      He didn’t cave so easily. “You printed a replica down at the mids.” Simon referred to the mid-sized printers, which could have printed something similar, but not quite. “And I’m a cultural archivist. My Earth grades were fantastic.”

      The room grew quiet as the band took a break between sets. The reedy instruments gave Ash a mild headache, but silence itched at her like an old radiation burn. She fidgeted in her seat. Her gaze fell to the flyer under the penny, which invited her to participate in a story-writing contest. The contest was Simon’s project—something to do with establishing cultural norms. She took another sip knowing full well that someone of her slight stature didn’t need to drink all that much to get genuinely drunk. Fortunately, she was already too tipsy to care.

      “Do we have a deal or what?” Ash asked.

      Next to Simon sat Hector, who was a year younger than her but twice as big. He wore the standard colonist garb: plain gray shirt and plain gray pants. Hector was one of the latest additions to the colony, just shuttled down six months prior in order to run heavy equipment for a construction project. His big belly shook in what Ash took to be a silent laugh. He reached out a meaty finger to touch the little coin, but Ash slapped his hand away with a loud snap.

      “Leave it, Hector. This is a no touching show.”

      Hector narrowed his eyes. “How do I know it’s worth anything?”

      Ash threw up her hands in mock distress. “Worth anything? Do you even know what this is? This is a genuine, honest-to-god true, real United States penny. These were worth a fortune back on Earth. According to my Granny Aspen, her great, great grandmother snuck this here coin onto the colony ship when they boarded up off of Earth. This here—” She leaned in really close and squinted at the coin. “This is a two thousand fifty-six. Says there right on the front. This was the last year anyone ever made pennies, which makes this particular one extra rare. Back on Earth, one of these shiny pennies could be traded for an automobile.” When she saw the furrow of Simon’s brow, she explained, “The automobile was like a spider walker, but with wheels instead of legs.”

      “And they didn’t print whole buildings like our walkers do,” Hector said.

      Ash nodded, a little impressed that the big man knew anything about cars. She slapped him on the shoulder a little harder than intended. Wow, that was a lot of muscle. She left her hand there significantly longer than might be socially appropriate. “Smart man,” she said.

      Simon nodded, as if automobiles were obviously something he had already heard about a million times. He probably cheated to get passing Earth History grades. “I don’t think it’s a real penny.”

      Ash scowled as hard as she could, the effect ruined when she took a sip from her drink. “You calling Granny Aspen a liar?”

      Simon let out a sigh. “No, Ash. I’m calling you a liar. Remember when you brought us what you called a live frog that you said you’d printed whole in the bio printer?”

      “It was alive for a little bit!”

      Hector scratched his chin. “I thought nobody ever printed more than a few live cells at a time.”

      “I swear it was alive!” It had been. Briefly. Well, sort of. “I mean, it had an electric pacemaker, but it swam like it was alive.”

      Simon shook his head. “You mean it twitched in the water and kinda moved when you shocked it.”

      Hector shuddered and shot Ash a worried look that she didn’t much appreciate.

      When Ash had nothing else to say, Simon said, “Do you remember the so-called alien tech?”

      Ash took a big gulp of her nectar. “It wouldn’t be alien.” Was her voice slurring? “We’re the aliens here, remember. If there was strange tech here on planet, it’d be from natives.”

      “But there wasn’t, because nothing lives on this planet but us.” Simon said. “You made the whole thing up.”

      Ash had exaggerated on that one. She hadn’t exactly found the strange device, but she had thought it up and it had seemed really strange. Could she help it if they got the wrong idea and made a big deal out of it? Nobody could really blame her if she happened to wager it against Simon’s legendary glitchless tablet. He had brought it down from the colony ship, and it meant a lot to him. No way was he going to wager it against something he thought Ash could just reproduce in a few hours of printer time. She’d lost the stupid chess game, anyway.

      “It could have been real,” she said. “And that has nothing to do with this deal.”

      “You really want my tablet, don’t you?”

      “It’s a fair deal.” Ash wanted that tablet. “A penny from Earth is worth way more than that tablet and you know it.”

      Simon drummed his fingers on the table, as if considering the trade. “No deal.”

      Ash threw up her hands.

      “Face it, Ash,” Simon said. “You’re too much of a storyteller.”

      Ash blinked at him. She was certain he was going to call her a liar again. She took a big gulp of nectar. “Writers are stupid. Every good story’s already been told, so why bother?”

      Simon snorted. Actually snorted! “By people on Earth?”

      Ash looked to Hector for help but got none. Traitor. “By people on Earth. Smart people, like Shakespeare and Stephen King and that guy with all the six-toed cats.”

      “Ernest Hemingway?” Hector asked.

      Simon smiled, and Ash didn’t like his smirk one bit. “You’re right, there’s no way you could write a better story than Hector or me.”

      Ash bristled. She stood up and pointed a finger at Simon. The room swayed, and she wasn’t entirely sure she was pointing straight at him, but she spoke, anyway. “You wanna bet on that?” Then, she sat down because she was probably going down anyway and sitting seemed like the most graceful option.

      “Ash,” Simon said with phony sincerity. “Hector and I have been working on our stories already. Do you really think you can beat us?”

      Ash marveled at her empty cup as Orson refilled it. She took another sip, but her lips were numb and that probably wasn’t a good sign. She squinted at the flyer. The contest had been going for almost four months already and would complete in less than a week. “I’ll wager my penny,” she slurred, “because I know I’m going to win.”

      Hector shook his head sadly.

      Ash scowled at him. “Did you say Hemingway?”

