

CHAPTER ONE

THE PHOENIX  *  3,980 CYCLES AFTER LAUNCH, B SHIFT

There were many things Asuka did not consider when she agreed to travel from one sun to another. That is, did not allow herself to consider. Like would she miss lying on her back in rough grass, the scent of damp earth in her nose as she scraped her nails against a real, periwinkle sky. Like would missing her brother sometimes still feel like a hole in her gut (she did not miss her mom). Like did she actually want to live the rest of her life jogging the circumference of a spaceship’s habitat wheel like a hamster looking for a missing drill for Lala Williams.

Problem was, Lala’s missing drill could be anywhere. All Lala could tell her was that it had a red handle and that Sam may have borrowed it to fix a shelving unit in Agriculture Module C. But it wasn’t among the plants or trays of soil, and Sam swore that Red had borrowed it after her. Red remembered using it to fix a vents issue before returning it to the Bot Maintenance Shop. Where it definitely wasn’t.

Asuka slowed to a walk.

The thing about saying yes to the first (and probably only) one-way interstellar voyage to settle a new world was that there were no takebacks.

But at least there was DAR, Digitally Augmented Reality, which meant she never had to consider anything she didn’t want to. On Earth, they had had to wear clunky headgear that enabled the wearer to access DAR, but before they’d left, the crew had chips implanted in their temples that could pipe an alternative reality directly into their brains.

So instead of jogging through a spaceship, Asuka hiked along a worn forest trail, ship invisible underneath. The light was a soft, mottled olive. She wore an old pair of jeans and a faded Del Mar Exotic Bird Sanctuary T-shirt. In the distance, a wood thrush sang hello-goodbye. Soft shadows enveloped her, and she could almost smell the pines, wet after rain. Almost. Also, there were no pesky rocks strewn across her path. She’d deleted them a week ago after tripping over one that wasn’t really there.

Like the rest of the crew of the Phoenix, she had grown up with DAR and was proficient at modifying it, though the base of this one had been designed for her by a professional—only the best for Earth’s heroes.

“Alpha,” Asuka said, as if it was ever necessary to summon their omnipresent ship AI.

Asuka. Alpha’s voice in her ears would be inaudible to the two women flirting in the middle of the trail, too preoccupied to make room for Asuka to pass. She gritted her teeth and said “Excuse me” as she pushed around them, banging her elbow painfully against a protruding branch—a water pipe or something underneath the DAR. This was what had allowed DAR to surpass other augmented realities to dominate the global market: it could wrap the whole skin of the world in somewhere else. Perfect when stuck in a small spaceship for decades.

“I’m done looking for Lala Williams’s drill. You got any other jobs for me?” she asked Alpha. Her eye caught a flash of blue in the branches, and she stopped to look. As a child, she had loved birds the way other kids loved dinosaurs, saving all her money to buy a single robin for her DAR. Now that she was an adult, her DAR was stocked with the full catalog of RealBirds, and even so, she didn’t tire of the thrill of spotting the denim-blue jacket of a male western bluebird alight on a stump.

I’ll change your status to “available.” Should I mark your current job as “complete”?

“Mark it as ‘I give up,’” said Asuka. “That drill has fallen into another dimension.”

While theoretically possible, that seems unlikely.

Asuka was about to snark back when a message appeared from the Captain in the left side of her vision. Alt. Need you in the EAM five minutes ago. The EAM was the Exterior Airlock Module. They wanted her to do a spacewalk outside.

Asuka shaped words with her hands, composing and deleting several irritable responses, including Then you should have asked me five minutes ago and Sorry, I’m busy and Go jump into space, before settling on: Yes, Captain. Because she did like spacewalks.

Unlike the other seventy-nine crew on the Phoenix, Asuka was an Alternate, which meant she didn’t have a job exactly. Her job was just to do whatever was needed and be grateful she’d made the cut by the most microscopic of margins. Her job was not, as Captain McMahon often reminded her, to question orders or her place in the ship’s claustrophobically small community.

Asuka found two of the Ship Maintenance crew and First Vice Captain Ying Yue in the middle of the woods standing between an old cabin and a plywood outhouse, which were, underneath the illusion, the ship airlocks. The airlocks exited out onto the bow and stern sides of the wheel, respectively. On one side of the clearing, heavy black compression suits hung from a clothesline between two fir trees.

Ying Yue was tall, with perfectly shaped eyebrows and a long face that made her seem perpetually surprised. Her hair was close shaven. Buzz cuts weren’t mandatory, but they were popular among the crew. Easier to care for in space. Asuka had grown out her hair instead, and she was teased for being a rebel.

They were already suiting up Kat, one of the Australian reps. She had light blue eyes, picture-perfect freckles, and an impressive quantity of natural self-confidence.

“Look who decided to show up,” Kat said, without maliciousness. “Susie. You’re just in time to witness my last spacewalk.”

“Last one?”

“I’m scheduled for Medical next cycle.” Insemination appointment, she meant. All crew were required to have a baby as part of the mission. And once pregnant, Kat would no longer be eligible for walks.

“It might not happen right away,” said Asuka, for whom it hadn’t.

“It will,” said Kat, fluttering her eyes with pleasure. “My mother had four of us, and each time it was like bam, missile lock. You could say fertility is one of my key qualifications. Well, that, my ability to do multivariable calculus in my head, and my amazing biceps.” She flexed a bare arm and winked at one of the crew trying to fit it into a suit.

