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Content warnings
This work contains mature content including but not limited to:
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  Chapter 1
Clouds


Fine red sand whipped past Dezi’s visor as he rode across the boundless crater. In the morning twilight, the thin atmosphere of Mars let light from a million stars break through. The Milky Way bowed overhead like a streak of shattered opals, falling into the sunrise, and if Dezi arched his head back, he could pretend he was flying a Hadron ship instead of riding a scuffed Hadron bike.  
His wrist monitor flashed red, but the rush and grind of sand drowned out its alarm. He patted the polyimide tape sealing where his helmet and stasis suit met and checked the monitor’s screen. It read, Secondary tank activated. Thirty minutes of oxygen remaining.
He looked back at the facility’s glassy, ground-hugging habitation dome a mile behind him and then eyed the ruddy clouds forming over the crater’s crest half a mile ahead. Plenty of time, he thought.
Dezi decelerated as he crossed into the shadow cast by the mountainous ridge, stopping beside the two-meter-tall silver pipe he had followed from the facility. He threw out his kickstand and dismounted, tossing a cloud of dust under his feet. The silt sucked on his weighted boots, making every step a battle as he trudged to the water meter.
Fine as powder, colder than ice, and toxic as chlorine gas, this regolith was always piling up at the bottom of their crater. One day, the facility would end up buried in it, but he doubted Eden Natural Healing would put up the money to dig them out. All the blood and sweat they sucked out of Verde Valis, and Corporate still refused to hire an actual engineer. Now Dezi was out on the dust before sunrise, fixing something he was completely underqualified to touch.
The meter’s door dangled in the low-density atmosphere, its marred screen displaying, ERROR: 415X00.
“Unsupported media type…?” Dezi patted his helmet and frowned.
He gave the massive pipe a sturdy kick then listened. The fluid inside slushed and grated but then glugged down the pipe, washing out the frost blockage. Although it’d be a little crunchy tomorrow, they’d have something to water the crops with. When they’d get new heating coils was a different question.
Dezi shut the meter hatch, but as he took up his bike’s kickstand, a buzz ran across the dunes like an army of rotary drones taking off. So deep he felt it through his boots, the vibrations drew shimmering ripples in the dust under his feet—not good. Booming sands were moving sands, and once the sand got moving, there was no telling where it would stop. A gust shoved at Dezi as dark sienna clouds rolled over the crater’s peaks. The sheets of clay-red dust piled against the ridge shifted, breaking into streams, gathering into rivers, and cascading down the crater bowl in a powdery avalanche.
A jolt of adrenaline jump-started Dezi’s heart, and he leaped onto his bike, pulling the throttle before his ass was on the seat. It lurched forward as the dustslide roared behind him. Hunched down, he hit top speed in seconds, with his Hadron whining and sputtering underneath him. He didn’t know if she could handle this abuse, but he couldn’t let up. If he could outrace the worst of it, he had a chance. The facility was a few hundred yards away and approaching fast.
Losing ground and vision to the darkening murk, Dezi gripped his vibrating handlebars and gritted his teeth, but the front hit him like a rolling wave of bricks. It tossed him off his bike, and his vision went dark save for the dim twinkle of the twin moons, Phobos and Deimos, confirming which way was up. He landed hard and immediately scrounged for the pipe that could lead him home, but grasped nothing but sand. His heartbeat pounded in his ears, his hands shook, his throat tightened—had the dust gotten into his suit? Was he about to die exactly like Mithra had?
A gust cleared Dezi’s vision, revealing a spindly column twisting in the stormglow—a newborn whirlwind making touchdown. He stumbled, head suddenly filled with helium, then felt something solid—his Hadron’s handlebars—but the bike was halfway encased in sand. The storm dragged on him, sucking him closer, while the sky darkened like drying blood. His suit blared, “Warning! Fifteen minutes of oxygen remaining.”
Dezi collapsed to his knees. This was it; the struggle was finally over.
He choked on a sob and half-heartedly looked over his shoulder. A couple of lights switched on at the facility. Breakfast would be in an hour.
It’s too far. I’m too tired. I’m so damn tired.
Something flickered in front of a light. A figure? A person holding the airlock open, trying to save Dezi.
His stomach dropped, but prickles raced up his skin. He couldn’t let another person die for his mistakes, not again. He surged forward, jumped onto the fat water pipe, and hauled himself up. Staggering against the wind, he threw his weight forward, lined up each foot squarely on the pipe, and ran, ran until the specks of light grew, then dove off, crashing in front of the airlock. He groped for the handle and rattled the door, but it wouldn’t budge. Every time he pulled, the screen flashed, Entry not permitted. Dangerous atmospheric conditions detected.
And Corporate had spoken. The tape would not hold, the dust would get in, and Dezi would ruin a good suit with his stinking corpse. At least whoever had tried to save him had the sense to turn back. He smiled, and a few of his tears were grateful ones.
“Ten minutes of oxygen remaining,” his suit said.
Dezi wedged himself into the corner where the pipe connected to the habitation dome, while the storm stained the facility lights the colors of rust and gore. Sand piled around him until he formed a dune himself, helmet labeled 000 sitting on top like a grave marker. Entombed, he pressed his hand against the tape on his neck seal, and the dust exerted its pressure onto him.
“Five minutes of oxygen remaining.”
The hot stink of his helmet, chalky taste of his tongue, and cold nylon of his suit became his world. This was how Mithra had died, taking shallow breaths alone, tangling with unfinished thoughts. Dezi recalled the last time he had kissed someone, regretting that he’d stopped it before they’d gone further. He wished he hadn’t broken up with that cocky, freckled boy. It would have been nice to fall in love once, even if it never would have worked out.
“Oxygen depleted. Emergency pressure balance initiated.” The air valve seated over Dezi’s heart halted its subtle blow. “Life support failure imminent.”
His breathing steadied as a hush settled over the dunes. It was quiet for a storm, though too early for one to stop. Unless it wasn’t a storm at all but a sandslide so large it had kicked up a dust devil the size of a tornado. 
Dezi’s eyes snapped open. The door was still locked, but he shrugged off the pile of sand gathered around him and crawled, taking every second to preserve the oxygen held in his blood. He pulled the handle lightly, then again, and again. His lungs ached and his vision blurred, but when a green light flashed in the corner of his eye, he tugged, and the door hissed open.
Dezi stumbled into the airlock, slammed the pressure toggle, and threw his helmet off as the door sealed. Even though the thin air reeked of chlorine, it was better than the lung-searing carbon dioxide in his suit. He rubbed his neck and took a cooling breath, but his skin suddenly flushed. 
I almost died.
Tears rose to his crusty eyelashes, but he took a few quick breaths and stuffed them down. 
You’ve got work—worry about it after work.
He climbed out of his stasis suit and hung it with the others. 996, 997, 998, 999, 000; he touched the suits one after another, but each one but his own was dome-cold.

      [image: image-placeholder]Beads of sweat ran down Dezi’s back as he trudged to his room. He still had a full shift ahead of him, so he shut his door and stripped down. His greasy hair clung to his face as he fought to peel off his sticky thermal tights. Finally free, he wiped down with a damp towel pulled from a dispenser in the wall and let the frosty air wick the moisture off his skin.
