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FIREFLIES

I FIND MY mother in the shadows—like the shell of a hollow moon, on the verge of crumbling to dust. Like I might not make it in time even though she’s a mere twenty feet away.

“Hello?” My voice bounces from the steel-gray walls, from the shale-slab tile, from the panorama of glass that separates the inside of our station from the glittering ocean of stars. “Mom?”

If she hears me, she doesn’t show it.

She’s curled on her side on the floor, her back to me, her small frame barely moving. Still breathing—technically. I rush to kneel beside her and am relieved to see her eyes wide open, taking in the view. It is less of a relief to see the spattering of blood nearby, fresh ruby droplets smaller than strawberry seeds.

“Mom?” I sweep a thick wave of hair away from her face, tuck it behind her ear. “It’s me, Lindley. Mom, can you hear me?”

Her eyelashes flutter, not quite a blink, but it’s something. My heart climbs into my throat—I wish she’d look at me. “LeeLee,” she says, her voice hoarse from all the coughing she’s done today. “Fireflies, so many . . . pass me the jar?”

I blink until my eyes clear. She’s speaking total nonsense, which is more frightening than I’m ready to admit. I’ve never seen her anything but composed—her mind is sharp, and it’s fast. She was an easy pick for commander of our station, according to the rest of the team. My entire life, forever, everyone has always made a point to tell me exactly how much they adore her. How brilliant she is, how incredible. How she makes it look easy to lead with such calm confidence. Not that anyone needs to tell me—I know her better than anyone. But I’ve never seen her like this, out of her mind, not even this morning. Not even an hour ago.

At least she still knows who I am.

I type out a fast text to Dr. Safran, emergency and observation deck 12 starboard and my mother.

There are no fireflies here on the station, of course, let alone an entire jar full of them; she must be digging far back into her past, to all the years she spent on Earth. I can’t even begin to count the number of times she’s told me the story of that hot summer night when she was just six years old: how she and her father had set off for one of their evening walks, through the thick forest behind her childhood home. How they’d stumbled upon hundreds of swarming fireflies—thousands, maybe—and she caught enough in her jar to light their path. The sky outside our station window reminded her of that night, she loved to tell me. Stars like fireflies: they reminded her of him.

My buzz screen vibrates, and I glance at the message—Dr. Safran is on his way.

When I look up again, time tilts on its axis. I suck in a breath so sharp I’m surprised I’m not bleeding.

Her eyes are closed.

She is still, too still in every way.

My hands shake, badly, so much so that my buzz screen nearly shatters on the tile.

I squeeze my eyes shut—I can’t bear to look, but I can’t bear to leave. LeeLee, her voice echoes in my head. Her voice that I’ll never hear again, ever. LeeLee, LeeLee. What I wouldn’t give to hear, one last time, about trees taller than giants and the smell of fresh rain and the way her father’s eyes crinkled when he smiled and the thousand thousand fireflies bright enough to light up the night.

I could use a jar of my own right now.

But there are no fireflies here, and no one left but me who remembers the story.

No him. No her.

Just me.
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STARLESS

MY MOTHER ONCE told me—before she died, before her colleagues died, before everyone who wasn’t born here on the station died—that each soul is tied to a star, a trail of stardust the tether. As long as the sky is full of stars, and as long as there are people alive to see it, there is hope.

She was the first to flicker, fade, blink to utter blackness.

She never saw the sky after the disease left its mark on us.

One hundred stars have gone out in the past six weeks, extinguished and smothered and choked and simply—whoosh—blown out—by the CRW-0001 pathogen. One hundred out of the one hundred who were sent here eighteen years ago. One hundred percent.

We are parentless. Mentorless. Medicless. Chefless. Commanderless. Less and less and less. It’s been five days since the last of them passed: five days of embers and ashes and choking down the stench of death, and our grief, so we don’t fall apart. Five days spent picking up the pieces of all the broken everything. All the broken everyone.

Before he passed—three weeks, two days, two hours, and fifty-six minutes ago—Dr. Safran, head medic and my mentor for the last three years, concluded definitively that only those who’d spent significant time on Earth were susceptible to CRW-0001. They’re the only ones who coughed up blood. The only ones whose lungs shriveled, whose breaths became forced and far between. Their words sounded like whispers pricked with a thousand splinters as they fought, hard, just to be heard.