“Oh, I thought it was your fully developed ego.” Asuka kept her tone light, but annoyance bubbled up like acid reflux.

Kat laughed.

“All right, Susie?” Ying Yue asked, coming over. She was eight months pregnant with twins, and she was asking Asuka that?

“What’s the mission?” Asuka asked, stripping off her clothes and holding out her arms, then legs, for the other crew to squeeze into a compression suit, size extra small.

“We spotted a thing on the side of the hull in NorthQuad H-18,” said Ying Yue.

“What do you mean, a ‘thing’?” After spending the first ten years of their mission in hibernation, they had woken eleven months ago, as planned, flying through deep, empty space, light-years from anything. Radiation, cosmic rays, stardust, and junk were always a concern, considering the speed they were traveling. The ship was equipped with a radiation windscreen, nose shield, magnetic field, and advance warning system to protect them, as well as an army of bots and drones to repair any problems as quickly as possible. But they were literally in uncharted territory. The farthest humans had traveled up to this point was Jupiter, so no one really knew what they might find out here.

“Unclear. We can’t tell what it is from the cameras. Looks like a shadow or a smudge. Same when Yaz investigated with a bot. So anyway, the Captain wants you and Kat to go put some au naturel eyeballs on it.” Asuka caught a roll of Ying Yue’s eyes. For some reason, Ying Yue and the Captain didn’t get along. Which was the main reason Asuka liked Ying Yue.

“Is it—does it look artificial?” Something alien, she meant.

Kat laughed. “You’ve been reading too much science fiction. We’re in the literal middle of nowhere.”

Ying Yue offered Asuka a heavy pair of boots.

Hey. What’s the holdup? No time for gossip. The Captain’s words appeared in front of all of them. Despite regularly telling herself she didn’t care what Captain McMahon thought—that her name was only Becky and that she was the same age as the rest of them—Asuka felt her gut tighten.

Just following protocol, Ying Yue replied. And then added something aloud in Mandarin for their ears only, which appeared as subtitles for those who needed it: “You should try it sometime.”

One of the maintenance crew snickered.

“Hold still,” someone said, and the helmet came down over Asuka’s head. She felt them strap the heavy oxygen pack to her back.

“Which of you is carrying the tool kit?” Ying Yue asked, unhooking one of the cases from an old hitching post.

Asuka reached for it, but Kat intercepted. “I’ve got longer arms,” she said. “One of these days you’re going to drop it, and then you’ll be crying ice crystals all the way home.”

“Okay,” Ying Yue said. “But Asuka is Mission Lead.”

Asuka suppressed a groan as they clipped the kit to Kat’s chest. Kat never listened to her.

“They’re good to go,” the other crew confirmed.

“Alpha, last check?” said Ying Yue.

Asuka and Kat obediently held their arms up. The ship AI didn’t see things on the ship in the human sense, but she could sense the nanochips in the clothing they wore and could tell if the suit components were properly fitted.

Everything appears normal.

“All right, then. Everyone clear the EAM.” Ying Yue gave them one last look.

Be careful out there, said Alpha. It’s dangerous.

The cabin door opened, and beyond it was a chamber with cold, white metal walls and a door at the other end with a thick glass window. They stepped inside, and all DAR evaporated. It didn’t work outside the ship.

They waited impatiently as the air hissed out of the airlock. Given the cramped size of the chamber, Asuka was forced to spend this time contemplating the back of Kat’s suit.

“Sounds like the situation in the Pacific is getting spicy,” said Kat.

“Yeah,” Asuka agreed, unsure what Kat was talking about. The typical tension between the usual countries probably. Namely, China and the United States. Asuka didn’t really follow the news as much as she should, but she wasn’t about to admit that to Kat.

“Your mum still live in Tokyo?” Kat asked.

“Maybe,” said Asuka, like she didn’t care. She didn’t know where her mom was now, and it hurt too much to think about.

“What do you mean? Don’t you talk?”

“Nope.”

“I thought you two were close.”

“Actually, we’re not.”

Kat contorted herself, but she couldn’t turn her head in the close quarters to look at Asuka. She settled for twisting her faceplate to the ceiling. “What—”

“Can we not, please?”

“Fine. Sorry.” Kat gripped the wheel attached to the door, waiting for the light to turn green. “I broke my cat,” she said softly, like she was making an offering. Her pain for Asuka’s. Except what she was talking about was her truly hideous, pink ceramic cat.

“I’m … so sorry?”

“I know, me too.” Kat’s voice caught like she might cry. She was serious. “I tried to fix it, and I made a mess of it. And I keep thinking how I can’t get another, you know? Because we’re never going home.”

The hexagonal light on the door turned green, and Kat turned the wheel. “Anyway. If this thing out there is something extraterrestrial, I’m going to be the first one to see it. Try and keep up, Susie.”

And Asuka retorted, in a moment she’d regret for the rest of her life: “I’ll race you.”

   


CHAPTER TWO

THE PHOENIX  *  3,980 CYCLES AFTER LAUNCH, B SHIFT

They stepped out of the airlock onto a metal scaffold facing the stern of the ship, small headlamps flicking on. Without the proximity of the sun or any other star, the Phoenix didn’t have a light side. It was all dark side. And cold as nothing, though she didn’t feel it.

Absence was what Asuka liked best about space. The forced perspective of hearing nothing but her breath in her ears, the blackness, and the billions of distant stars wheeling around them as the ship spun.