Dezi’s room was seven feet square, cluttered with tools and rusted free weights, and decorated with a single poster of a Hadron micro-class racing between the rings of Saturn. At a backcrater colony like Verde, a twenty-three-year-old man without a partner or children got the bare minimum. This single was a downgrade from his Mom’s three-room suite, but he couldn’t handle her constant questions about when he’d go back to college. She already knew the answer was never.
Balled up in his damp tights, Dezi’s phone blared an obnoxious alarm. He groaned and got off his crinkly mattress; of course he’d hit the radiation limit on payday. He slathered himself in UV-blocker and threw back an isotope supplement, hoping to salvage his grade before extraction. 
Dezi pulled a fresh pair of slate-gray coveralls, their neon-yellow label reading 000, from the drawer under his bed. His employee ID came with a matching nickname, Zero, and the responsibility of being the facility’s unofficial, uncompensated engineer. The systems on Verde Valis were designed to be autonomous, but for as long as anyone could remember, it had been Zero’s job to keep them running. Kick a pipe here, adjust a knob there; it was nothing a manager couldn’t do themselves, but they didn’t, and it took at least a day to bring a technician out from Meridiani. That was why lucky number 000 was the funniest joke on Verde—extra work for no extra pay—but Dezi had volunteered for it. It was the least he could do after the accident.
He changed into the fresh uniform, grabbed his company-issued device from its charging port on the nightstand, and laced his lead-bottomed boots, but before he left, he stopped at the speedship poster taped on the back of his door. In slick neon, it read, Break orbit, break barriers, take your destiny. 
That had been Mithra’s plan, to get the hell off this planet and actually do something with her life. She’d have made a great scientist if she’d had the money for tuition—probably have invented some life-saving discoveries along the way—but she’d gotten stuck working as the facility’s Zero instead. She had been so good at it that the lights never flickered and people stopped stashing emergency oxygen tanks under their beds, but now she’d never see outside Verde. 
Not that Dezi would either. He was going to die here exactly like she had; it was only a matter of time.
He tore the poster off the door and threw it on a pile of dirty socks in the corner. Giving colony kids outlandish ambitions like that was a cruel joke. No one left this place.
Dezi pressed his palm over the pain in his chest as his body tightened up, but then he exhaled harshly and pounded his fist on his forehead. Don’t be dramatic, he told himself. Get your ass to work before Gion docks the rest of your pay.
The greenhouse would help him calm down. It always did. 
He loaded the hydroponics monitoring tool on his tablet and left his room. Illuminated by ads for homeopathic supplements and organic juices he couldn’t afford, the facility halls were dead-empty at this hour, but he liked the quiet.
When he entered the saffron greenhouse, the whisper-like hum of cyclocopters skimming the fields filled the air. Occasionally, they stopped to examine a plant and then released a burst of pesticides before drifting away on their cylindrical wing paddles. After checking the hoses for leaks and making his adjustments, Dezi took a moment to look down the thousands of rows of bulbs. For the past week, the stems sprouting from each bulb had looked like white worms reaching out of their charcoal-gray substrate, but now a swollen purple flower bud topped each stalk. There had to be a million of them ready to bloom, and turning down the water wouldn’t stall them any longer.
Dezi leaned his head back to meet the Milky Way fading in the sunrise and sighed. As if this day couldn’t get any worse.

      [image: image-placeholder]Like most of the complex, the ceiling of the company cafeteria was made of transparent ceramic tile. Martian sunlight was half as bright as Earth’s, and the average temperature was well below freezing, so they had to leverage every joule of energy for maximum profitability, or something like that. It made Dezi grateful that he wasn’t as prone to sunburns as the average Verden. 
Lined up with the other drowsy workers, he weighed his options at the food counter: tepary bean and okra chili, millet and squash mash, yuca fries, and cactus pears. As usual, the locust meal packets were untouched, and they’d remain untouched until the next global dust storm. Like their lack of a holiday bonus, storms were an inevitable, seasonal disappointment. The last one had lasted so long that the only food left was the iron supplements synthesized from the dust itself. It was funny no one ate the scorpions or centipedes; in fact, they had to feed the predators, or there wouldn’t be anything to stop the jerboas from devouring their crops when the sun came back.
Dezi grabbed a serving of pears and fries and scanned his wrist-imbedded chip at the terminal. The machine played a cheery jingle and demanded he accept the terms and conditions of a twelve-hour payment plan for the one-dollar charge. It was a total ripoff, but his credit had been in the negative since he’d signed the rental agreement for his work boots. After he accepted the loan, the machine dispensed a carefully portioned unit of water into his bottle, and three chalky pills clattered out of its dispenser port. It thanked him for shopping with Eden Natural Healing, as if he had any other choice. 
Dezi scanned the crowded benches, identifying 999 plastered across a wide back. Employee 999, Ajax, had hair as scant as the wispy Martian clouds, and the top of his head was red as the crater. A ginger-speckled beard covered his leather-worn face, and crow’s feet etched from decades of smiling surrounded his tawny eyes. Before his eldest daughter, Mithra, he had been Verde’s prior Zero, but with the build of three men stuffed into one pair of coveralls, there was no way he could fit into his stasis suit to do EVAs outside of the facility anymore.
“How’re the flowers looking, Zero?” he asked. 
“Purple. Too purple.” Dezi placed his tray down and took a seat.
“I figured it’d be one of them days. If y’all get any blisters, I got plastaids,” Ajax said. 
A petite girl popped her head out from behind Ajax’s mountainous shadow. “I’ll need a couple, Pa. Otherwise, Ori won’t give me my foot rubbing.”
With number 996 on her left breast, Vesta was lanky, but her muscles flexed under her golden, sand-colored skin when she reached to take the bandages Ajax offered. Frizzy, rust-orange hair framed her sunburned cheeks and button nose. Flecked with freckles from head to toe, she’d been bullied relentlessly for looking dirty as a kid, but Dezi thought the marks were cute. Her butterscotch eyes beamed like the brightest day on a Martian summer when they darted to Dezi’s prickly pears. “Can you really afford those?”
“If I skip the entrees, I can.” Dezi handed her one.
“You’re going to regret that.” She chomped on it, sending magenta juice running down her chin. 
“Why are you at the geeks’ table?” Dezi asked. “Your friends are going to think you finally left for Chryse.”
“I figured I could spend a morning with you and Pa. But if I’m not wanted…”
“Hold on now, girly, you keep yer butt in that seat,” Ajax said.
“I was teasing.” Vesta giggled. “It wouldn’t kill you to hang out with my friends sometime, Dez.”
“No, it definitely would.” He held a finger gun to his head. “Plus, your dad’s way cooler.”
The old man broke into coughing, spitting laughter.
Vesta yanked her tray out of spray range. “Watch your sprinklers, Pa.”
Dezi laughed. “How is Ori? Is he enjoying kindergarten?”
“Ugh, no. He can’t sit still for ten minutes. They ain’t sending kids headsets no more, but me and Pa are saving up to get ’em one.”