Until the silence took over and, one by one, the stars went out.

In my not-so-expert opinion, I believe in Dr. Safran’s theory. I don’t know what dirt feels like, not on Earth, not on any planet. None of us do, none of us who are left. All the air we’ve ever breathed has been recycled for nearly two decades inside these thick walls, steel and Plexiglas—we are a tiny dot stationed amid an extraordinary universe. Not one of us, the second generation, has coughed up a single drop of blood. We are louder than ever, now that no one tells us not to be.

We are also quieter than ever. One hundred percent of us have lost someone who meant the entire universe.

And in the midst of the losing, there are six of us who’ve stepped up. We’ve never led before, don’t really know how to lead, but there is a need. So here we are, the six of us fumbling our way through a world that just became one hundred stars darker.

At least there are five billion trillion stars left.

Five billion trillion stars, though, are not enough light to show me this: Why is Mila Harper, age sixteen, lying dead on the cold, cold floor of the observation deck?
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BLOODBUBBLES

I KNOW A lot of things about a lot of things.

I know about supernovas, black holes.

I know there are stars that radiate green light but appear white, true colors hidden until untangled by a prism.

I know people are the same way.

I’ve only ever known Mila Harper from a distance. She’s the sort of girl who’s had the same haircut all her life, shiny brown and sleek angles, the long parts in the front constantly falling down over her eyes. I’ve watched her tuck her hair behind her ears every day since she learned to read, more than a decade ago. She reads all the time, curled up in the corner of the sky lounge, one floor below this very starboard-side observation deck, always with a steaming tumbler of tea.

Correction. She read all the time.

Now Mila’s reader sits, dead, on the floor, a crack spiderwebbing across its face. It’s dotted with bloodbubbles.

Of all the things I know, bloodbubbles are only a recently developed area of my expertise. In the past six—almost seven—weeks since I found my mother, I’ve seen bloodbubbles on everything from butcher knives to medic-ward gowns to control panels on the commander’s deck. Every day, every death.

But never from any second generation–born. Never, until now.

“Lindley?”

I look up, find Leo staring at me with those intense, unreadable eyes of his. I know for a fact he finds me equally unreadable.

“The body? What did you want to do with it?”

He looks so much like his parents in this moment it’s unnerving. Deep bronze skin, and his eyes—his mother’s eyes, keen and bright—and his father’s steady, stoic demeanor. They were my mother’s closest friends.

Of the six of us who’ve stepped up to lead, Leo and I are the roots. Tangled roots, seeds sown in the same hole by so-close parents who wanted their kids to be every bit as close. Pluck either of us up, the other would die. Leave us as we are and we might die anyway, each choking the other out. Not always on purpose.

“Don’t move her yet,” I say. I feel Leo’s eyes on me, wanting more—as if I have more to give. Everyone wants so much from me now. I don’t blame them, honestly. I only wish my anatomy came pre-equipped with an organ to sift through all the conflicting signals sent from my head, my heart, my gut. One that was never wrong. One that never needed sleep.

Now is the time where Dr. Safran would step in. It’s hard to believe I’d never seen an autopsy performed before six weeks ago. I’d seen surgery before—I’ve done surgery before—delicate blades and steady hands and precision, precision, precision. Autopsies aren’t so delicate. I’ve seen eight now. Eight, before the need to identify the virus was eclipsed by the need to contain it. If only it had been containable.

Something feels off, I’m not sure what. Mila came up to the observation deck on occasion, but I didn’t think it was an everyday habit of hers. Maybe it’s that she’s in sleeping clothes, that it’s three in the morning. Of course, all of us mourn in different ways.

“Do you have your imager?” I ask, and it’s out of Leo’s hip pocket almost as soon as I’ve asked. “Snap as many photos as you can.”

My brain is running on fumes. When I look at the scene after a solid stretch of sleep, I’ll see things more clearly. My filters—emotional, rational—are maxed out right now: CRW-0001 wiped out one hundred out of one hundred in just under two months.

Eighty-five of us were left. Now there are eighty-four.