“See you later.” Kat took off jogging along the scaffold.

“Hey!” Asuka started after her, already sinking into the familiar rhythm of attaching and detaching her two safety clips—on-off, on-off—as she moved, careful to stay tethered to the safety rail at all times. Kat was getting farther ahead.

The Phoenix was constructed like an umbrella: a protective radiation windscreen and nose shield in front, directly under which were tucked forward-facing engines, ready to deploy for deceleration. The shield was at the front end of a metal shaft that stretched the length of a sports field to the back of the ship, which had immense, retracted, paneled solar sails followed by four rear engines. Between the solar sails and the forward engines, in the middle of the shaft, was their great, spinning habitat wheel, where the crew lived. The wheel spun, generating enough centrifugal force to simulate gravity for the occupants inside—and those standing on the scaffolding that ran along the outside of it on its bow and stern sides.

Asuka imagined the scaffolding that ran on the inside and outside of the wheel looked like lips, and the various modules attached in intervals to either side of the wheel rim—for Crew Quarters, Sanitation, Drone Operations, et cetera—like the teeth.

The scaffold extended a shoulder width past the widest modules, giving crew easy access for exterior maintenance. The thin metal grate shook with each step, which wasn’t nerve-racking at all. Thanks to the gravity from the spin, they could have been out for a stroll on Earth. If an endless void didn’t surround them on all sides.

“Ladies. Slow down,” said Ying Yue from her spot in the Drone Ops control room inside the ship. She had direct access to their suit and ship exterior camera feeds. She sounded rattled. “Kat, are you not using your clips?”

She wasn’t. Dammit, that’s how Kat was moving so fast, the cheater. Asuka swore and dropped her own clips and began to run faster, but it was hard because she was laughing. The whole thing was absurd. Childish. And it felt good.

Kat whooped so loud the radio squealed. Sure, they were taking risks fooling around like this, and Captain McMahon was definitely going to tear them to pieces after, but for a moment, everything felt normal. Except they were running through space.

Kat reached NorthQuad just as Asuka’s boot caught against the scaffold grate, and she stumbled against the outside of Crew Quarters D. Her heart leapt, but she was all right, totally fine. She gripped the waist-high safety cable that ran along the outside of the scaffold and forced herself to keep moving.

“Need a status update,” said Captain McMahon. She was chewing something, and the wet, smacking noise set Asuka’s teeth on edge. A loud swallow right in her ear. “Do you have eyes on the anomaly yet? Give me details.”

“Almost there, Captain,” said Kat. She began climbing one of the many maintenance ladders a couple of meters past the spot to get closer to the location where the thing had been spotted.

Asuka sprinted the final meters to the bottom of the ladder and clipped herself back on. She was just ascending as Kat used metal rungs affixed to the ship’s body to maneuver out to the spot.

“You ever think about how we live our life in constant motion?” Kat’s voice asked in her ear. “Born on a rock spinning through space, and now here we are, rushing off to another. How come we can never just be? We’ve always got to go somewhere.”

Asuka stopped and turned, trying to penetrate the deep darkness all around them. She imagined she could feel the pinpricks of heat from so many stars out there, forming and dying millions of years ago. If she looked backward (she didn’t), she might see how far they’d come—and how insignificant that was against the scale of the universe.

She heard Kat say: “Where did you say it was, Ying Yue? Hang on, I’m caught on something. Okay, but I’m telling you—”

There was a flash of something bright as a sun, and then

nothing.

   


CHAPTER THREE

Fledgling Arctic terns made their first journey from the South to North Pole without their parents, finding their own way over tens of thousands of miles. Before takeoff, the entire colony would fall silent—this moment was called the “dread.”

   


CHAPTER FOUR

THE PHOENIX  *  3,980 CYCLES AFTER LAUNCH, 0 CYCLES AFTER EXPLOSION, B SHIFT

The high-pitched siren went on and on. Asuka blinked and tried to focus her eyes. Her vision doubled, then resolved. Must have hit her head. Concussion? Felt like she’d been kicked in the sternum.

Debris from the Phoenix floated away, illuminated by a penumbra of blue light spilling out of a hole in the hull about a meter wide. She wanted to vomit, but that would be a bad idea in a spacewalk helmet.

This was bad. This was bad to the nth degree.

She surveyed the stern of the ship toward the four tulip-shaped rear engines. Everything in that direction seemed intact, at least.

“Cut alarm,” she said. The alarm stopped. Her breath sounded ragged and loud. “Can anyone hear me?”

No answer. Her radio must be down.

“Alpha?” The ship’s AI couldn’t hear her out here, of course. Alpha communicated via DAR, and DAR didn’t work outside the ship.

Did anything hurt? Just her head and maybe her back, and everything. But otherwise, okay.

Okay then.

She tried to reset the radio but got only static. For a panicked moment, she thought everyone was dead. But no, the transmitter on her wrist was broken. Must have smashed against the side of the ship when—

She checked her short tether. Attached. And to a part of the ship that was still there; otherwise, she’d be falling away from the Phoenix. As it was, she was meters out into space, being towed around by the spin of the ship’s habitat wheel.

Where was Kat? She looked out at the receding debris.

Damn it. Damn it. Damn it.

Asuka rolled her tongue across her teeth. Copper and salt.

She flipped back and hooked a boot on the tether to stop herself from spinning. Her whole body screamed in protest. Only seven meters from the ship, and it felt like a kilometer.