“Shouldn’t his adoption stipend cover school supplies?”
“You’d think it, but between rent n’ food for the three of us, it’s cutting it close already.” Ajax let out a rattling cough, and his daughter smacked his back.
“Maybe after the merger, we’ll get a couple cents’ raise,” Vesta said.
“More like a couple cents’ cut,” Ajax said.
“Wait, who are we merging with?” Dezi asked.
“Planitr. Not sure what they’re gonna do with over-priced essential oils, but they’ve been snatching up every company they can get their teeth into.” Vesta shrugged.
“Woah, that’s huge,” Dezi said. “So we might get a real technician?”
“Clouds don’t mean rain, boy,” Ajax said. “I hear at them Planitr facilities, all you got to eat is protein slurry, and they time how long you use the loo.”
“Pshh, you gotta stop reading those conspiracy forums, Pa.” Vesta rested on her elbow and scrolled her phone. “The stuff on there ain’t true.”
“We’ll have’ta wait and see.” Ajax sniffed and looked at Dezi. “How’s the Hadron doing you? I know her software was giving you some trouble.”
“Can we please talk about something interesting?” Vesta asked. “Did y’all hear about Aethur Charm and Beth Andronage’s wedding? They rode down the aisle on real, organic elephants, from—like—Earth.”
“Arther who? Naw, girl, we’re talking Hadrons now. Listen and you might learn something.”
Vesta groaned and sunk into her seat.
“I got caught in some sand.” Dezi rolled a fruit around his tray. “Ves, you weren’t out EVA-ing this morning, were you?”
She hastily sat up. “No. I haven’t touched a suit since…you know.”
Ajax put his fork down with a clang. “Caught in sand or caught in a storm?”
“J-just sand,” Dezi stuttered. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to dust up your bike.”
“I already told ya, she’s yours so long as you keep her in shape for when Ori gets big enough to ride.” Ajax slapped Dezi’s back and rubbed his daughter’s shoulder. “And how you’d be Zero without a bike? You can’t walk yerself to them pipes.”
“I don’t know about that, Pa.” Vesta leaned over the table to look at Dezi’s behind. “Those domes can carry him pretty far.”
Dezi covered his face while father and daughter hooted and laughed. Suddenly, getting back to the greenhouses didn’t seem so bad.

      [image: image-placeholder]Ring chime. Ring-ring chime.
At 6:28 A.M. the horrible jingle that marked the start of the work shift played, and by 6:33, Dezi and the other harvesters had filed into the greenhouse, clippers in hand, where a sea of pale purple flowers swayed in the ventilation draft.
The floral scent was sticky and sweet at first, like sun-baked dates, but that gave way to something muskier and bold; it coated Dezi’s tongue like a kiss after a heated argument. The last note was acrid, like burning flower petals—or maybe that was the dust. Checking the air filters would have to wait, because the saffron lost potency by the minute, so the harvest couldn’t stop until every open bud had been gathered.
The AI operators tried to stagger the blooming times, but organic systems were difficult to forecast even with quantum models, so the junk Verde was running didn’t have a chance. Eden Natural Healing had spent billions trying to automate the harvest, but it took a human touch to pluck the flowers without bruising their stigmas, which was essential to producing quality safranal. The facility manager, Mr. Gion, loved to remind them their safranal was the one thing of value in this crater, but he forgot that every human body here contained ten units of vitamin-D-rich blood.
After hours of weaving up and down the hydroponics rows, the pollen had stained the tips of Dezi’s fingers orange. He grabbed a crop of flowers, clipped the stigma’s scarlet tri-tips, and dropped them into the port of his saffron receptacle. He raised the clear canister slung by his hip and measured the mess of red threads inside, then noticed Vesta sitting nearby on a metallic hydroponic basin with her phone held high in the air.
“You’re getting rust stains on your uniform,” Dezi said.
“Then that’s the cost of fame.” She lifted her leg onto the basin lip and took another picture.
“And how many followers do you have again?”
“Hey! I have a ton. You stop bellyaching about my side hustle or I won’t let you keep sucking up my satellite data. You think it pays for itself?”
“I’m not judging, but how do you always meet your quota messing around like that?”
“Eating my vegetables helps.” She bobbed her head. 
“Nice.” Dezi rolled his eyes and grinned. 
“Have you thought about leaving yet? Elay says he can get us into Chryse if I take out a lil’ bit of a loan.”
“You’re going to trust the guy who smuggles pirated movies and cheap liquor into town?”
“Not trust, hire. And he hasn’t lost a shipment yet.”
“Getting two live humans past border control is a lot harder than sneaking through a pillowcase full of hard drives. And there’s no way you have enough credit for a MagnaLoop ticket.”
“That’s the trick.” Vesta hopped to Dezi’s side of the basin and whispered, “He says we won’t need a ticket, ’cause if we can get on the train, he can sneak us off. Think about it. You and me in Chryse City. The Darklight Domes—The City of Sharp Smiles! From there, we could get better jobs and make our way off-planet.”
“College taught me one thing, Ves: Don’t take a loan you can’t pay off.”
“Ugh! Dez—” She threw a fistful of petals at him. “How else are we gonna get outta here? You said it yourself, we’ll never afford a Magna ticket, and picking flowers all day ain’t gonna get you closer to being an astronaut.”
“An astronaut flies freighters and fixes asteroid miners. I was studying to be an exonaut.” He swung his receptacle over his back.
“Wait up, rocket man.” She chased after him. “You see any ships ’round here?”
“No, but we have a ton of cool rocks.” He shrugged as he walked to the deposit chute.
“I got a plan B, if loans are a no-go.” Vesta bounced on her toes and wiggled her eyebrows. “You wanna hear?”
“Probably not…” Dezi lined his receptacle up with the chute and jerked it a quarter turn, causing the vacuum to suck out the tangled threads.
“Lookie here.” She bounded to a door marked Restricted Access and cracked it open.
“Stop.” He slammed the door shut.
“I’m not gonna go in, I wanted to show ya. Pa told me the key scanner broke, so they had to turn it to fail-open mode. I figured that means it ain’t locked.”
“That’s what it means, but why are you telling me? I’m not qualified to fix it.”
“They make the safranal in there. If we got a bit, I could sell it to Elay, easy.”
“That’s a terrible plan.” Dezi walked to the greenhouse. “They track exactly how much safranal is produced.”
“Can’t you fudge the sensors or something?”
“Do I look like a criminal?” He balked. “And if I can’t fix a scanner, how could I hack a billion-dollar facility?”
Vesta dropped her shoulders and lost her silly grin. 
Dezi’s lips tightened. “I can help you save money for your ticket, but I think it’s better if I stay.”
“On what world? You been itching to ditch this rust bubble since you got here.” She kicked a basin.
“I don’t want to stay, but”—he knelt to tighten a loose bolt beside the scuff mark Vesta had left—“who will keep this place running if I go?”
“It ain’t your fault Verde’s always a sneeze away from breaking down.”
“But it is.”
She knelt beside him, touching his arm. “It isn’t.”
He couldn’t hear that from her, of all people, not when it was his fault her sister was gone. Every breakdown Mirtha could have prevented was his fault. If Verde failed, it would be his fault.