Maybe Dr. Safran was wrong; maybe the virus latched on to all of us—maybe it is simply smothering the second generation more slowly.

Or maybe it’s mutated.
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WOBBLE, SQUEAK

OUR GURNEY LOOKS nothing like it did at the start of all this.

We did away with the sheets weeks ago, when stubborn stains settled in for the long haul. A deep dent mars one end of the bed, a scar left over from those first days when we still believed the virus could be stopped by an urgent, slam-into-whatever-necessary trip to Medical. Also, one of the wheels squeaks. Another wobbles.

Leo and Heath spread Mila’s body onto the bare metal bed, cold against cold. Wobble, squeak, wobble, squeak. It never gets any easier to walk with the dead.

I hope the wheels don’t wake anyone. No one needs to see Mila like this, for one. Mostly, I want to keep this quiet as long as I can—people are going to panic.

There’s no one I trust more than Leo and Heath, except maybe Heath’s sister, Haven. What Leo and I are to each other, seeds in a hole, we are as a group. Living here, there’s nowhere to hide when you don’t want to see someone. We know—we’ve tried. We’ve torn at each other, torn from each other, more times than I can count. We’ve said things we don’t mean, and worse, things we do. In the end, we always settle back together. It’s made us strong.

Zesi, Natalin, and Haven wait for us in Medical. It doesn’t look right, seeing them here, especially in sleeping clothes. I called an emergency meeting, all six of us. I didn’t say why.

I don’t have to.

Natalin springs to her feet. “Is that—no.” Tears well up in her eyes, spill out.

She and Mila were close.

“You said we were immune, Lindley.” Haven turns her face away, wavy blonde hair falling over her eyes like a curtain. The sight of blood spins her stomach. “You said we were safe!”

I did say those things. I said them loud and clear, at a station-wide assembly we called last week. People believe me when I speak, they always have. You have one of those faces people implicitly trust, Leo told me, when the six of us were settling into our roles. You’re the one to lead us. I didn’t argue, and neither did anyone else, because it’s true.

“She’s doing her best,” Heath says, always the first to my defense, unfailingly, for better or worse, often at the expense of his own sister. “Let’s not start blaming—”

“I’m not blaming,” Haven snaps. “I’m worried.”

“Well, get it together.” Leo now. He, more than all of us, has a way with Haven. “Worrying doesn’t change the fact that we have a situation on our hands. Linds”—he’s the only one allowed to call me that, and everyone knows it—“are there any hazmat suits that aren’t contaminated? And if the answer is no, how screwed does that leave us?”

Even if there were, there aren’t enough for all eighty-four of us who are left. We may have already contracted the pathogen, anyway. It lies low, lingers, then explodes.

Or it did. Who knows what it does now.

“We burned them all, and spaced the contaminated air tanks,” Zesi answers for me, shaking his dark, thick dreadlocks out of his eyes. “Back when we thought that would help.” Before he took over as systems tech, he spent his free time in the crematory. Brilliant mind, strong heart: he does the jobs no one else can, and the ones no one else wants.

“Right,” I say. “So this is where we are.” All eyes are on me, as they so often are these days. I’m finally past the point of my mouth turning dry, finally past nerves that shake my voice—finally mustering a fraction of the composure my mother had when addressing her crew. “It doesn’t matter if it mutated, or if we made the wrong assumptions about the original strand. Mila is dead—any of us could also already be carriers. We aren’t necessarily screwed without hazmats, Leo. The scrubbers used them at first, but if you remember, Dr. Safran suspected the suits actually made their symptoms worse.”

Five scrubbers in five pristine suits. All dead within the first two days. This is where our theory of lie low, linger, explode originated—Dr. Safran believed the pathogen invaded days, even weeks, earlier than symptoms began to manifest. Turns out our most recent supply delivery pilot, based down in the States, was infected when he came aboard. Nothing happened for a while, but when it did, it was too late. The hazmats were supposed to keep contaminated air out and clean air in. Instead, the scrubbers ended up dying inside their own personal gas chamber suits, more and more pathogens concentrated in the air as it recycled itself. The insides of the face pieces were worse than anything, Zesi told me. Bloodbubbles everywhere.