      “I’ll wager the tablet,” Simon said. “I don’t want to risk losing it, but it’s not really much of a risk, is it?”

      Ash made a slow turn, moving her scathing gaze from Hector to the unfortunate Simon. She spoke slowly so he would understand, and, also, because she wasn’t sure she could string together a sentence very quickly in her current state. “When I was on ship, I watched every movie from the Earth archives, and I read most of the good books. If anybody in this colony knows stories, it’s gonna be me.”

      “You think so?” Simon shook his head.

      Ash stuck a thumb at her chest. “That’s right, I’m going to win, and I’ve been working for months on my story.” She hadn’t. “Put your money where your mouth is, Simon.” He already had. “You too, Hector.” She honestly couldn’t remember if he had or not. Ash stood and addressed the entire cantina, which, admittedly, was only about a dozen drab colonists. They looked up at her from their own drinks, amusement shining in their eyes. It wasn’t often they got to see someone make such a spectacle. “Everybody,” Ash said, “hear this: Simon, Hector, and I are making a bet. Whoever writes the best story of us three gets—” the room swayed around her, but she stayed on her feet “—Hector’s steel knife, Simon’s tablet, and a brilliant, copper penny from Earth.”

      Ash flopped back down into her chair.

      Simon pushed his tablet into the center of the table. Hector unclipped his knife from his belt and set it on the tablet. He’d forged it himself, and it held a much better edge than anything the printers could make.

      “We have a bet, then.” Ash reached out to pick up her penny.

      “Ah, no.” Simon blocked her. “Orson, will you keep these things in escrow for us?” He didn’t take his eyes off of Ash. “We want to make sure there isn’t any funny business with the items in our little wager.”

      The barkeep gathered the three things, nodding appreciatively at the knife, but for some reason ignoring the sheer beauty of polished copper. “I’ll keep them in the display, then,” he said. With a key on his belt, he unlocked a glass box, which held a few other trinkets from the old world. The faded Babe Ruth rookie card and fist-sized sapphire would need to make room until the three of them came up with their stories.

      The band started playing again, so Ash left the cantina, taking a moment at the door to verify that the walls were, indeed, propped up. They swayed back and forth, but no, they weren’t going to fall over after all.

      Yes, they were. Ash stumbled a few feet to collapse on a short bench. The fibrous material flexed a little under her body, even though her skinny frame had to be the lightest thing it had held all week. Ash pulled her hair back into a ponytail, tying it with a strip of purple cloth she’d printed in her lab.

      This spot claimed one of the best views from the colony of Edge, which somebody had named for the way it sat at the edge of the world looking off into the broken sky. Ash wondered if that same person had named the planet Sky, out of some odd sense of irony. Her drunk brain couldn’t focus on that for long. Not with that fantastic view splayed out before her. The squat, functional buildings radiated out from the Commons, clustering in areas where industry met the residential. Most buildings bore a single lightning rod as decoration, necessary for the upcoming storm. Now, by the light of five of the seven moons, Ash could make out the silhouette of the lab where she worked very, very early the next morning.

      Edge sat on the side of a high mountain, high up where the planet’s oxygen-heavy atmosphere thinned enough for the colonists to live at an acceptable level of comfort. Beyond the mountain lay a vast ocean, it’s waters churning from the single, massive storm that circled all of Sky.

      The air tasted sour on Ash’s numb lips, so she drew up her rebreather from where it hung around her neck. Its clear mask sat close to her face, not forming a tight seal, but adapting the air she breathed through controlled airflow. Colonists were supposed to wear rebreathers at all times, but nobody wore them indoors where filters pulled most of the grit from the air. Breathing the purified air through her mouth steadied her head a little, even if it did taste like plastic. Due to some trick of chemistry, Sky had plenty of oxygen. Too much, really, but the colonists had all been hardened against the dangers of over-oxygenation thanks to their ancestors’ hundreds of years of preparation on the generation ship. Granny Aspen’s great, great grandmother probably would have passed out with this much oxygen. Ash only got a little lightheaded. The rebreather helped.

      Ash closed her eyes and rested her head against the building. In a few minutes, she would walk across town, but a short rest never did anyone any harm. She kept her eyes closed when her bench creaked under someone else’s weight.

      “Ima kick your ass, Simon,” she said, still slurring.

      A woman’s voice responded. “You’re Ash, right?”

      Ash opened one eye to peer sideways at the woman. She had a ratty nest of dark hair, loose gray clothing, and a haunted look that Ash had come to associate with the overworked techs in one of the many labs. The woman was also in a very advanced stage of pregnancy. Ash closed her eyes again. A wave of nausea rolled over her.

      The woman swallowed, her throat making an audible click. “I’m Marta,” she said.

      Ash squinted at her. She remembered the woman. Marta had been on one of the first waves of colonists to descend upon Sky.

      Marta clutched Ash’s arm. “I thought you might help me. Your—your mother was a midwife for your borough on the ship, right?”

      “It’s not a hereditary trait.”

      The woman waited a few breaths before responding. She didn’t wear a rebreather, and her lips were dry and cracked.  “If you help me, I can make it worth your while.”

      Ash opened her eyes too fast, prompting another wave of nausea. The moonlight washed over the two of them, and a cool breeze blew from the south.

      “I work in the med lab,” said the woman in a flat voice. “There are some recreational drugs I know how to print.”

      “That’s not allowed.”

      Marta rested her hands on her belly. “True.”