Things were coming back to her in bits.

Something had exploded. A piece of broken-off hull had slammed into her chest, knocking her back against the ship. But what happened? And how could everything go to shit like that?

Asuka was panicking, guzzling oxygen. She unhooked her boot from the cable, and she began to spin again, arms and legs out like a sacrifice.

She forced herself to narrow her focus, to calm down. The small spear of her headlamp pierced the dark. It caught a boot without a foot in it, small and tumbling away, and her chest ached with a hollowness. So. Kat was dead, and who else? She liked Kat—even though she was so patronizing when she discovered something else that Asuka didn’t know or hadn’t done, which was often. But Kat fixed Asuka cups of tea after meals, and she was always up for simulation trips to places they would never go in real life, even if Kat only ever wanted to go to Europe. And now here Asuka was, with a feeling like she needed to howl, or she would burst.

A new alarm pinged in her suit.

She checked her suit metrics: oxygen, carbon dioxide, and battery level, which powered her propulsion pack and air scrubbers and regulated the temperature in her suit. Oxygen and battery were low, and her carbon dioxide was getting up to the danger zone.

Fantastic. Super.

Time to get back inside. Asuka hauled herself in, hand over hand on her lifeline, to the rim of the ship. It took nearly everything in her to do it. At last, Asuka was clinging to the outside of the spinning habitat wheel, in a constant state of being thrown away from the ship.

With a groan, she hauled herself up onto the scaffold. She gave thanks to the fact that she could still do a pull-up.

Gasping, she stared into the void where the section of scaffold used to be. A chunk of the Phoenix was no longer there. Emergency lights blinked and shuddered from the hole the explosion had torn in the ship. She gazed at what was left of their Dining Module. One long table was still intact and bolted to the floor, either a testament to the quality engineering that had gone into it or the fact that it had been partly shielded from the blast by the other tables. Otherwise, the mod was a wreck. No fire—the atmosphere was gone. There was soup all over the floor. In the dim blue light, she saw feet behind the half-demolished serving counter, and another arm sticking out at the far end near the door. Two bodies.

She narrowly missed getting beaned by a box of un-meat patties. She snagged it and slung it back into the hole.

She eyed the gap and doubted she could make it with a running jump. Her mind flashed back to the scrawny girl she had once been, hopping over big puddles after a rain and coming home streaked with mud from head to foot. Papa plucking her up and slinging her over one shoulder and marching her straight to the shower, calling her sweetmuddypie.

She could take the long way around, but she wasn’t sure she had enough oxygen. She was down to 5 percent. There was supposed to be extra in the tank for an emergency, but she’d never cut it this close before.

Would this be the moment that proved she wasn’t good enough? She was out of time.

She backed up, braced herself, and unclipped. Her boots on the metal made no sound at all. She leapt, and then she was falling and flying, and she juiced the gas jets of her propulsion pack, using precious battery. In the split second as she crossed the gap, a memory came to her of a goose taking off from the flat face of a warm pond, wings beating furiously, feet dragging as it tried to climb air. Then Asuka slammed into the other side. She nearly lost her grip, but she got the clip of her tether above the knot of the safety cable, thinking about how infinite her journey might have been if she had missed.

She hung there, panting into the hollow of her helmet.

Her compression suit was much more flexible than those clumsy bags of pressurized air astronauts used to wear, but at the end of the day, she was still wearing a big bubble on her head and thick insulation from finger to toe. She got back up.

Oxygen at 3 percent.

The emperor penguin could slow its own heart rate while plunging through dark, cold waters for almost half an hour.

Exhale. Keep moving.

It took a few more minutes to work her way back to the airlock, clipping and unclipping to the safety cable, and trying not to guzzle her remaining oxygen. She’d bitten her tongue, trying to keep her teeth from chattering. Shock, maybe.

The airlock door should have opened for her, but when she reached it, it was sealed. Nothing.

She tried twisting the handle of the airlock. It didn’t give. She fumbled again. It wasn’t the door; it was her hands. She couldn’t do it.

“This is Asuka.” Her voice was thin, more like a gasp. “Does anybody copy?” Static.

She checked her oxygen. One percent. Nearly out. Carbon dioxide in the red. Battery drained. Shit.

“This is Asuka. Does anybody copy? Can anyone hear me at all?”

She banged on the door, tried the broken radio. And again.

She touched her faceplate to the door. Turn, and she might catch a last glimpse of Kat, receding into that deepness of nothing. The pieces of her would last forever like that in space even as they spread millions, billions, then trillions of miles apart. But the whole universe could never put her back together. Humpty Dumpty. Entropy. Law of everything.

And yet we bother, thought Asuka. It should have been me. Not Kat.

She banged the door again, weaker, dizzier, colder. It’d be hours before she completely froze out here. She’d asphyxiate before that.

“I’m scared,” she had told her mother as everything burned. Heat pressing down against her face. Her mother’s voice firm and hoarse in her ear: “Sh. Sh. Picture a box.”

Asuka shut her eyes, obedient for once, and pictured her mother’s black and crimson-red lacquer jewelry box.

“Now, think of pearls. That is your fear, okay? Put them in that box one by one. Count them.”

One. Two. Three.

Asuka straightened, hammered on the door. No one was coming.

Her heart thudded. Darkness ate at the corners of her vision. She could lean back and fall, into the great Milky Way. It wasn’t her fault. She’d done her part and made it home.