“You thinking we should put her on ice or fire?” Heath asks. His piercing gray eyes are still so bright, so alive in the face of death after death. It’s easier to turn a blind eye, some days, pretend away the pain so it won’t feel so raw. For me, anyway. For Leo, too. Heath’s not like us, though. Heath stares at the sun, eyes wide open, daring it to burn him.

“Fire,” I say, mostly because I’m pretty sure it’s what Dr. Safran would do if he were here. I wish he were here. “I’m almost positive the mutation’s already started spreading, but if I’m wrong, we should wipe it out in the crematory, destroy all traces of it. Just in case.” I pause, think. “I could do a full autopsy—”

Haven scoffs. “Right, because you’ve had so much experience with those?”

I shoot her a look, although she makes a good point. I could make the cuts, sure, but I’m not experienced enough to really know my way around. My skills are serviceable, if that. “I could do a full autopsy—but—in the interest of limiting my exposure and everyone else’s, I think the best way to go is to stick to blood analysis. Natalin, I’m going to get on that first thing, so our meeting needs to wait until midafternoon at the earliest.”

“Sorry, but can we do it at noon?” she asks. “It’s not looking good, food-wise, and I’m worried—”

“If it’s so bad it can’t wait until three, we should have had that meeting yesterday.”

Ask for cooperation, I’m learning, and forgiveness. Not permission.

Haven and Natalin share a look. They whisper sometimes—about everyone, not just me. I do my best to let it roll off my skin. It’s not always easy.

“What do you want me to tell everyone?” Haven asks. While I’m our designated leader, and the face of our assemblies, Haven is a natural at station-board communications. She makes twice-daily announcements, at nine-morning and early evening, that echo through every inch of our station’s twelve sprawling decks.

“About the food?”

“About Mila,” she says. “About the mutation.”

I hesitate. My opinion isn’t going to be a popular one—not with Haven or Natalin, anyway. “Don’t tell them anything yet.”

Natalin’s perfectly arched eyebrows go through the roof. “It’s their right—”

“Before you rail me,” I say, “I said not yet. I didn’t say not ever. What good is it to tell them now? We don’t have answers, and you know they’ll have questions. We may not be able to stop this thing, but we need to at least look like we’re trying. Telling them immediately isn’t going to do anything but make people panic.”

“You don’t know that.” Natalin won’t meet my eyes.

“I really, really do.”

We all do. Paranoia and panic, that’s what happened the first time around. I hid out in Medical with Dr. Safran, preoccupied myself with fixing our situation instead of agonizing over it, but still, I heard all the stories. Some people wouldn’t touch the food. Some wouldn’t leave their cabins. Some hoarded supplies, soap and antibac and breathing masks.

None of this mattered, in the end.

“What happens when they ask about Mila?” Haven asks. “Why they haven’t seen her around?”

I’m not a fan of slippery lies. It’s too hard to keep your footing with one, and lies tend to multiply. “She’s helping out in the lab,” I say. “That’s the official word.”
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FIRE AND THE SEA

WHEN WE BREAK, Leo walks me to the lab. I hear the gurney wheels long after Heath and Zesi roll Mila out of sight. Zesi is intimately familiar with the layout of the entire station, thanks to his time at systems. He’ll know how to get to the base deck, where the crematory is, without drawing attention. No one’s finding out about this tonight—if anyone knows how to keep a secret here, it’s him.

“You should sleep, Linds.”

The other girls went back to bed. Their work centers mostly around a daytime schedule, when everyone else is awake. Mine doesn’t.

“It’s important to check this out,” I say.

“It’s important to check it out when your mind is fresh.” He mimics my tone. It sounds too haughty.

“Listen, don’t start with me tonight, okay?” He’s almost never wrong, and he knows it, and he knows I know it—but his exceptional clarity can be really inconvenient.

I reach for the lab door; he catches my hand, turns me around to face him. His eyes are wide, deep brown with flecks of gold. If his are fire, mine are the sea. “When is the last time you slept? No, don’t look away, I’m serious.”

“What do you mean by ‘slept,’ exactly? An hour here, an hour there? All night? Every night? Or—”

“Lindley.”

It isn’t a matter of wanting to sleep. No more sleep, no more dreams—not for me, at least. Now my nights are full of what if, what next, what now?