      Ash looked at the woman, taking in her full cheeks and dark expression. There were midwives and doctors in the colony. Plenty of them, really. Ash’s mother still lived on the ship, but others had come down with the colony. “I know there’s precisely zero chance you’re carrying an unlicensed baby. Ain’t nobody that stupid, is there?”

      The woman’s jaw tightened. “I’m just asking for help during the delivery,” she said. “Not your judgment.”

      Even if Ash helped this lady, the baby would never find a place in the community. Resources were tight on this barren rock, and the colony’s artificial intelligence, Traverse, managed population closely. It had to.

      Or else.

      Nobody ever said anything after, “Or else.”

      “Excuse me?” Marta asked. Ash wondered if she had spoken aloud. “I have a place past the quarry,” the woman said. “It’s safe there, and none of the automated systems will find me. I can take care of the baby on my own, but I want some help for this.”

      “Traverse will never let your baby live.”

      Marta grabbed Ash’s arm hard enough to leave bruises. “You don’t understand,” she said. “These draconian restrictions won’t last. There are breakthroughs every day. You know better than anyone that multi-cellular flora’s almost self-sustaining.” She blinked back tears. “And my boy is special.”

      Ash stood, pulling her arm away from the woman. She had already offended the automated systems enough to know how unpleasant life could be. She stared at the dark distance over a hundred miles of open ocean. Clouds smudged the far horizon, lit by the far-off flash of lightning that gave this planet its most beautiful and dangerous feature. The lightning storm circled the globe, and in less than a week it would pass over Edge without pause or mercy. Ash couldn’t afford the disdain of the AI when that hit. Not if she wanted to write her story and get the best of Hector and Simon.

      Her head no longer swayed from the drink. “I’m sorry,” she said to the woman. “Find someone else.”

      With that, Ash walked home.
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      The next morning, Ash worked her lab equipment through the blood-thick haze of a pounding headache. She wore Earth clothing: an ankle-length orange pleated skirt and a long-sleeve Pink Floyd shirt. Between long bouts of hangover-induced regret, Ash wondered if some of the throbbing pain in her head wasn’t a longing for a home world she would never see.

      Life must have been so much better on Earth, where the cities were hotbeds of a thriving humanity. The whole planet crawled with art and architecture. A traveler could experience ten thousand years’ history in its museums and archeological sites. On Sky, there was nothing. No history, no art, no culture—no humanity.

      “Anyway,” said her always-energetic lab partner, Olympia, “when he said he was going to give me flowers, I figured he’d grow them himself all the way up from a single cell, and that sounds romantic, right? Well, he didn’t.” The way Olympia’s dreadlocks danced across the shoulders of her gray jumper when she shook her head made Ash’s stomach churn.

      Ash swiped across her printer controls, loading up the jobs she’d queued up the previous day. The desk-sized machine hummed and emitted the ozone glow of the origin of synthetic life.

      Olympia frowned. “Instead, he went down to the mids and printed out fake plastic flowers. Can you believe that? He’s trying to flirt with one of the colony’s best exobotanists and all he can do is bring a pile of printed flowers? They were gray!”

      Ash blinked, her eyelids sheets of dry sandpaper. She had no idea who Olympia was talking about. “He didn’t,” she said.

      “He did!” Olympia carried a pile of petri dishes from their shared station, loading them into an incubator the size of a large wardrobe. Each dish slotted into a climate-controlled space. “And he was all proud of himself. Said he was an artist.”

      “What did you do?” Ash didn’t care at all what Olympia had done, but she knew from experiences that these conversations lingered until they’d dropped their steaming gossipy payload, and sometimes they didn’t move forward without a solid push.

      Olympia took one of Ash’s hands in both of hers, and leaned close to whisper, “I kissed him.”

      “Even though he gave you fake flowers?”

      Olympia shrugged. “He’s cute. Plus, what else is an artist good for?”

      The printer dinged, and a door slid open along the side. Ash drew a slide out of the central container and locked it under the microscope. On the screen, she maneuvered the device into focus so that she could see how her programming had held up. The single printed pseudocell sat suspended in a drop of nutrient auger, rotating slightly from the movement. Its organelles showed in sharp contrast against the gray background, and all appeared intact. The rush of joy fought back her headache. She pumped her fist, and the movement sent the agony tumbling back like an upended box of beakers.

      “Good?” Olympia asked.

      Ash took the slide out and moved the cell into a petri dish. “Make sure this one gets plenty of oxygen. It’ll thrive in slightly higher concentrations than background. And five degrees warmer than average, too, if you can.”

      Olympia carried the tray to the incubator as if it might be a ticking bomb. She slid it into a slot and programmed the required parameters while Ash clutched her skull between her hands and squeezed her eyes shut in an attempt to keep from vomiting.

      “Is this one something special?” Olympia said, ignoring her pathetic partner’s plight.

      “This is the one that’ll scrub the atmosphere,” Ash said. “If it works, it’s light enough to float in the wind, feeds mostly on sunlight, oxygen, and particulates, and in late stages of its life it’ll cluster up and fall like a rain of blue petals to build an organic component into the soil. If the oxygen levels ever drop significantly it’ll stop thriving, so we shouldn’t have to worry about it making the planet uninhabitable.”

      “Shouldn’t?”

      Ash pressed her palms against her eyes to ease the throbbing. “I’ve been testing variations on this for months, but it seems like forever.” Terraforming was dangerous, especially on a planet that already had a stable oxygen supply. One wrong organism could suck up all that tasty oxygen and render the planet uninhabitable. Ash thought of all the many ways her new organism could go wrong, and it paralyzed her. Once her creation left the lab, it might do anything.