Dezi quickly stood, but static rushed to his head, and he teetered back. 
Vesta leaped to steady him. “Are you okay?”
“Y-yeah.” He forced a smile. “Got up too fast.”
“You need to eat more.” She squeezed his shoulder. “You better not be skipping meals to save money for me.”
“No—I wasn’t hungry. I’m fine, really.” He picked quickly to prove it to her. “I need to concentrate or I’ll miss my quota.”
“Your mom’s gonna chew you up again…” Vesta’s sun-speckled cheeks puffed up when she frowned, but she went back to work.

      [image: image-placeholder]By 8:07 P.M. Dezi’s shoulders were satisfyingly sore, and greenhouse three was a graveyard of pale worms and skeleton fingers again. Seated on the edge of a hydroponic basin, he examined a petal pinched between his fingertips, wondering how many subsidies it took to keep Verde profitable. Sure, there was flooding and fallout on Earth, but at least they had air.
Smaller than a saffron bulb, a jerboa dug its way out of the substrate and shook the volcanic gravel off of its sail-like ears. It hopped on its tall back legs, searching saffron stalks for dew drops. Dezi glanced over his shoulder as he took a yuca fry out of his pocket. If he got caught feeding a pest, Mr. Gion would slap him with a fine. Food was for useful livestock—scorpions, centipedes, and humans—but Dezi always admired the mice. Those first few adventurous pets had escaped their owners centuries ago, and now their descendants inhabited every habitation dome from Verde to the planet’s capital. From traps to poison to laser-equipped drones, they had survived every extermination tactic Corporate threw at them. Did jerboa in the city have it better? Dezi imagined there was more food in Chryse, but more predators, too. 
“I guess I’m more like the flowers than you, huh?” He tossed the fry.
The jerboa lunged for the morsel and then burrowed into the substrate, its fluff-tipped tail worming under the pebbles without a speck of gratitude. Dezi frowned before he noticed what had made the mouse so flighty—Mr. Gion was pacing up the rows. He shouted, “Zero, get a move on!”
“Yes, sir.” He jogged to the end of the queue of laborers at the greenhouse exit, and as he got in line, his dried-out manager began lecturing him on Eden Natural Healing Business Brand Etiquette.
Dezi nodded and mumbled in agreement as he absently scanned the new ads playing on the poster-sized screens dotting the facility corridor. In one, a porcelain-skinned woman with lips as red as the sucker she popped out of her mouth winked and whispered, Donate. You’re my type.
It was corny but still stole a chuckle from Dezi. The next screen stole his breath. It was an image of Mr. Everest Eden himself, surrounded by young men and women, all with the same brilliant crimson hair and luminous amber eyes. A head taller than all of his family members, Mr. Eden was a tremendously muscular man in a Mars-red suit with waves of glossy hair tumbling down his chest, a courtly closed smile, and a jawline you could pop open a bottle on. The text read, We live because you give. From our family to yours, thank you.
Even when they had gotten half a day off work to celebrate Mr. Eden’s centennial anniversary, they hadn’t been shown a picture of him, yet his visage was undeniable—preternatural. He didn’t look a day over thirty-five, though Dezi didn’t bother to check for airbrushing. The Edens were a perennial family and, thus, functionally immortal. Dezi frowned at the toddler in Mr. Eden’s arms; surely that perennial was too young to take hemoglobin treatments. 
“Are you listening?” Gion looked back.
“Oh—sorry.” Dezi caught up with the line. “So that new ad… I thought the Edens kept a low profile.”
“They did, but Planitr puts a face to their brands. On that note, this quarter’s numbers must be perfect. We need Planitr to pick Verde for a 9999 facility upgrade.” 
“They’re refurbishing facilities? I didn’t see that in the newsletter.” Dezi reached the end of the line leading to the medical center, and as he stepped through the plastic slit of the dust-blocking membrane, the smell of latex and cleaner fluid hit him.
“I’m trusting you with this information because you aren’t any other employee. We’re a family here, and we depend on you.”
The doctor cleared her throat. “We are a family?”
“It’s a turn of phrase, Renata.” Gion smiled at her too hard. Dezi had never liked how Gion smiled at her.
He sat in the chair and clenched his fist as the doctor looked for a good vein. With bronze skin only beginning to gather wrinkles and deep, hazel eyes, she was an uncharacteristically beautiful woman for a town like Verde. Her genes came from curated stock, and she had the Earth-Latin accent to prove her off-world heritage.
“You’re going to watch?” Dezi asked Gion. “Don’t you have to check the saffron?”
“I’m ensuring we hit both harvest numbers.”
The doctor inspected Dezi’s tear ducts and frowned.  
Gion groaned. “Not this again.”
“He’s anemic,” she said. 
“Zero, you’re letting the team down!”
“It’s a medical condition,” she snapped.
“Renata, if you were going to bring your thin-blooded kid here, you should have put him through college instead of sticking me with him. Isn’t there something you can prescribe him?”
Dezi’s mother—the facility doctor—met her son’s eyes, then raised her head like she didn’t remember fights with Gion always ended in threats of termination. “Will you cover the cost of his prescription?” 
“What? Of course not,” Gion said. “Just take the blood.”
His mom opened her mouth, but Dezi interjected. “I’ll donate. I can’t afford the fine.”
“That’s the team spirit.” Gion grinned. “Extract what you can and bring me the numbers.”
Dezi’s mother watched their manager leave, but when he shut the door, she rolled up her sleeve.
“Stop,” Dezi whispered.
“Dezi…” She looked older than he remembered, but her eyes still blazed.
“Let me give at least half of it.”
She smiled weakly. “You don’t have to fight me every time I help you.”
“Then who else would I fight with?” He rolled up his coverall sleeve.
His mom shook her head. “Meu coracao batendo…” 
It was a bit of language from the Old World that her father had left her, broken from aged memory and blended with Earth-Latin. She said he used to call her, his youngest of many children, his beating heart. Perennial families liked to keep those ancient dialects alive, and Dezi’s grandfather had been the last immortal of the Merlo line, before he had died.
Dezi closed his eyes and tried not to shake too much when she swabbed his arm. He was still waiting to grow out of his fear of needles.

      [image: image-placeholder]After Dezi had donated as much as his mom would let him, and she gave as much as her body allowed, he helped her to her suite. Her home smelled like citrus disinfectant spray, and it brought back memories of his childhood birthday parties. Mom had a habit of stopping mid-party to clean, and she always hosted because being the facility doctor entitled her to a spacious suite, though his father’s career in sales had certainly helped.
Dad and Ajax used to sit in those synth-leather recliners, discussing the newest contract he was working on, while Ajax’s wife made sweet nut-butter bites for the kids. Dezi hid under the blankets with Mithra and Vesta, staying up late to watch space science videos that put poor baby Vesta, five years their junior, to sleep. In the morning, Mom had their necks for sneaking in meteorites Ajax had found on the dunes, but if Dad wasn’t on a business trip, he would talk her into letting him keep them. 