We’ve lost so much more than just our parents.

His hand is soft in mine, but I pull away. If I’m going to give him something real, I’m taking something back in return. “I don’t know how anyone sleeps anymore.”

He doesn’t press me after that.

The lab is just as I left it last night, steady and bright and predictable and certain, crisp and clean, my own personal oasis. Unlike Medical, the lab spans an entire wing: station after station of equipment, ready and waiting to unlock the entire universe.

Except all our experts are dead.

Dr. Safran was an expert in everything. Most of the one hundred were experts in two or three fields—only the best of the best made it onto the station, this beacon of hope for humanity, as it was deemed nearly two decades ago at its christening. A few limited themselves to a single area of concentration, but that was rare. Our station is the main hub in our fleet’s trio, home-base support for the two teams stationed much farther out in the galaxy. Each and every member—on our station and both of the others—was recruited for a lifetime of service from an extraordinarily capable pool of candidates.

Let’s hope we who are left inherited enough of their intellect and instinct to keep ourselves alive.

I settle onto the tall stool near the nanoscope. It’s more comfortable than my own bed lately.

“Can I help with anything?” Leo asks, taking the stool across from me, on the other side of the station. For all his you know I’m right superiority, he’s really good about not pushing back when I’ve drawn my lines.

But this—stopping, sitting—changes everything. I’m tired, more so than I care to admit. I squeeze my eyes shut. Open them. Still exhausted.

“I . . . should go to bed.” I slide a sample I drew from Mila’s blood, just after we found her, across the table. “File this for me, please?”

He gives me a sleepy smile and doesn’t dare say I told you so.
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ETERNAL LIGHT, ETERNAL NIGHT

IF ANYONE IS to blame for all that has happened, it’s the moon.

Those who found the loophole in the international lunar treaty, anyway, those who staked their claim without ever actually owning anything: I blame them for this present misery.

If they hadn’t found the loophole,

if they hadn’t discovered a way to channel endless, renewable solar power from the moon’s pale face—a sea of panels bathed in eternal sunlight—

if they had worked together,

if they hadn’t raced to be first,

if they hadn’t spurned those who came next,

if they hadn’t threatened nuclear measures to control what was never truly theirs to begin with . . .

We would not be in danger of suffering the consequences.

We would not be in danger of an obliterated moon, of Earth quite literally spinning out of control, of instability and chaos and seasonal extremes, of hailstorms with a side of asteroid showers. We would never have begun the search for an off-planet home, just in case. No one has blown the moon to pieces yet, to be clear, likely because the solar power payoff continues to be worth the escalating territorial tension.

But things can only be stretched so thin before they snap.

So they made their long-game contingency plan. If not for all of this, the Lusca would never have been created, and my mother would never have been its commander. They would never have filled our station with experts who could support the terraforming efforts on Planet RDX-4, more commonly known simply as Radix—and would never have had such a strong reason to begin terraforming efforts at all. They would never have planted the Nautilus at the edge of everything, a station one-tenth the size of ours, home to a smaller team of specialists who explore the far-off places we don’t even know we don’t know about. Lusca’s experts would not have been sent here to support that team, either.

And if the Lusca were never created, and my mother never its commander, and if I’d been born on Earth like every other generation that came before me, I would not be here.

I would not be grieving the effects of this particular virus, in this particular place.

I would not be stranded in eternal night, fumbling my way through darkness, wishing for starlight or fireflies or the dimmest rays of hope.

When I step back to think about it, how my life is what it is because of a string of choices made by people on Earth I’ve never met, it makes me feel terrifyingly small.

How can I get things back under control if control was never truly mine to begin with?
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TOMORROW AND TOMORROW AND TOMORROW

THREE TONES RING over my cabin speakers. It’s a new day, Haven’s chipper voice announces. Time to embrace it! This is her stage voice—we all have one. Hers is more exaggerated than mine, though. More exaggerated than everyone’s.

People complain, say she isn’t being sensitive enough. I even agree, some days, but I think Haven’s mostly in the right. We have to give the station what they need, not necessarily what they want. We can’t give them what they want. We can’t give back their yesterdays, can’t take away their fear or their regret. We want those things, too, as much as anybody.

If only.