      Ash queued up the next bio print job. It would be another variation on the pitcher plant, hopefully something that wouldn’t cause such terrible hangovers. As she worked, she started to think about writing her story.

      Stories writhed around in her head like a bucket of slippery eels. What kind of story did she want to tell? What era of Earth history would be the best focus? Simon thought stories should be new, but Ash knew better than that. Nothing interesting ever, ever happened on Sky. She could tell a story from a classic series like M*A*S*H, or a realistic one from a show like Friends. Those were some of her favorites. What about the work of Anton Chekhov? His stories were short and powerful, and they illustrated an important period of Earth history. She rubbed her temples and rested her head on the lab table. There were too many stories, and they weren’t helping her think of what to write at all.

      When Ash looked up, Olympia had already left for lunch. The sticky crust over Ash’s eyes hinted that she might have dozed off. Marta’s optimism came back to her through the hangover fog. The pregnant woman had been convinced something would happen soon, but even with Ash’s potential breakthrough, resources would be tight for years. How long could Marta hope to keep her baby hidden? Guilt gnawed at her gut worse than any hangover.

      “Traverse,” she said to the computer. “Give me colony status.”

      Her screen went blank for a second, followed by a mangled stream of statistics. Ash squinted as if that might help her decipher the distorted figures. Every screen in Edge had this glitch where letters and numbers came up wrong. She liked to think she was pretty good at deciphering the meanings.

      Population held steady at two thousand, with food and water stores good for almost a year. That seemed stable enough. Broken down into component nutrients, Ash could tell that iron and zinc were in short supply. That might limit reproduction, but there were ways to close that gap chemically. In the corner of the screen, Travers’s logo spun in a graphic display: a T rendered in a color that Olympia always described as phosphorescent lime.

      “Two thousand’s a suspicious number, Traverse,” she said. “Doesn’t that seem a bit round to you?”

      “Two thousand is the designated population limit for the given resources.”

      “What would one more baby do to the colony, Traverse?”

      The screen showed the images of three women. Marta was not on the list. “Three children are expected in the colony to replace retiring older persons. Current production can sustain all three with minimal difficulty.”

      “What if there were another one?”

      Traverse paused for several seconds. “Unauthorized pregnancies are aborted.”

      Of course. Ash’s mother had always taught her that the needs of the colony outweighed the needs of the individual. She’d never forget her mother’s haunted look as she’d described how important contraceptives were. Coming from a midwife who’s only job was bringing life into the world, the message seemed almost hypocritical. But back then, the population cap was close to its limit aboard the ship. Here on the colony, resources were more flexible. The rules should have changed.

      She glanced at the clock on her screen. The ship would be overhead, its massive solar sails eclipsing the sun.

      “Traverse,” she said. “I would like to speak with my mother.”

      Traverse’s logo grew to overtake the entire screen and spun in silence for several seconds. When Ash was about to doubt the connection, the logo disappeared, replaced by the image of Ash’s mother.

      Kamala Morgan held the kind of vibrant energy that defied age. Her gray eyes sparkled with joy and warmth, and every time Ash talked to her, a red-hot lump of homesick lodged itself in her heart. Kamala held an ebony tablet in her right hand and gestured loosely with her left. “How are things on the surface, sweetling?”

      Ash hated being called sweetling but refused to take the bait. “Hey, Mom.” She spoke with as much warmth and enthusiasm as her hangover would allow, which wasn’t much. “You know all the rules about unauthorized babies, right?”

      After a slight delay for transmission lag, Kamala’s eyes widened. “Ashley, dear. Are you pregnant?”

      Ash shook her head and said “No,” a little too vigorously. “It’s not me.”

      “My goodness, dear. Don’t they supply you with contraceptives down there? How are supplies? Are they starving you?”

      “Mom.”

      “Do you know who the father is?”

      “Mom!”

      Kamala disappeared from the screen, and her off-camera voice came through muffled. “Garland, dear, Ash is pregnant.”

      Ash threw her hands in the air. “I’m not pregnant!” She tapped hard on the screen. Every interaction with her mother over the screen made her wish so badly that she could touch her mother: either to hug her or to grab her by the shoulders to shake her. Mostly the latter. “Someone I know is pregnant.”

      Kamala appeared on the screen. “Certainly, dear.” She didn’t sound convinced.

      “I want to know what the rules are. How does Traverse decide who to keep?”

      “Unauthorized pregnancies are aborted, sweetling.” Same stupid thing the AI had said.

      Ash ground her teeth and pinched the bridge of her nose. “But what if they’re not. What if someone manages to bring one to term?”

      Her mother didn’t respond for what felt like an eternity. Her eyes grew unfocused, and the lines at the corners of her eyes deepened. Finally, she said, “We almost hit a population limit up here not long ago.”

      “What did you do?”

      Kamala’s expression did not change. “We sent five hundred of you down to the planet.”

      “Thanks, Mom.” Ash was silent for a long time, studying her mother’s face. She only wished that she could properly make eye contact through the screen, but no matter what they did, they always seemed to miss each other.

      “Your father has been quite busy lately,” Kamala said to break the silence. “He’s started playing squash every morning.”

      “You told me that last week, Mom.”

      “Yes, well, it’s a big deal to us.” Kamala’s eyebrows knitted together with worry. “We’re doing fine up here, dear.”

      “I know. I love you, Mom.” Ash cut the connection and rested her head on the desk. Marta’s pleading looks haunted her when she closed her eyes. Ash told herself over and over not to feel guilty about letting the woman fend for herself, but it didn’t work.