She sank to her knees and looked back toward Earth. Couldn’t see it. Something, she thought distantly, was wrong with the stars.

Her last thought was of her mother, light-years behind her, growing old watching the night sky.

   


CHAPTER FIVE

USA  *  13 YEARS BEFORE LAUNCH

Asuka was in their neighbor’s pool; it was dark, and her mom’s arms were around her. They floated listlessly in the cold, cold water. She couldn’t see the stars. Smoke burned her lungs and made her eyes tear.

Everyone else was gone. Everyone but Asuka and her mom, and somewhere out there, maybe, her dog Inu. Left alone in a neighborhood on fire.

Asuka tasted bitter ash and chlorine. The jet-black water lapped gently against the side of the pool. She was mad at her mom for not letting her go after Inu when the dog escaped.

The whole family had been on their way out the door, headed for the autobus waiting to evacuate them to safety. And then her mom had stepped on Inu’s tail, and Inu yelped and ran off, leash tearing from Asuka’s hands, and she had tried to run after, but her mom had grabbed her and wouldn’t let her go.

And, and, and—she bit her mom’s arm and tasted blood; she screamed that she hated her, that she would never speak to her again; she cried big, dirty tears, and still her mom held her tight.

Wasn’t she mad at Asuka?

All this was Asuka’s fault, wasn’t it?

It wasn’t. (It was.)

And now she’d never see Inu again. The bus was gone, with Papa and her brother on board, and it was just she and her mom in this pool, waiting for California to stop burning.

They drifted toward the edge of the pool.

What if her mom got tired? Would they die?

She didn’t want to die.

“Asuka, don’t!”

She’d grabbed the side of the pool with both arms. Her mom snatched her back from the heat of it, too late. Asuka shrieked, more from the knowledge that she’d made a terrible mistake than from the pain. No pain yet; that came later. Just a minute later. Maybe more.

They were underwater again. And Asuka was aware only of her mother’s arms, and her mother’s legs, and how they kept her alive, kicking, slapping, pushing back against the water and the soot and the pool and the fire and the clouds that hid the moon.

   


CHAPTER SIX

THE PHOENIX  *  3,980 CYCLES AFTER LAUNCH, 0 CYCLES AFTER EXPLOSION, B SHIFT

Bright light stuck to Asuka’s eyelashes like pollen. Her eyes teared from the glare.

She was inside, she was alive, and people were peeling her from her suit. She opened her mouth to remind them the pieces of the suit had to be inspected before they were hung in the cabinet. Her throat felt like it had been scraped with sand. She swallowed and coughed. Someone gave her some water.

“Cold,” she said. She thought she said. Could anyone hear her?

You’re all right now, Asuka, said Alpha’s voice in her ear, soothing. And then the ship AI added: I told you it was dangerous to go outside. You should have listened to me. You could have died.

Out of reflex, Asuka wanted to argue with her. But Kat had died.

She turned her head and saw dirt, moss, rock, cabin, tree. Except. Except the tree was purple. How was that? She squinted at the bark. A large, armored beetle climbed up the tree. A second later it did again, and again. There was only one beetle, and it was not real, and she saw it climb in a dizzying loop. Something was wrong. She reached up and pawed at her temple with stiff, numb fingers until she felt the little bead implanted beneath the skin. The cabin and trees shivered and disappeared.

Now what she saw was true: she was lying on her back in a white airlock module, in a ship hurtling through space, and everything was mayhem. Or maybe it only felt like that. Ten crew crowded around her in the narrow module. It would have been a squeeze in normal circumstances, but half of them were pregnant. Not, of course, Asuka. She pushed that thought away.

“What happened?” First Vice Captain Ying Yue asked.

Asuka heaved air until the black spots in her vision began to recede. An alarm blared. In the corner, pieces of compression suits lay in a heap on the floor, like someone had hastily rifled through them to find a fit.

“Kat,” she tried to say, and coughed. She wouldn’t cry.

It’s all right, Asuka, said Alpha. Breathe.

“Is Kat alive?” someone asked.

Asuka was shivering. Someone took her in their arms and held her, and the heat of the other person’s body slowly seeped into hers. She didn’t know who it was. It didn’t matter. The walls disappeared, and she lay in a graveyard overgrown with flowers. She heard Ying Yue say: “Give her space.”

The arms were withdrawn, and the graveyard too.

Don’t worry, Asuka. You’re safe now, Alpha said.

Ying Yue knelt and cupped Asuka’s neck. Her hand was soft and warm. Asuka was sprawled on a platform as a speeding train went by. Still, the sensation of that touch was enough to steady her. She blinked and lifted her arms so they could tug the top part of the compression shirt off over her head. Someone had already removed her pants. Ying Yue let go, and Asuka was in her underwear on the cold floor of the ship.

Someone was saying, “Are you all right, Susie?”

She hated that nickname.

“We had no read from your suit at all. We thought you were dead.”

She was thinking again of the fire—when she and her mom had almost died, and it was all her fault.

“Ruth saved you.”

Ruth. She felt something sharp in her breastbone, which she ignored. Involuntarily, she twisted to locate her, but there were too many feet, shins, thighs in her way.

“Are you hurt?” Ying Yue asked again, leaning in.

So many people talking at once. At least Asuka was starting to feel her body again.

“Something exploded,” said Asuka. “And—and Kat wasn’t clipped.” Their silly race. Running along the catwalk. And now Kat’s amazing biceps and fertile ovaries would be frosted over and flying through darkness for eternity.