So Haven puts a smile in her voice. If they don’t want it today, she likes to say, maybe they’ll take it tomorrow. We’ll see.

I slept, not well, for almost four hours. That’s a record this week. I have a feeling I’ll crash soon, and crash hard, but there’s no time for that now. Now is for the lab. Now is for finishing what I couldn’t even start last night.

I pin my hair into a low bun, throw my cleanest cardigan on over last night’s clothes. This is as good as it gets today. Haven will have a fit when she sees me. When it comes to securing people’s trust, she says, presentation is half the battle. I never argue, and I don’t disagree—I simply prefer to focus on the other half of that battle, the part that could actually keep us alive.

It takes ten minutes to get to the lab from my cabin. That’s on a good day, when it’s seven-morning and the station is still and quiet. Today is not a good day. Despite the pleasant-but-focused face I put on, despite keeping my eyes fixed at a neutral point ahead of me, I barely make it out of my own residential wing before someone stops me. Siena Lawson, this time.

“Hi, um . . . Commander?” She’s fourteen, a rule-follower to a fault, and I’ve told her three times to call me Lindley. Haven referred to me as Commander Hamilton one time in an announcement, and it was the most uncomfortable thing I’ve ever experienced. The gift keeps on giving.

“Commander was my mother. You know you don’t have to call me that, right?” I loved my mother. I don’t love talking about her. “Need something?”

Siena shrinks back, just a little. She won’t meet my eyes. “Sorry, Com—Lindley. I’m sorry.”

“What’s going on?” I attempt to soften my tone so I’m not so intimidating, try to pretend my mind isn’t running full speed toward the lab. I’m not very good at pretending.

“It’s Yuki and Grace,” she says. “I . . . can’t find them.” The three of them are inseparable. I’ve learned more about station life these past few weeks than I ever cared to know. This recent shift—paying close attention like I never have before, learning everything I can about everyone—all of it makes me feel a bit like someone looking in. Like I’m not quite one of them anymore, now that I’ve stepped into the role of commander.

“You’ve checked their cabins?” I ask. “You’re sure they aren’t sleeping?” I take a deep breath to quell my simmering annoyance.

Her cheeks flame. “We were all together last night,” she says. “At Mikko’s.”

Siena Lawson is not a stupid girl. “Walk with me,” I say. This could take all morning—I don’t have all morning. I put a call through to Heath. He picks up immediately, like always, unfailingly reliable.

“Meet me in the lab,” I tell him. “I’ve got a project for you.”

Heath agrees, even offers to bring me some tea. I need it.

“We weren’t doing anything, I swear,” Siena says when I’m off the call. “Just a few drinks, and then we passed out.”

“Just a few drinks,” I repeat. A few drinks isn’t like her. One drink isn’t like her.

“I swear.”

She shouldn’t be drinking at all, but I don’t say that. I’m not her mother—she doesn’t have one anymore, none of them do. That’s the problem. “You need to be careful with Mikko, Siena. Turn here,” I say. “He’s not himself these days. He didn’t try to take advantage, did he?”

She’s quiet, too quiet. “He didn’t have to,” she finally says. “Grace started it.”

Right. Excellent. “And now you can’t find her? Was anyone else there?”

“Just a couple of other guys, with Yuki and me,” she says. “Dash and Reed.”

Dash and Reed are good guys. Mikko’s always been a quality kid, too, but he’s made some terrible decisions lately.

All of us grieve a little differently, I guess.

Heath meets us at the lab, as promised. He smells fresh, just-out-of-the-shower fresh, and his not-quite-dry hair looks darker than its usual sandy blond. Did he cut his shower short just to answer my call?

“Wait here,” I tell Siena. “He’ll be right back for you, okay?” The old rules restricted under-eighteens from entering the lab without adult supervision, but I make the rules now. And right now, I want two minutes alone with Heath.

I enter the code, and the door slides open. Heath and I slip inside quickly, before it closes. Dr. Safran helped me memorize every code he had access to in the days before he passed. It’s good he did—only a couple of others thought to share their intel, to Zesi and Natalin. Their knowledge keeps us alive.

“Thanks for this,” I say, taking the tea. It’s too hot to drink, so I set it on the first island I see.