      “Traverse,” she said. “What would it take to let population grow by one in the colony?”

      “Population is at a maximum.”

      Stupid AI. Ash knew it wasn’t a real person, but she’d learned to hate it, anyway. It kept the colony alive with its strict adherence to the laws, but those same laws stole freedom from them on a daily basis. Some Earth cultures had lived under oppression, but at least they had hope of revolution. And a person could flee to another country on Earth. Or fight. Ash’s defiance felt like nothing in comparison to the great stories of Paul Revere or Che Guevara. Orson’s cantina had a secret stash of nectar plants, just to meet the meager demand, and that was about as much rebellion as she had ever seen. Traverse was perfect for running a ship where the laws were an absolute necessity due to the closed system. A colony needed more freedom. Flexibility. Ash had volunteered to be on this colony mission just so she could get a little distance from all that rigidity.

      On the ship she never met so many people as she saw in Edge. Her tiny borough aboard the ship had had limited communication with the others and never any physical visitation. They lived like a little village in the stars with an all-powerful beneficial dictator who happened to be the ship’s AI. Funny how that dictator followed them down to the planet like a helicopter parent.

      She wondered how long a baby could survive on smuggled nectar.
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      The next morning, Ash dressed in a t-shirt with a yellow smiley face on the back, bellbottoms, and a trench coat. The coat was too warm in the day’s armpit humidity, but drastic shifts in temperature heralded the oncoming storm, and she wanted to be prepared. She took the time to print a new pair of work boots for the same reason, but they didn’t fit right, so she switched back to her worn-out tennis shoes.

      She took the day off of work and surreptitiously questioned some jittery med techs about Marta. Nobody had seen Marta in days, even weeks. What kind of isolation must the woman have gone through to hide her pregnancy?

      “She’s had a rough time,” said a man with thick glasses and hair like a Monet haystack. “Ever since… Well, last couple years she’s been in and out a lot.”

      A mousy girl a year younger than Ash said, “She stopped wearing her rebreather outside, like it didn’t even matter.”

      Ash gathered some things and set out to the north of Edge on foot, skirting the blasted crater of the quarry, where giant machines processed raw earth into constituent molecules for recombination. Ground shook as powerful colliders made feed for the printers: molecular building blocks for the very life she created in her lab as well as materials for their technology, their buildings, and their food. Smaller machines, the spider walkers, moved around the quarry gathering raw stone, later returning to the colony to print whole structures from their spinnerets. Everything the colonists had came straight from this quarry, and the very air shimmered with the raw power of their destruction.

      The books said the color of Sky’s sun was different from that over Earth, but Ash never knew the difference. It was the color she always knew, but the sun’s sharp blue brilliance up in the sky didn’t burn the way she knew the Earth sun did. It washed over the land with a cool intensity that refracted in the suspended particulates of the still atmosphere to form rainbows that swept across the sky. On the Eastern horizon, the storm approached. It flashed with yellow, the dark clouds a smudge atop a vast and barren sea.

      The storm didn’t worry Ash. She had lived through the storm twice before, and she knew she would many times again. It still lingered far off and would take days to reach Edge.

      Beyond the quarry, the land grew untamed and rough. No roads stretched out this far since there were no other colonies and nothing much to see. Ash saw the occasional fresh hint of Marta’s passing, in the boot print on the ground or a small pyramid of stones.

      After walking an hour past the quarry, she turned around and couldn’t see Edge at all. A brief swell of panic welled up in her. What if she couldn’t find her way home? Ash sat on a broken stone, trying to control the gasping breaths that wouldn’t stop.

      Then, she heard the scream.

      Ash ran. Her shoes crunched across the dry gravel as she descended the hill. The scream came again, and Ash knew it was Marta. It had to be. She raced downward and forward, unable to think about the risks.

      The cave opened to the western sky, and Ash found herself upon it when she leapt down from a ridge into its open maw.

      Marta wept, whether for joy or pain, Ash did not know. She followed the sound, eyes blind in the sudden darkness. The cave smelled of fresh, cloying sweat.

      “I’m here,” Ash said.

      Marta’s only response was to weep.

      Ash drew a light stick from her pack and illuminated the little cave. Marta lay on the floor, a synthetic weave splayed under and around her like a pool of spilled paints. She’d stripped below the waist. Sweat matted her tangle of hair. Next to her sat a backpack and a small printer and battery pack.

      “You came,” Marta said.

      “Mom always said it’s hardly ever anything more than catching,” Ash said. “I suppose I can help with that.”

      Marta ground her teeth. Ash wished she had brought some nectar.

      The body knew its business and nine times out of ten it’d get it done. Ash hoped this wasn’t the tenth time. She cleaned her hands with a sanitizer as she looked Marta over. How long had this woman been laboring here on her own? Hours? A day? Madness danced at the edges of the woman’s eyes. When Ash took Marta’s hand, the woman squeezed so hard Ash thought her fingers might break.

      But the baby was close. It had already dropped, and Ash could only hope everything pointed the right direction.

      Ash looked the other woman right in the eyes as the next contraction turned her belly into a ball of granite. “Not yet,” Ash said. “Just breathe this time.”

      Marta forced a slow breath, quiet scream escaping as she did.

      Slow, burning regret boiled in the pit of Ash’s stomach. Ash felt the sense of a trap closing on her. Her decision to come out here irrevocably bound her to Marta’s fate, and a deep piercing dread pressed slowly on the center of her chest.

      When Marta’s contraction passed, Ash quickly worked to make Marta more comfortable. “You’re almost there,” she said. “How long have you been out here?”