There was a strangled noise—coming from her. People reached out to soothe her.

This isn’t your fault, said Alpha. Remember that. Asuka shut her eyes to keep tears back. Alpha didn’t know. She was programmed to say things like that, to provide therapy to the crew, make sure they ate their vegetables and took their little pills.

But Asuka had been Mission Lead, and if Kat had been tethered, then maybe—

She felt her blood drumming in her ears.

Ying Yue leaned closer to hear her, her face scrunched in worry. “What do you mean? What exploded?” Asuka rewound her memory and tried to think. How had it happened exactly? Like a cork popping, maybe, or shrapnel emanating from the ship at high speed—no, no. She didn’t want to remember that.

“Was it aliens?” someone else asked.

She didn’t know, okay? She was smothered in their questions.

You seem stressed, Asuka, said Alpha. Shall I tell you about the mating rituals of the bowerbird? It was in Asuka’s personnel file that she had a thing about birds.

Asuka shook her head to tell Alpha no, and the pain of it nearly killed her.

She tried to sit up, but a great weight pressed her down.

“Gravity’s off,” said Ying Yue. “Yaz is working on it.” Yasemin was their Chief Engineer.

Hands reached out and helped her into sitting position. The world shifted, and shifted again. She wished it would stay itself. She lay there until she had steadied herself, then pinched the bridge of her nose. She could think again, around the sandy edges of a massive headache.

There was Ruth, getting dressed. Their eyes met a moment; one of the sides of Ruth’s mouth lifted in a kind of smile like they were still best friends, and something in Asuka hiccupped. Ruth went back to pulling on her inside gloves, and Asuka was left staring after her a second too long.

People were crying. They had all grown up together, training for this mission. Now some of them were dead. It didn’t make sense. But then, nothing had felt real to Asuka since last year, when they’d first woken up on the ship after a decade asleep.

“What does the Captain want us to do?” Asuka asked.

No one knew.

“Who else died?” She’d seen the bodies in the Dining Mod.

No one knew that either.

No one, it seemed, knew anything. They were all in a panic.

Not that Asuka blamed them. She was too. Or ought to be. It was just that her feelings hadn’t caught up with her yet.

“Alpha, tell us,” she said. Alpha tracked the heart rates, blood pressures, oxygen levels, and body temperatures of the crew to monitor their health and stress levels. She should know who was alive.

Alpha’s disembodied voice cut across the expectant silence. I am so sorry. My biometric monitoring program is rebooting. Please give me five minutes.

“Let’s get you to the clinic,” Ying Yue said. “Hina, tell the Captain we retrieved Susie.”

The tall, long-limbed crew member in question turned away, making rapid gestures with gloved hands, movement Alpha would convert into a text message.

Asuka forced herself to stand. She wasn’t sure she could have done it without three crew bracketing her, heaving her up. Again, she saw a flash of the graveyard, and other things—a savannah, a lake. Then they let go, and all of it was gone in a blink.

The weight of extra gravity caused her to stagger. Ying Yue stepped close and began to rub her all over, until feeling returned to her skin. And they were back on the platform, waiting for the next train.

“Captain isn’t responding,” reported Hina.

“Keep trying. Someone get clothes for Asuka,” she heard Ying Yue say.

“Thank you,” Asuka mumbled.

She wondered what Ying Yue thought of her scars, ropy and purple-gray along her forearms and palms. But then, she wasn’t the only one with scars. They were all survivors of some kind, weren’t they? Hers reminded her of what she had cost other people, to be here. She didn’t like to think of it.

There was the snick of a compartment shutting, and then clean clothes were handed to her, size small but a little too big. The black shirt bunched in the front around the torso, meant to provide extra space when pregnant. Which Asuka wasn’t.

Asuka folded the cuffs of her shirt with unsteady fingers. She felt someone exhale warm breath on her toes before socks were pulled over her feet and gloves over her fingers. No shoes. They never wore shoes. Why should they? Their whole world was only the Phoenix.

Their clothes were boring, practical, all black, and tear resistant, the sort that came in S, M, L, and XL and could be grabbed out of any nearby storage compartment. Black didn’t stain, and it was the sort of fabric that could be replaced and mended with minimal waste. Fashion was irrelevant, because reality was something individual and malleable, thanks to DAR. She pressed her temple, and it became an ancient Counting Crows T-shirt she had found in a digimart giveaway. She understood they were once a band but honestly just wore it for the name. In other people’s DAR, her shirt might be a swimsuit or military camo, within the restrictions she had set. Her body was her body, and that could include any alterations to physical appearance she might choose to make, or how much of it she wanted to show.

And the trees were growing out of the sky. Or she was standing upside down.

“Something’s wrong with my DAR.”

Silly goose, said Alpha. You must have bumped your head.

Asuka again cut off her DAR and looked around the naked white walls of the module, at all the scared faces. Her heart beat, but it felt like it wasn’t her blood swishing through its ventricles. She couldn’t process what was happening. How everything had unraveled in an hour. That Kat was gone.

What’s wrong with me? she thought. Feel. Cry. Something.

A crackling filled their ears, and then the awful, tearing sound of someone trying not to completely lose it. “Oh my god. They killed the Captain.”