When I turn around, Heath is right there. His eyes—his lips—soft on mine—

I push him off. “Heath—what?!” I brush the kiss away with the back of my hand, catch my breath. “What was that?”

We haven’t, we’ve never . . . this is not what I meant by two minutes alone with Heath.

A curse falls out of him. “I’m sorry, Lindley, I thought—”

He’s breathing hard. So am I. I pulled back before, but not far. Only a couple of inches separate me from a face I’ve known forever. We’ve always been close—friend close, like I am with Leo or Haven. We’ve never been close like this.

“I didn’t think,” he says, catching his breath. “I’m so sorry, Lindley.” He rubs his hands over his face, kneads his temples. “With Mila—and the mutation—I was up all night thinking I might never, um. Never get the chance.”

I bury my face in my teacup. Burn my lips on purpose.

“I won’t do it again, I promise.” He stays where he is, lets me have my space.

I’ve never thought of Heath like this before—I don’t know what I want, but it’s too soon to say I want him to promise that.

“Listen,” I say. “It’s fine, we’re good. I’m just . . . not in that headspace right now. So much going on, you know?”

“Sure. Yeah.” Even the smallest grin gives him dimples on both sides. “I know what you mean.” Heath’s every bit as busy as I am. He’s taken up a swing role amid our six—peacemaker, peacekeeper, the one who deals with social issues as they come up all over the station. And, oh, have they come up. “So, you’ve got a project for me?”

His subject change is a little too abrupt, a little too sunny. I know him well enough to see past his dimples.

“Right, yes.” I avert my eyes, look anywhere but at his lips. “Siena Lawson can’t find her friends.” I fill him in on Yuki and Grace, and the Mikko situation as I see it. “Talk to those guys, check their cabins. See if Siena did anything to make the girls want to keep her out of the loop.”

I hate drama. It’s so unnecessary, such a black hole.

“Got it,” Heath says. “What if”—he glances behind him, at the door—lowers his voice—“what if I find them, and they’re like Mila? What if Siena sees?”

“Make sure she doesn’t,” I say. “You’re good at this. It’ll be fine.”

His eyes are so deep I could drown. I blink, look away. Focus.

“I really am sorry, Lindley.”

I take another sip of tea. Carefully, this time. “If you say that one more time, I’m never speaking to you again.” He smiles, and so do I.

“Don’t work too hard,” he says.

And then he’s out.
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AGAIN WITH THE LOSING

MILA’S BLOOD SAMPLE isn’t in the file.

“Leo,” I say as soon as he picks up my call, “what did you do with the blood?”

“I filed it, like you asked,” he says. “Why, did I do it wrong?” His words have jagged edges: it’s rare that Leo makes a mistake, rarer still for him to admit it.

I rummage around in the refrigerator, dig in places that aren’t so obvious. “Looks like you didn’t do it at all.” Not in the drawer, not in the door. “You put it in the fridge?”

He’s silent on the other end. “I mean . . . I know I did. You’re positive it isn’t there? On the first shelf, right in front?”

“Definitely not.” The first shelf, right in front, is jammed full of weeks-old cultures I should’ve discarded by now.

Leo exhales loudly. “I’m sorry, Linds. I don’t know what to tell you.”

I clench my teeth, count to five. I know he’s only frustrated with himself, not with me, but still. This is what I get for going to bed last night. I knew I should’ve looked over her sample. This is why I do things myself, why I’ve done them myself since the day I started studying under Dr. Safran. I don’t make these sorts of mistakes—I can’t afford to, not if I want to lead as well as my mother did. Details matter, not just to me but to the entire space program.

Think, think. How do I get more blood from a body burned to ashes?

“I’ll head over right now,” he says. “Maybe I screwed up. Zesi, you good on your own?” There’s a pause. “He’s good. I’ll be right there.”

“Wait,” I say as an idea hits me. “What did you do with Mila’s reader? Last night, when we cleaned up?” I remember him sealing it in an airtight bag, bloodbubbles and all.

“Brilliant,” he says. “It should still be back at Medical. I only grabbed her blood sample out of the cooler before we left for the lab.”

I’ll believe it when I see it. The official sample should be here, but it isn’t. Samples don’t just walk away.