      Marta gave a quick shake of her head, which could have meant she didn’t want to say, or it could have meant she didn’t know. How strangely time passed in the little cave. Before she knew it, contractions started again, and Marta choked back another scream.

      “Slow and steady,” Ash said, imitating the way she’d heard her mother say it so many years ago. “Slow breaths.”

      Several more contractions passed in this way, with Marta collapsing from exhaustion between them. Ash frantically fought the growing sense of futility that gnawed at the edges of her being. She was there to catch and to coach as best she could. While Marta did all the work, Ash could do nothing.

      “My pack,” Marta said in a quiet voice. “Get out the medbox.”

      The medbox was a smaller, portable version of the printers Ash worked with and contained a mix of free molecules used in the production of medicines. Where Ash’s equipment could create life itself, Marta’s could save it. Or possibly reduce pain.

      “You’re almost done,” Ash said.

      Marta ground her teeth. “It’s too much,” she said.

      “A couple more pushes, that’s all.”

      The woman grabbed Ash by the shirt and yanked her close down to her face. “Give me the box,” she said through her teeth.

      Marta fumbled with the box’s console, activating a preprogrammed module. Three pills popped out. “Relaxants and painkillers,” she said. “That’s all.”

      “Why are there three of them?”

      Marta grimaced. “Water,” she said.

      “It’s just another couple pushes, that’s all. You don’t need pills for that.”

      Sweat and tears rolled down Marta’s cheek. “It’s too much,” she said in a quiet voice.

      Ash studied the three tiny pills in her hand. They all looked identical, which she thought was strange if they were really two different kinds of pills. Also, wouldn’t pills take too long to affect the mother? Maybe they were fast-acting, but that would still take several minutes. As far as Ash could tell, the woman was only a contraction or two away.

      “It’s not too much, Marta.” Ash took both of the woman’s hands in her own. “You can do this.”

      Marta’s hand closed around Ash’s wrist. Her grip like a vice, the crazed woman squeezed until Ash relinquished the three pills.

      Ash handed Marta a water pouch, and the mother-to-be swallowed the three pills. The next contraction hit like a crash of lightning. The thunder that followed rumbled and roiled at the woman’s belly, even as she slipped close to unconsciousness.

      “Stay with me, Marta,” Ash said, repeating the woman’s name as often as she could to keep her attention. Ash wondered what the woman had taken. “Marta, this is it. You’re going to push, and then you’ll be done.”

      The cave stank of blood and crap and life. Ash didn’t know how long she had been in the timeless cave, struggling at the side of this exhausted woman.

      When the next contraction came, Marta pushed. Ash bit her tongue, hands in position to catch. A black tuft of hair poked out, then more. The baby’s red, scaly skull emerged, as if sensing its own freedom. Then it stopped.

      Marta slumped back, her eyes closed. The rays of the setting sun shone through the cave entrance, slashing across Marta’s face like a knife.

      “No,” Ash said. “Marta, keep pushing. You almost have it.” She nudged Marta’s leg, but the woman didn’t wake. She couldn’t get her fingers around the baby’s head. She couldn’t pull. Her mother had tools for this. A suction cup that sucked the baby out. What could she do?

      Ash slapped Marta on the cheeks. Not even slapping woke her. The pills must have been too much, whatever they were. Ash touched the woman’s belly, feeling in it for the baby. She pushed, leaning as hard as she could, but it wasn’t enough.

      The next contraction came, weaker this time. The oddly formed belly tensed into a boulder, and Ash pushed.

      Marta’s eyes snapped open, vibrant gray in the blue light. “A mistake,” she said. “God almighty it was a mistake. Get this thing out of me!”

      “You have to push,” Ash said as she circled around to touch the baby’s head. It grew pale under her fingers, bluish under black hair. “Push!”

      Marta screamed, and the baby came free.

      Ash’s breath caught when she saw the baby’s deformed face in the shadows, and the dread she had felt before finally had a home.

      The baby didn’t breathe, and for a short second that would haunt Ash’s dreams forever, she wished that it would not. She held the hideous little creature, but not close to her body. Some instinct repulsed her. The wretched thing twisted and squirmed, threatening to fall from her grasp.

      Then it squalled. He squalled.

      “You have a boy,” Ash said. She wiped the baby clean with a cloth.

      Color returned to his strange face. Ash didn’t get a good look at it in the cave’s shadows, but something was wrong. Very wrong. She handed him to Marta, who was already unconscious again. The baby struggled to latch, but when it did, it stayed and the cave went quiet.

      “Sleep,” Ash said to the new mother. “The hard part has only just started.”

      Marta’s face twisted under another contraction, and Ash worked the afterbirth free. It slid out without problem, and Ash drew a blanket from her pack to cover the sleeping woman.  She clipped the umbilical cord, the same as she had seen her mother do many times. Marta didn’t seem to be bleeding.

      A dark shadow passed over Marta, and it took Ash a moment to realize that someone moved outside the mouth of the cave. They’d been found.

      “Ash?” came Hector’s voice, quivering with uncertainty. “Ash, is that you in there?”

      If Hector reported back about the baby, they would never find the resources to keep him alive long enough. “Hector, I…” It occurred to her that he probably couldn’t see Marta at all. The way the lights played in the room, and his body blocked the sunlight, he couldn’t possibly see them. She needed to get him to leave. “Oh, wow, you’re just in time,” she said. “I was going to head back, but I was afraid it was going to get too dark.”