The kid with the biggest house and nicest toys, with an Earthling accent to boot, Dezi didn’t blame the other children for treating him differently. But, somehow, he’d become best friends with the two wildest girls in Verde. He smiled as he helped his mom into a recliner, but the cozy feeling didn’t last. Now his father was gone, Ajax’s wife and Mithra were dead, and his mother’s suite was as silent and sterile as the medical center.
“I’m sorry,” his mom mumbled.
“For what?” Dezi almost laughed. “Giving birth to me?”
“I should have helped you through school… I tried…”
Dezi’s joke soured on his tongue. “You apologize too much. I was the one dumb enough to miss my final.”
“Dezi.” His mom sat up with sudden vigor. “You are not unintelligent, and what happened was not your fault. You finished early college at eighteen. Who else here graduated any college?”
“You. And I did a two-year program; that’s not a real degree.”
“But you got into Argyre University.”
“The online program. The acceptance rate for the actual campus is different.” Dezi shut his eyes. “And I spent the money you saved without even passing the first year.”
“I’m sorry… If I hadn’t chased your father off, we’d have—”
“No!” Dezi startled himself with how loudly he said it. “I mean—he left. And I won’t abandon you too.”
“I don’t want you to spend the rest of your life as a harvester to be with me.” She smiled at him in the knowing way of a mother. “Something is on your mind, son. Talk to me.”
“I don’t know.” He sunk into a chair. “I don’t know what I’m doing anymore.”
“What do you want to do?”
“Does it matter? The odds of me starting an actual career are as good as Mr. Eden calling me up and asking me to replace him as CEO. I guess I’ll work here until I drop dead like everyone else does. I nearly did this morning.”
“What do you mean? What happened?”
“Work. Mars. You know.” He shook his head, but he’d said too much. “I’m too tired to talk about it.”
“Yes, Mars…we should have never brought you here.” She took her tablet from the end table and offered it. “I want you to take this and go to Chryse with Vesta.”
“I can’t take your retirement money.” Dezi shrugged, but even that was difficult. “I’ll just end up back here anyway.”
She pressed the tablet towards him. “No, you’ll leave Mars.”
“You know I won’t!”
The room went silent.
He stared at the floor. “I’m sorry.”
“It’s late. Why don’t you stay?”
“No. I get up early. It’ll bother you.” He retreated to the hall. “I’ll let you rest.”
He shut her door before she could press and then ambled to his room, ignoring the promises of late-night companionship whispered by the glowing ads along the walls. When he got to his room, he picked up the crumpled rocket poster from the floor and spread it face-down on his desk, smoothing out the wrinkles. There was a message scrawled on its bottom corner.
I heard this program of yours is pretty tough, but don’t forget to enjoy college! So long as you know where you’re headed, you’ll get there in your own time.

- M
Dezi re-taped the poster to his door and collapsed onto his bed without changing or washing. It stunk like mechanical lubricant, sweat, and saffron.






  
  Chapter 2
Flowers


Magnetized drones rolled up and down the outer dome, discharging static dust from the late-autumn storms. Mithra stepped out of the battery silo, joining the parents and children in the courtyard to enjoy her first taste of sun in a week. Under the copper sunshine, Vesta sprawled out on the rubber walk tiles while Dezi tinkered with a rover in his lap. 
Mithra squatted beside him, resting her forearms over her thighs. “You got her suspension balanced yet?”
Dezi poked his temple with his screwdriver. “Yeah. You were right about the rocker joint; the angle was too low.”
“She ready for her maiden voyage?”
“Maybe, but I don’t want to risk it in this weather.”
Vesta rolled onto her stomach. “I still think you should have sent her into the storm. A video of that woulda scared the tights off them city-goer classmates of yours.”
“You’d have a hell of a time getting the airlock open.” Mithra examined the overcast, apricot sky. “But looks like it’s clearing up. You want to give her a shot?”
“I’m not sure.” Dezi snapped the rover’s back panel shut. “The forecast this morning was pretty bleak, so I asked my professor for another extension.”
“Can she even give you one?” Mithra put out her hand. “Your final’s tomorrow.”
“Probably not.” He sighed and handed over his rover.
“Then it’s settled.” She popped onto her feet. “Let’s tear up some dunes!”
Vesta rolled her eyes. “You’re always looking for an excuse to get out of the hab.”
“Damn right. You won’t catch me dead in this fishbowl. I’m just waiting for you to finish up secondary school so we can all get out of here.” Mithra poked Vesta’s forehead. “You couldn’t have done me a favor and graduated early like Dezi?”
“Hey, you didn’t even graduate! And trigonometry’s not gonna make a lick of difference when I’m struttin’ down the red carpet.”
“Every superstar needs a little math, like every rocket scientist needs a little of the arts. It’ll round you out, get you into a good college.” Mithra plucked the shreds of rubber out of her sister’s frizzy curls and smoothed them down. “So, until you make it big, study for the both of us, because I’m not sending Pa back to the fields for my sake. And that goes double for math. No more Ds, unless you plan on becoming a glorified farmdrone.”
Vesta puffed up her cheeks and pouted. “That’s big talk coming from a farmdrone.”
“Your sister is an engineer, whether or not it’s her job title.” Dezi picked up his laptop and stood. “Be careful. This is thirty percent of my grade.”
“You can’t get between an explorer and the wide open, Dez. Freedom’s calling!” Mithra lifted the little rover into the air. “Let’s go find your daddy some alien life.”
She bounded to the airlock and slid into her stasis suit. It was chill and sweat-tacky from her maintenance run that morning, but it’d warm up. She tightened her bootstraps and rotated her shoulder joints to knock the sand out, then took her helmet off the rack and gave the visor a kiss for good luck, but when she screwed it on, it didn’t click right. The hundred-year-old thing had been gunking up worse and worse, but the new gaskets were on backorder since Pa had first shown her how to fit them, so she blew into the groove and gave the helmet a hard twist.
Click.
She hit the pressure toggle, opened the door, and set the drone in the sand. They needed it to make one hundred meters for full points, so Mithra kept a foot in the doorway and an eye on the rover’s path. Dezi, Vesta, and every kid in the courtyard pressed up to the dome glass and watched the rover’s six wheels make tracks in the pristine sand. It pushed up a small hill, with Dezi’s new suspension handling it smooth as sub-butter spread, but then its back wheel snagged on a jagged rock seventy meters out. Seventy—a single point above a D. Mithra looked at Dezi, and while the whole town was watching the rover spin out, he was looking at her.
She stepped a foot out of the airlock. This would only take a second.
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Dezi woke, clawing at his throat, gasping for air. He rolled onto his side and caught his breath, but his heart drained out—that alarm wasn’t his.
In a stupor, he tossed off his damp blankets, flew out of bed, grabbed his tablet, and ran out the door without relacing his boots. He had to make it to the greenhouses in five minutes. If he didn’t, the late fee would blow away the credit he’d saved for Ori’s school headset. Rounding the corner full-tilt, he spotted Vesta peering out the greenhouse doors. The clock above read 6:32 with seven seconds to spare.