   


CHAPTER SEVEN

USA  *  13 YEARS BEFORE LAUNCH

After the fire, home was four lines of chalk on muddy, dead grass, with a green tent for Asuka and her older brother, Luis, and a red one for Mom and Papa. All around them were rows and rows of chalk squares and other tents and other families, and two smelly portable toilets on either end of the row.

At night, Luis would hold her hand, sweat slicking between their palms, as they listened to their parents argue. Mom wanted to move back to Japan, but Papa resisted. “The kids don’t speak Japanese. Neither do I.”

“They’ll learn.”

“If she tries to make us go, we’ll run away,” Luis whispered.

But anyway, nothing was ever decided.

One of their neighbors planted a flag outside their tent: a black eagle on a field of red and white stripes holding a scroll in one talon and a rifle in the other. It was for the Militia for the American Constitution, usually just called “MAC” for short.

Mom warned them not to stare at it. Her face was smudged with dirt, her hair tangled. She pinned Luis with her dark eyes. “And no space talk.”

“Do they have guns?” Luis wanted to know.

“Let’s not be dramatic,” said Papa, reaching out to smooth Luis’s hair.

Asuka and her family occupied their square as if it were an island. They ignored the bulge of the big square tent encroaching on one corner.

Then, one afternoon after volunteers came and everyone was happy and full of hot food, Papa pulled a chair right up to the line. “Hi. I’m Michael.”

Mom tensed and put an arm around Asuka.

The two neighbors had stripped their shirts and sat baking in half-broken lawn chairs beneath their flag. The older neighbor had a beard as big as a scarf. A stinky joint passed back and forth between them.

“You Mexican?” they asked across the border. Friendly.

Papa smiled with all his teeth. “This and that.”

They gestured at the rest of the family. “Chinese?”

“Japanese.”

“Huh,” said one, eyes brightening. “I love Pokémon.”

“What’s Pokémon?” Luis asked.

“I’m going to be an ornithologist,” Asuka offered.

“Shh,” said Mom, yanking her back. “Come sit with me, Asukachan.”

“Listen to this,” Papa told them, beckoning to Luis.

Luis cleared his throat. “When in the course of human events it becomes necessary …” Papa had paid him twenty dollars to memorize the words. Mom released Asuka, rose, and walked away like she had an urgent need to use the toilet.

Asuka watched her leave, not understanding yet the deep despair Mom must have felt living in that place full of people farting and playing loud music and having sex. To have nothing when they could be living across the ocean in a house built of all the dreams of her parents that she had discarded. How it felt to have a son, who insisted on using his middle name, because he “didn’t look like a Reo.” Who wanted to belong.

“… such has been the patient sufferance of these colonies,” Luis bellowed.

Their neighbors laughed and applauded. “You have a smart boy,” they told Papa.

Papa dabbed at the sweat that had accumulated along his hairline.

The sun beat down, and the four of them talked and laughed. Above them, the MAC flag hung limp in the invisible heat.

Asuka glared at the parched dirt between her toes and imagined burrowing down with her mind. Down she tunneled through the crust of the Earth, through the molten core, until she was bursting up into the cool nighttime happening at that moment in the middle of the streets of Tokyo. Because what she did understand, even then, was that the world could never be one thing for everyone at the exact same time.

   


CHAPTER EIGHT

THE PHOENIX  *  3,980 CYCLES AFTER LAUNCH, 0 CYCLES AFTER EXPLOSION, B SHIFT

“Killed?” Ying Yue said. “What are they talking about, Alpha?”

Voices cascaded over each other, churning the air in the room to whitewater. Their black clothes were just a blur against the pristine white module walls.

Asuka’s tongue curled around the bittersweet taste of fear. She tried to focus on what was going on. Someone tugged another person’s shirt. A gesticulating arm banged Asuka’s head, and she cried out in pain.

“Quiet!” No one was listening to Ying Yue, standing in the middle of the scrum, arms around her pregnant belly.

“Hey! Shut up!” Ruth’s voice rang out, and people miraculously stopped.

I have finished rebooting and can report on status of crew, said Alpha. Three dead, including Kat. And Captain Becky McMahon and Winnie had both been in the Dining Mod at the time of the explosion. Alpha didn’t know what caused it.

Asuka’s messages seemed to be working, even though the forest in her DAR was—oof, sideways now. Wild theories were already flying on the public feed: a manufacturing problem, space junk, first contact.

A voice cut in over the shipwide channel—Chief Engineer Yaz, cool and quick: “All crew members brace in ten.”

Everyone kicked into motion, moving to spots along the wall and grabbing whatever and whoever was in reach.

And of course, Asuka found herself side by side with Ruth against the stern-side airlock door. Ruth, who had barely talked to her in two years (twelve, if you counted the ten years in between). Who had saved her life.

They looked at each other, looked away. Asuka grabbed Ruth’s shoulder and a second later found Ruth’s arm looped through hers. She felt the body memory of that sensation—arm locked in arm, the feeling they were going to take on the universe together.

Her world shifted, and instead of in the cabin in the woods, they were standing on a beach before an immense ocean. The sky was perfect and blue. Seagulls swooped overhead. The crew were dressed in beachwear.

“Five, four, three, two, one,” said Yaz.

The sand slid underfoot, and they were tugged in the same direction. A massive wave thundered down over them, through them. Then the weight on her body eased. She could move again without an elephant bearing down. Whatever the Chief Engineer had done, their g-force was back to normal.

Ruth dropped her arm, and the beach evaporated.

Asuka rubbed her eyes, trying to orient herself. The manual airlock handle dug into her shoulder.