      Worse, though, if Hector figured out what was going on. Ash cleaned herself up as best she could in the dark, hoping the big lug wouldn’t notice any blood. She placed a blanket over Marta, who still slept as the baby fed. They would be fine until morning, she hoped.

      “I saw you walk past the quarry this morning when I was at work.” Hector said when she came out.

      It wouldn’t have been a long walk for him if he left from the near end of the quarry. Ash wondered why he came. She stalked past him and started on the way back toward the colony. “I came out to be alone,” she said.

      He didn’t respond for several long breaths, but finally said, “I thought I heard someone else.”

      Ash stopped once she was a good distance from the cave. “Which way is it back to the colony?”

      He caught up to her. Now that they were out of range of the cave, she didn’t need to rush him quite so much. Hector led the way. “This way along the ridge. Then we circle around to the quarry and it’s easy from there. It’ll be dark by the time we get there, but that shouldn’t be too bad since most of the moons are early tonight.”

      “Sure, but not any good moons.”

      Hector’s jaw worked. “They’re perfectly good moons.”

      “On Earth they only had one moon. You know what they called it?”

      “The Moon,” he said.

      “The Moon.” She hesitated, not sure what to say next. “They made a really big deal out of walking on it.”

      “Well, sure. They only had the one, and it was the first thing they walked on that wasn’t their own planet.”

      Ash waved an arm at the sky. “What would they have done if they’d been in our position? I mean, we have seven moons. Hard to make a big deal out of walking on each one.”

      “We have interstellar travel already, so walking on moons is hardly even worth our time.”

      “See what I mean?” Ash said. “This place doesn’t have any good stories to tell. All the good stuff’s been done. We haven’t even named our moons.”

      Hector shrugged. “Names aren’t that important, really. Anyway, we’d have to all agree on a new naming system, and that’s way too much work.”

      Ash watched the blue sun as it dipped behind the far-off storm. A green sunset glowed across the tops of dark clouds. She had forgotten her light stick back in the cave and hoped that it wouldn’t get too dark before moonrise. Maybe it would be best if Marta had the light stick, anyway. “I just wish I could have seen it,” she said.

      “The Moon?” asked Hector. “I’ve seen pictures. It’s round.”

      She took hold of the crook of Hector’s elbow as they passed a treacherous length of the ridge, leaning on him a little more than she might have intended. Exhaustion rolled over her, and the long walk ahead of them dragged on. If she didn’t do something she might fall asleep right there on the rocks. She kept hold of his arm as they walked, and he didn’t protest. “Tell me a story, Hector,” she said, hoping for at least a good distraction.

      “Looking for ideas to steal for our contest?” he asked.

      Her mouth dropped open in mock dismay. “You found me out!”

      His chuckle was like a mountain in an earthquake. Ash fell comfortably in step next to him. She wondered who this guy was, since she’d always passed over him at social gatherings. Alone with her under the setting sun he came across as clever. Maybe he was always like that, and she never paid attention. The moons rose one by one, their twinkling brilliance reflecting the blue-white light of the setting sun.

      When Hector finally spoke, his voice was a deep rumble, like his words emanated from the depths of the earth. He told her of a people who lived in great forests, their needs all met by the growth around them. They walked not on soil, but on the ancient roots of two-hundred foot plants. Wildlife teemed around, in skies and the earth. Animals and insects swarmed inside even the mightiest of trees, and the people were one with the nature around them. They never sought to master the world, because in truth they were only a part of the greater whole.

      “That was lovely,” she said, her voice quieter than she expected. They stood in front of her little house. “It wasn’t really a story, but it was lovely.”

      His jaw tensed, but he said nothing. The pit of her stomach dropped. She’s said the wrong thing and insulted the story he’d been working on for months. Letting go of his arm, she gnawed on her lower lip for the span of several long breaths.

      “This was nice,” she said, slipping the rebreather from her face. “Next time I’ll tell you my story.”

      Before he could respond, she slipped into her cluttered little house and closed the door. She collapsed fully dressed on her bed and didn’t stir until the sun came up.
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      After a short and fitful sleep, Ash dressed in cargo pants and a fresh black hoodie, keeping her coat from the previous day. She printed fresh clothes for Marta and the baby, taking her best guess at the woman’s size, and giving her a variety of dark, loose styles.

      She packed up her things and walked back to Marta’s cave. When she arrived, she found Marta in the far corner of the room, curled in a ball on a lone blanket. The baby rested several feet away, its face turned toward the shadowed wall. Bile and sweat clung to the cave, so much that Ash choked when she breathed it, even through her rebreather.

      Ash set her pack down next to Marta. It contained as much food and water as she could bring without rousing suspicion, but that wouldn’t last long. She would need to bring more soon if the baby would live long enough to be integrated into the colony.

      She touched the sleeping woman on the shoulder. “How are you doing?”

      Marta rolled onto her back, eyes unfocused. “I’m fine,” she said in a quiet voice.

      Ash touched the woman’s belly, feeling for—she didn’t know what. It was something her mother had always done. Marta flinched from each touch.

      “Are you peeing okay?” It seemed like an appropriate thing to ask.

      Marta nodded without speaking.

      Ash turned to the baby. She shuddered at the memory of that wretched thing. Her palms went clammy and cold at the thought of touching the strange creature. His chest rose and fell as he drew his tiny breaths. He didn’t have a rebreather, and Ash made a mental note to bring one the next time she visited.

      Marta rolled onto her side. The mother looked so serene compared to the previous day. The mother’s words still haunted Ash. Did the Marta still regret bringing this child into the world? Wouldn’t a mother do anything for her child?