“Vesta! Catch!” He hurled his tablet like a frisbee. It tumbled through the air, straight at Vesta’s chest. She slammed it between her hands and landed square on her butt, flashing her snaggletooth with a massive grin. Clocked-in meant having their company device pass through the door scanner, so as far as Eden Natural Healing knew, Dezi wasn’t late.
He jogged over, about to make a joke about Vesta’s hard landing, but a glimpse of the greenhouse gagged him like a face full of methane from a leaky fertilizer tank. If yesterday had been a gentle sea of flowers, today was a maelstrom; blossoms crowded the planters so densely that they smothered every inch of substrate. Their cloying perfume was dizzying.
“So I’m guessing you slept in?” Vesta asked.
Dezi’s cold sweats ignited into a swelter. Too much water stressed the saffron, and stressed bulbs bloom, desperate for their chance to reproduce. Every Zero knew that, so they always adjusted the auto-irrigator each morning during a harvest. His coworkers wouldn’t know how he had screwed up, but they’d be up all night picking because of him. Their legs would ache, they wouldn’t eat dinner with their families, and they’d finally realize he was a garbage-tier substitute for Mithra.
“It’ll be alright.” Vesta wrapped her arms around Dezi’s ribcage and pressed her chest into his, forcing the air out of his lungs along with some of the strain from his heart. “We gotta get to picking, but we’ll get it done.”
Mithra used to do this for him whenever she had caught him in a panic attack. It was embarrassing, and he’d made her promise to keep it secret, but she’d told Vesta. She had known Dezi needed someone to keep him grounded, and Mars was the type of planet where any day could be her last. She was wise like that, and Dezi was grateful she had broken that promise.
He hugged Vesta back. “Thanks, Ves.”
“Let’s get to it.” She passed him his tablet, and they each grabbed a handful of petals.

      [image: image-placeholder]Dezi didn’t think about much; at least, he tried not to. He did his best to ignore the lack of friendly chatter between the hydroponics rows or imagine what Gion would say when this was over. He tried hard not to think about kicking down the airlock door and walking, just walking until his limbs were too cold to keep going. For a moment, he looked out at the dust devils whipping over the dunes; then the woman he shared his planter row with shot him a glare and murmured under her breath, so he put his head down and kept picking.
As the sun sank into the crater’s jaws, the mustard gas sky turned to arsenic-orange, blood-red, before a ghostly blue-gray. At least Gion wasn’t screaming at them to pick faster. Actually, his absence was concerning.
“Dezi.” Vesta bounded down the aisle. “Pa and Mr. Gion are looking for you.” 
Dezi swallowed his raspy tongue. “Am I fired?”
“No, I think something’s broken in the labs.” She grabbed his arm and rushed him past the rows of laborers steaming with sweat. Most limply picked on, but a few had collapsed against the basins and were pressing fistfuls of damp substrate to their foreheads.
In the back, workers gathered around deposit chutes stuffed with saffron, bickering about where to put their harvest. Most dumped their crop on the floor before turning back to meticulously gather another. A trail of yellow footsteps led to the door labeled Restricted Access, with Gion’s distinct wailing coming from the other side.
“When you get in there, remember our plan B,” Vesta whispered as she opened the door for Dezi. 
Stealing was not high on his priority list when he entered the sweltering lab. Crusty steel tubes crisscrossed the walls, shooting jets of steam or dripping golden oil, and the air was dense with the sweet, earthy scent of refined safranal. Massive stills lined both sides of the room, radiating heat and frothing with bright yellow foam, while the cisterns on the upper levels beeped and blinked with error codes.
Sweat drenched Gion’s normally pristine button-down shirt, and yellow stains blotted his hands and face. “Marsdamn you, Zero! What in the blood and dust did you do?”
Ajax heaved himself off a stool. “I keep telling ya to look in the logs. He didn’t touch a thing. This mess is what you get for putting off them maintenance orders.”
“You think this is my mess? My mess? Do you know what happens when auditors get called to a gutter-dust facility like this? They retire it and ship the staff off to recoup losses, so don’t tell me this is my mess.” Gion pointed at Dezi. “And you! You and your liar mother owe a bond’s worth of blood. I’ve been letting you two off easy, and this is how you repay me?”
Dezi balked. “K-keep my mom out of this.”
“You want me to keep her out of debtor’s prison too? I’ll be lucky if I don’t get sent to the same asteroid! We can’t get a technician until tomorrow, so you’re going to use those damn manuals to fix this.”
“You made your point, Gion. We’ll see what we can do,” Ajax said. “You tell ’em to take that there saffron out the chutes and put it somewhere cold ’til we’re ready for it.”
“You damn well better, because either Verde gets refurbished, or it gets retired.” Gion adjusted his collar, leaving fingerprints on it, then turned for the door with all the poise he could muster. “I’ll handle the harvest. The lab is in your hands, Ajax.”
“Picked a cosmic time to let us in on that, didn’t ya?” Ajax mumbled as he lumbered to the intake valve, but then he stumbled on a small ledge.
“Ajax—” Dezi rushed to steady him.
He coughed and waved Dezi off. “I’m tired is all, but looks like you’re gonna have’ta climb them ladders for me.” He turned the valve and the glugging in the pipes quieted. 
Dezi looked from the churning chaos of the lab to Ajax. The old man expected him, the guy who couldn’t even remember to turn down a stupid water valve, to fix a billion-dollar facility. “I don’t think I can help. A-ask Vesta.”
“You know diodes and grease never interested her. You been Zero coming on five years now. That’s about as long as Mithra was.”
“I’ve never worked with equipment like this. I’m not even supposed to be in here.”
“Remember when we first taught you to solder a pipe? You didn’t think you could handle that either. Couldn’t even remember the password to the dang tool store. First time’s always tough, but you won’t learn nothing without giving it a try.”
“But I’ve been trying—so, so hard—and all I do is make things worse. I want to help, but I just can’t. I’m not Mithra.”
Ajax chewed on his cheek for a second, then leaned in like he was sharing a secret. “I saw the Hadron buried out there. A storm caught ya, didn’t it?”
Dezi nodded.
“And you saw her.”
“Her?”
“Mithra. I see her in the dryfog too. She’s watching over us. Now I’m gonna tell you what I told her when she couldn’t add up the ounces to half a gallon of pesticide and poisoned every crawler in town. What if the problem ain’t you, but this place?”
The tears Dezi had worked so hard to lock up leaked out. He couldn’t hold them back if he spoke, so he shook his head.
“There’s an awful lot of stars out there, son. If you ain’t shining here, why don’t you try another? Now, you get stuck, come down and tell me whatcha saw. You’ll be my hands for me.” Ajax gave him a rough pat and turned him towards the first ladder. “Get to it, and we can have mashed jicama for dinner.”
Too numb to fight the old man, Dezi climbed the ladder. When he reached the top, he realized why Mr. Gion was so yellow; the byproducts and pre-products of safranal synthesis stuck to every surface. 
He edged over the catwalk to the first cistern, a tank twice the size of his room. Dezi hadn’t realized there was this much water in all of Verde, yet here it was, used to rinse the stigmas.
“You found the holdup?” Ajax shouted.
“N-not yet!”