“You okay?” Ruth asked.

“Yeah. Um. Thanks, by the way.”

“Sure. No big.” Ruth’s fingers twitched. She wasn’t looking at Asuka anymore, but there was a flush at her neck where her dark brown buzz ended like the edge of a shadow. She was a head taller than Asuka, with pale, translucent skin; high, imperious cheekbones; and a general fuck you too ready in her eyes.

Asuka’s gaze slipped to the lines etched in Ruth’s neatly shaved hair: that graceful outline of a bird taking flight. Selasphorus heloisa, a bumblebee hummingbird. Ruth’s favorite bird. And did the person who had traced the shape with the razor know that? Did she know why?

You seem stressed, Asuka, Alpha said. Would you like to talk about it?

Someone was sobbing. Asuka felt that old, childish urge to just run away, to climb a tree, to something. She reached for the subcutaneous button at her temple, but her DAR was out of whack. “If Becky’s dead, who’s Captain?” Ruth asked.

“I think that would be me?” said Ying Yue like she hoped she wasn’t. When the mission was assembled, leadership had been a careful political balancing act between the two biggest nation-sponsors. The agreement was that the Captain and First Vice Captain would be American and Chinese, order to be determined by performance in a set of leadership exercises. The Chinese weren’t happy when Becky won the Captaincy, but Ying Yue had told everyone she was relieved. And now Becky was dead.

That’s right. Ying Yue is the Captain, said Alpha.

Ying Yue covered her mouth with her hands. She generally had the bad posture of a tall person trying to take up less space, and now she slumped like she was trying to disappear. Which was difficult, given how big she was in her third trimester with twins, a fact that made her a hero and source of envy. A bruise was forming on her cheekbone. “I should go to the Bridge. Ruth, can you take Susie to Medical?”

“What should we do?” someone called.

“Just—anything. Stop crowding in here, okay?”

“I feel … great,” lied Asuka, who did not want to go anywhere with Ruth. Damn that she had to stop in the middle of that sentence to duck a wave of pain.

“Consider it an order,” said Ying Yue, but it sounded like a question. Her large eyes were even bigger than usual, so white was visible all the way around brown irises so dark they were almost black. She exited counter-spin, walking as fast as an extremely pregnant person possibly could, which was … less dramatic than the occasion seemed to call for.

“Okay, let’s go.” Ruth reached out and took hold of Asuka’s elbow. She felt the tickle of Ruth’s bony fingers, and then the white beach returned. The bow- and stern-side exterior airlocks had transformed into strange metal doors in the side of a dune. On the top of one of the handles perched a large black karasu. It cocked its head at her. And in its beak was something—Asuka stepped toward it and pulled free of Ruth. The beach disappeared.

“What’s wrong?”

Something was off with her DAR, that’s what was wrong. Which, in the broader context, was a ridiculous thing to complain about. “It’s fine. Let’s go.” They moved through the airlock that led to the next module in the habitat wheel. Ruth’s hot-pink prosthetic leg clinked against the floor.

It was strange to see the Phoenix without DAR. Asuka hadn’t spent a minute in vanilla reality since waking up from hibernation almost a year ago. The walls were austere white with only a small nameplate affixed to the doors on either side, describing each module that lay beyond with a word and colored symbol. Otherwise, each section of passageway was like the last. The ceiling was much lower than she realized: a little over two meters tall. Exposed white pipes and bundled electrical wires ran along the walls and ceiling. Without DAR, the ship felt industrial, unfinished.

The ship was constructed of modules manufactured on Earth and joined together in space: the ring itself was composed of thirteen narrow passageway sections and three larger chambers filled with green plants—their Agricultural Modules, or Ag Mods. The rest of the modules were attached to the sternor bow-facing sides of the ring. From the outside, the wheel resembled a jeweled bracelet or a complicated organic molecule. Inside, without DAR, it felt like a never-ending sloping corridor.

In Asuka’s DAR, this would have been a flat trail through woods: a creek trickling to the left around here, fluorescent green weeds growing in patches of sunlight. Just that color made her ache for home sometimes. Not home. For a point in space-time she could no longer reach. She ducked around a protruding bulkhead that should have been a tree.

The doors between the modular passageway sections were usually open by default, but the emergency must have triggered all the airlocks to shut, so they had to stop to manually reopen each one as they went.

“Poor Ying Yue,” Ruth said, because she could never stand to say nothing.

“Ying Yue?” There were a lot of people to feel sorrier for, starting with the ones who were dead.

“She didn’t even want to be First Vice Captain. You know how she is.” Asuka didn’t. “Kind. Hates confrontation.”

They passed into the next module. The door on the left was marked Nursery, the one on the right, Toilet. “The Selection Committee wasn’t wrong.”

“How can you of all people say that?” asked Ruth, and Asuka flushed. Because Asuka was the one whom the Committee hadn’t picked. The Alternate. Asuka supposed Ruth meant it in a nice way, maybe, but it stung to be reminded that people thought of her like that. As if Asuka needed reminding.

Everyone on this ship had a special role, from ship maintenance to agriculture to navigation. Ruth was one of the three crew who managed the Phoenix communications with Earth. Asuka’s specialty was nothing.

Asuka slammed the next airlock button with her palm, felt the satisfying wrongness where the skin lacked sensation. You chose this, she reminded herself. They passed by Crew Quarters C and D.

An envelope materialized in front of her, and she frowned
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