      She touched Marta’s shoulder again. “I need to go to work today, but I’ll come back as soon as I can.”

      Ash hurried back to her lab, where she checked on everything she had missed the previous day. She worried her samples would either die or outgrow their spaces if she didn’t prep them properly before the storm.

      “Olympia, how’s that sample I gave you the other day?”

      A broad grin broke out over Olympia’s face. “Wonderful. It’ll be ready for stage two tomorrow.”

      Ash scrolled through the history, keeping track of any anomalies that might have crept up during the incubation process and asking Traverse for clarification when the logs made no sense. One alert caught her eye. The text on the screen was hard to read, with some letters upside-down and others glitched into strange characters.

      “Traverse, what is this anomalous indication?”

      Traverse’s spinning logo popped up in the corner. “Anomalous non-human activity has been detected in the colony.”

      “No kidding.” Ash expanded the alert. “Was it in my lab?” she asked as she read. Her greatest fear was creating something she couldn’t control, and her heart hammered at the thought of something happening while she was away.

      “No,” said Traverse. “The anomalous activity was outside of lab perimeter.”

      Ash relaxed. Nothing she did, then. Maybe one of the other labs got into something dangerous. “Well, I guess that’s someone else’s problem, then,” Ash said. She didn’t voice her real fear that Marta was the one producing anomalous activity.

      Olympia said, “Did you see the message about tightened nutrient controls?”

      “What?” Ash scrolled through the screen. Sure enough, her lab would be getting a smaller supply of nutrients to use in their experiments. “What is this, Traverse? How are we supposed to get any work done?”

      “Reuse of materials is encouraged,” said the AI.

      “Thanks, jerk.” Of course, they could reuse the material they already had. Those carbon, nitrogen, hydrogen, and oxygen atoms could be rebuilt thousands of times if they were careful not to lose too many of them between each printing. If that were the case, then, there would be a lot less wiggle room to steal nutrients for her ward out in the cave.

      Ash chewed her lower lip for the rest of the day until a little bead of blood formed. Finally, she resolved to find another source of nutrients for Marta and the baby. She called Simon and Hector, telling them both that she really, really needed a drink, even though it wasn’t their usual night to go out. Simon agreed to go, but Hector was silent. Their last moments together replayed in her mind. She remembered his kindness walking her home and how his deep storytelling voice reverberated in her chest. She also remembered how she had offended him, and her face turned deep red at the thought.

      “Have I got a story for you,” said Simon the moment she entered the cantina. He wore a filthy faux tweed coat, which hung like a washcloth over his wiry frame.

      The place had an entirely off feel to it, like a printed house where all the corners were just off of ninety degrees. Orson stood behind the pressed fiber bar, but all the customers were different. Meeting there broke her normal routine, and it itched at her like freshly printed clothing.

      Simon must have seen the reluctance on her face. “No, Ash. You can’t call off the bet. You either write a story or you lose the bet. Isn’t that right, Orson?”

      The barkeep nodded.

      “It’s just we got really busy at the lab and I don’t have time.” Ash swiped a few plastic credits across the bar and took up two chocolate protein bars. She gestured at the door and Simon led the way out into the hallway that ran through the inside of the Commons. Ash pocketed the bars.

      “You’re not going to eat those?” Simon asked.

      “They’re for later.”

      He shook his head reproachfully. “Hoarding’s not encouraged, you know.”

      She turned on him and poked him in the chest. “Don’t you give me a hard time. I’ve got enough problems.” She shook her head. “Let’s eat them upstairs.”

      Simon changed the subject; which Ash thought was pretty wise. “So, I’ve been doing research.”

      “You’re supposed to be writing a story, not a research paper. School’s done, man.”

      He shook his head. “I know, but I remembered what you always say about the past being full of great stories. I can’t really write about our life here without any reference at all to what happened to get us here.”

      Ash led the way through to the inner stairwell of the building. The spiral of stairs looped around a wide central atrium, and the domed ceiling above let in a brilliant display of sunlight. They walked up the stairs.

      “You’re really doing a historical piece? Do you need my expert expertise, because you’re not going to get it.” Ash really didn’t think that would be his style. Ship-era stories were almost entirely happy little romance books that contained a whole lot of optimism and not much substance. Ash considered it more proof that all the good stories had been told on Earth. It was only the really old stories from Earth that had any real grit to them. “Wait. Is it a love story?”

      Simon stopped, one foot on the top step. After taking several seconds to come up with something to say, he finally settled on, “Maybe.”

      “Dang.” Ash leaned back against a segment of the glass dome.

      “Anyway, did you know that seconds changed?”

      Ash blinked, not understanding what he meant. “What?”

      “Seconds. Minutes. Hours. All of them. Slowly, over a couple hundred years. Traverse managed it all, slowly adjusting time for the colonists so that by the time we got here everybody just knew what local days and hours and years would be like.”

      Ash looked out over the colony. Past the Commons rooftop lightning rod she could see all of Edge and beyond. The vantage point even let her see over the mountain and to the ocean below where the storm approached. “How different were they?” Ash had never heard of this, so she knew it wasn’t in any of the fiction.

      “I don’t know. The days on Sky are only a couple hours longer, whatever that even means. Earth hours, I guess. That’s what most of the other units are based on, so I guess our seconds are around ten percent longer than those on Earth.”

      Ash sat back in her chair. “Traverse changed the fabric of time itself? Just by wanting it?”

      Simon nodded, then made a gesture indicating his head exploding.

      “This is stressing me out, Simon.” Ash leaned forward, conspiratorial gleam in her eye. “What else do
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