Dezi crept to the next vat containing a soupy red mixture with yellow foam sticking to its walls. He turned on the control panel, and the Self-Clearing Industrial Liquidizer flashed through three eye-gratingly bright diagnostic screens. Once it loaded its archaic UI, Dezi tapped the mixer-start pictogram, and then something at the bottom of the vat clicked repeatedly, sending up volleys of steaming juice in the center of the pool. 
Before he could check the error, a cartoon test tube bounced onto the screen and said, Hello, I’m Drippy. Would you like to submit a bug report?
Dezi clicked no, but Drippy cartwheeled across the UI. Connecting you to customer support…
A little red light blinked next to—was that a webcam? Corporate would not respond well to a harvester tampering with their equipment, and Dezi wasn’t naive enough to believe honesty would change their minds, so he smashed the close button. The damned thing put him through anyway, but before the bespectacled support engineer could start his canned greeting, Dezi ducked and flipped the kill switch on the underside of the console. As it shut down, he stood and wiped the sweat from his brow, smearing floral goop on his forehead. “Bleeding Mars, give me the error code already.”
He interrupted the system startup to keep the console in diagnostics mode and loaded the raw logs. Error messages in the wall of text mentioned the rotor overheating and intake overloading, so he referenced the codes in his manuals, and they brought him to the machine’s troubleshooting guide. The steps read, Stop blending, drain tank, check blades for obstruction.
Dezi entered the commands into the console, and the tank’s water level drained, leaving behind a stringy mass of saffron wrapped around six four-foot-long mixer blades. He checked the toolset mounted by the panel for something to clear the blockage and selected a telescoping hook, then he aimed it down the bowl and pulled the spring-deploy pin. The staff slid from its sheath and flopped down the side of the bowl like a limp noodle, which was not how it looked in the troubleshooting diagram.
Dezi tossed the floppy pole aside. “Okay, let’s try something else…”
He pulled down the safety harness suspended over the console, but the brittle plastic crumbled in his hands, forcing a single, broken laugh out of him. Sure, the thing was probably older than Ajax, but it could have stuck around to do its job at least once.
Dezi circled the cistern, flexing his hands as he looked for a spare—for anything to clear out the clog—but the ancient tools were rusted and useless. The refinery was supposed to be fully automated; it was never designed to be fixed. The rickety grating creaked and the factory floor swam under Dezi’s feet. He grabbed the handrails, but they warped under his weight.
“The tools giving you trouble?” Ajax shouted. “Why don’t you come down and take a break?”
“You heard what Gion said! If I don’t fix this tonight, everyone will lose their jobs because of me.”
“We got time, son. Take a breath and tell me what you see.”
Dezi slowly exhaled. “The mixer blades are tangled with saffron.”
“I betcha they need a sharpening, but we can leave that ’till tomorrow. You think you can get ’em cleared out?”
He spotted a sturdy-looking ladder mounted beside the mixer. “I can try.”
The blade tips stuck out of the saffron lump like shark fins circling carrion-filled water while Dezi shakily lowered the ladder into the bowl. The first rung creaked softly when he tested it, but it held his weight. He stepped on the second, then the third, but as he took the fourth, his heel slipped and his knee buckled. The ladder shuddered, then twisted sideways when one rail popped out of its socket. 
Dezi clung to the rungs with all his strength, but his palms were slick with saffron juice. He slipped off it and slid down the side of the bowl, hurtling towards the massive blades. In a breathless panic, he threw his arms up to shield his face.
Thud.
His lead-bottomed boots bored through the damp mass and stopped hard. His torso lurched forward, and his left hand, searching for something to slow his momentum, found the blade. Dezi’s scream echoed in the steel bowl like a bell. 
“Zero? Zero!” Ajax stomped below the cisterns. 
Dezi’s blood poured down his arm, but the saffron wad had slowed his collision well enough that his hand wasn’t severed. He was alive. He hastily wrapped some plumber’s tape around the gash on his palm and then tore the strip off with his teeth. The waterproof adhesive stuck despite the blood. Both the cut and his face were numb, but when he gingerly tested his fingertips, they still had sensation. Thank Eden the blades really were that dull.
Ajax rattled the ladder. “Dezi!”
“I slipped, but I’m okay!” He jerked his boots free from the blades.
“Woo-e! You about gave me a heart attack, boy!”
Dezi cautiously pulled the gooey chunks out of the mixer blades and hucked them over the bowl. He re-secured the ladder into its slots and climbed out at glacial speed, cradling his cut, then checked the errors on the console and followed the instructions to flush the pipes by sending the half-mixed material back to be blended again. Dripping red and yellow, he followed the processing chain and taped up pipes that had burst from the material overload, though his one-handed technique wasn’t ideal.
Finally, he waved down at Ajax. “I think I got it! Can you turn the intake on?”
Ajax turned the valve, and the saffron began to flow. “Ain’t no Zero fixed ’er like this before! Mithra would be damn proud!”
A dark vortex formed in the center of the mixer as it swirled, staring back at Dezi like the pupil of a crimson eye, but it eventually processed into a creamy fluid. There’d be a little blood in the next batch, but no more than Mr. Eden typically drank. Normal people couldn’t afford safranal anyway.
While the lab hummed away, Dezi climbed down the ladder to Ajax, with his left hand hidden in his pocket.
Gion rushed through the door and gave Dezi a sticky, bleary-eyed hug. “I always knew you were a bright one.” When he spotted the blood on Dezi’s sleeve, his nose twitched, and he yanked Dezi’s hand out of his pocket, shooting pain up his arm. In his usual slimy tone, he said, “I won’t be able to explain where you got this cut without sharing more than upper management needs to know, so can we call off the next blood draw and call it even?”
Dezi winced and nodded. If he pressed for workplace injury compensation, he’d end up in arbitration, and nobody won arbitration.
“Let’s take you to see yer mom.” Ajax patted Dezi’s back. 
His boots sloshed and slapped on the concrete as they walked to the greenhouse. Verdans’ busy hands picked the remaining wisps of lavender petals under the midnight moons, and their praises greeted Dezi as Ajax led him down the aisles.
“So y’all really fixed it?”
“Yellow looks good on you, Zero.”
“You’re gonna smell like saffron ‘til you’re sixty.”
Dezi blushed at his boots, smiled back, and nodded. Whatever Verde’s fate would be, he’d done his best to save it. He only hoped it would be enough to prove to the Planitrs that this resilient little town was worth keeping around.
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Three staples drove into the fleshy part of Dezi’s palm.
Tack, tack, tack.
Three more down his wrist.
“Don’t move. Silver nitrate.”
“W-wait!” Dezi flinched when his mother pressed a black matchstick into his wound, cauterizing the sections still oozing blood.
“I cannot believe you let Ajax convince you to crawl into a blender. I thought you were past these risky behaviors.” His mother’s face flushed redder than the skin around his wound. “You are lucky it missed your ID chip. Lucky, lucky child…”
The last time his mom had been this upset was when Dezi had snipped a bit off his forefinger with the saffron snipper—and that other time he’d sliced his thumb open with a pair of wire cutters—but if she knew how yesterday’s dustslide had led him to sleep in and cause the system to get overloaded, she’d try to rope him into therapy again, so he kept his motives to himself.
His mom rinsed the wound, patted it dry, and wrapped it in silicone film. “Tomorrow, we are having dinner with Ajax and his family. I’m sure he spent too much on it, so you will be there.”
“I know.” Dezi flexed his painful fingers.
“You have approval to use the medical shower, and you are exempt from work tomorrow; that fool Gion isn’t completely heartless.” His mother paced to the door, but then lingered before shutting it. “Clean up and rest well, Son.”
“Thanks, Mom. You too.” He gave her a small smile, and she returned it before shutting the door.
Dezi peeled off his syrup-stiff uniform and saffron-infused boots, opened the glass door to the wet shower, and stepped in. When the device sensed his weight, the monitor displayed a countdown, and with a hiss, the shower head sent out streams of liquid foam. He worked quickly to scrub the gritty foam mixture into the stains on his skin. The stream switched to water and, although it was cold, Dezi let out a gratified sigh; it had been years since his last wet shower. Before he had fully savored it, the water stopped and warm air jets spun up. He let them dry him off and then exited the shower while the water recollection process continued to whirl and buzz.
From the corner of his eye, Dezi caught his reflection in a tall mirror, and it startled him as if it were a naked stranger. He had covered the mirror in his own room years ago, so he hardly recognized himself. The man standing before him had a broad frame and bleak eyes that had looked down death twice this week alone. With a rigid jaw and strong brow, he wasn’t a lanky teen anymore, and it scared him. He was a twenty-three-year-old man, going nowhere.
Dezi’s melancholy broke with a chuckle when he noticed the stains on his feet looked like bright yellow socks. He picked up the spare uniform his mom had laid out for him and pulled it on. Luckily, the saffron hadn’t affected the color of his brow-length hair, cut in the eternally trendy style Vesta had recommended out of the ten Verde’s auto-cutter could do. His dark green eyes appeared gray in the artificial light but were still striking against the brown skin he had inherited from his mother. He touched a mole on his neck he didn’t remember having, hopefully not a cancerous one, then felt the stubble under his jaw. If he moved to Chryse, he’d have to remember to shave.
Deciding whether to leave would be easier if he had earned that degree, but as it stood now, was there anything out there for him? Verde was his home, and Chryse had a bloodthirsty reputation. Even courageous Vesta wasn’t brave enough to go alone; she had planned to leave with Mithra.  
He turned for the door, but he couldn’t walk away. He looked back at the boy—the man– in the mirror, and a Zero returned his stare. One in a chain of other Zeros who’d poked through the sand to kick water pipes until they died, and half a dozen people remembered their name until they died too. If he kicked the pipe hard enough, he might leave a mark on this world, but eventually they’d replace the pipe. It was a meaningless, forgettable life he was leading.
Dezi squeezed his fist, then clutched his injured hand as a trickle of blood escaped from underneath the silicone. This worthless job was shredding him alive. The dust was caking his lungs and the radiation was corroding his cells. Mom, Vesta, Ajax—everyone in Verde was slowly dying for these stupid flowers. Mithra would have been the one to find some meaning in it all. Mithra and Vesta would have escaped to Chryse and done something with their lives, but Dezi had stolen that from them.
Despite the pain, he clenched his fist until his shaking steadied. He had done a good thing today, but he could do better: what Mithra had planned to do. He would take Vesta to Chryse, because if Mithra really was watching, he wanted her to see Vesta make it out of here for the both of them.






  
  Chapter 3
Tracks


Dezi woke sometime after sunrise. With his mind as blank as the concrete ceiling, he lay in bed and enjoyed the silence. It felt good, but there was work to do. Whether Verde would be upgraded or retired was in Mr. Eden’s hands now, but it was still Dezi’s job to ensure the systems ran until a new tech arrived. He’d need to get his equipment in order before leaving, too, which started with his Hadron. 
He rolled out of bed and picked one of his few non-coverall outfits: jeans and an itchy sweater he hadn’t worn since Christmas. After he shaved and brushed his hair, he removed the pillowcase covering his room’s mirror. His reflection was still unfamiliar, but he liked how it looked.
Dezi grabbed his tool bag and stopped by Ajax’s locker to borrow a shovel before suiting up in the airlock. As it depressurized, he hopped from side to side and repeatedly checked the tape on his helmet seal. Then, with a hiss, the door released him to the serene expanse. 
His boots sank into the gritty powder with a hushed fizzle as he trod to his Hadron. The bike was buried nose-first like a jerboa stuck mid-dive in the sand, and when he gave it a shove, it didn’t budge. Dezi groaned and unfolded his compact shovel.
“Exercise. It’s not like I do enough of that already.” He sassed the sand as he dug. His left hand was totally numb from whatever his mom had wrapped it in, so he was lucky the shovel was small enough to use with one hand.
After an hour of shoveling, with dust backfilling every scoop, he found himself at the bottom of a wide and shallow hole. The sand filtered through his bike’s mesh tires as he lifted it free. He tapped the screen between the handlebars, but it was dead. Dezi threw his head back, sighed dramatically, and collapsed. As he lay on the cold sand, he panted at the teal sky. Martians called days like this Earth weather. Dezi hardly remembered the color of Earth’s sky, so he called it Earth weather too.
He got up, tied some utility cord around the Hadron’s handlebars, scrambled out of the hole, and looped his cord through the airlock door handle. He heaved the rope over his shoulder and dragged his bike out. Luckily the gyroscope wasn’t dusted, so the Hadron kept itself upright and wheeled out easy. Even with a busted screen, Hadron engineering didn’t let him down. Dezi guided his bike into the airlock and used the hose mounted on the wall to clean it, blowing out the wire mesh of the nitinol tires before moving to the body. The paint was scuffed from decades of abuse, but he admired what was left of the iridescent purple-green shimmer on its angular body plates. He ran his hand over the amorphous alloy bars of the frame; no matter how old the bike got, the dark metal still sparkled like stars on a black night.
Other than his meteorite collection, this bike was one of the few objects he actually owned, since his possessions down to his undertights were leased from Eden Natural Healing and liable for repossession if he hit his credit limit. Even the blood in his veins was on loan, sold as part of his work contract to pay off the prior year’s debts. Unless he and Vesta planned to arrive in Chryse butt-naked, they’d need to square what they owed to Corporate, somehow.
Dezi tried the screen again, and the green LEDs Mithra had installed under the chassis flashed, but then flickered off. The bike was in bad shape, no doubt, but repairing it was child’s play compared to handling the lab. He returned his stasis suit and pushed his Hadron to the facility courtyard, blushing and nodding when he bumped into anyone who had heard yesterday’s big story, which was everyone. The slower a colony’s internet signal was, the faster their gossip traveled.
The exterior doors slid open, and Dezi rolled his Hadron over the knobby concrete to the plastic grass near the dome’s edge. Under the warm sun, kids chased each other around the courtyard while grandparents attempted to corral them. Retired Verdans worked on pet projects such as growing cacti and carving stones, which attracted small audiences of curious children.
Using his good
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