“Good, good.” I’m not thrilled, but this will work. If it’s there.

“You’re worried.”

“Do you blame me?”

I hear Zesi in the background, then Leo’s muffled voice. “No, I can’t blame you,” he says when he comes back. “I’m coming down there.”

For as long as I can remember, it’s been my dream to follow in my mother’s footsteps. Medical training first, station duties next—and, eventually, assuming her role completely when the time came for her to pass down the torch.

Eventually was never supposed to happen this soon.

None of this was official yet, of course. Try medicine for a while, my mother said. You might find you don’t enjoy it—you might want something different.

But I’ve always known. I’ve never been like Heath, constantly taking in the possibilities, equally tempted to pursue them all. I’ve never been like Haven, or the handful of others on the station who dream of living life on Earth—as if lakes and sky and forests and mountains could ever hold a candle to the glorious field of stars outside our every window. I would never trade the station, and not just because of the view—in all the universe, the station is the only place my mother and I ever coexisted, where every memory I ever made was born. It’s home.

Now tomorrow is darkness.

Tomorrow is me starting a fire with my bare hands, not the passing of a torch.

Tomorrow is slippery for us all now—and today is for staying alive.

Mila’s reader is in Medical’s cooler, exactly as it should be. I tuck it inside my satchel—my mother’s old satchel, with an insulated pocket—and head back to the lab. Already, it’s past noon. I’ve let too much time slip away.

Leo should be waiting for me by now. He has codes to everything; all six of us do. We keep them to ourselves.

Which is why, I think as I walk back, it’s so very odd that the blood went missing. Leo’s sharp and he’s trustworthy. Haven and Natalin went to bed, Heath and Zesi were at the crematory. The doors lock automatically, so no one could have broken in. And even if they could have broken in . . . why would anyone want to?

When I enter the lab, Leo’s seated on one of the tall stools, at the never-used island right beside the scope station that’s started to feel like home. His back is toward me, and he doesn’t budge. It isn’t like him.

“You didn’t mean this fridge, did you.”

The station where he sits is meant to support exoplanet research missions, but ever since the Nautilus got an equipment upgrade a few years ago, they haven’t needed our lab except to run extremely specialized sample diagnoses. We always have advance notice to prep on our end, so at the moment, none of those appliances are even operational—we unplug them at stations that aren’t used often in order to conserve energy. The mini-fridge is right next to the one I checked so thoroughly.

Oh, no.

Now that I’m closer, and not behind him, I see why he’s staring: Mila’s blood sample sits, lonely, on the island. I don’t even have to ask to know it’s ruined.

“The other refrigerator was just so full . . .”

He meant well, he meant well. Still, it’s frustrating. “It’s full for a reason.” Leo is usually so on top of things. He runs systems and tech with Zesi, and works with Heath to keep the peace. “Did it not tip you off that there wasn’t anything else in that fridge? Did you not think it felt a little warm?” I close my eyes, breathe. Bite back my disappointment before it slams him in the face.

“It did, but—you know how last night was, Linds.” His voice is low, crackling. Too little sleep, too much stress. “It was late, and everything with Mila was just too much. And I was worried about you.”

“I get it.” I do.

Our mistakes might be understandable, but it doesn’t mean they don’t matter.

“It’s too much,” I say, settling onto the stool opposite him. We lean on our elbows, head in hands. Mirror images. “We shouldn’t have to deal with this.”

“I feel like I’m losing it.” He stares, unblinking, straight through Mila’s blood and into something only he can see. “Losing my footing, you know? Trying to do everything, all at once. Failing miserably.”

This is why we go so well together, why we’re closer with each other than we are with Heath, or Haven, or even our own parents before they . . . well, before. We feel the same things in the same way, fracture under pressure the same way, crack and break and try to hold ourselves together in the same way. We’re both reluctant to accept the reality that we’re capable of breaking at all.

I train my eyes on him, wait quietly until he meets them. “You really worried about me?”

“Every hour, Linds. Every hour.”

This room is so white, so clean, so vast, so empty. No place for his words to hide.

“How about this?” I say. “If you ever lose yourself, I’ll come find you. Bring you back.”

I wouldn’t have a choice. If I lose him, I lose parts of myself. Then again, we’re too tangled together for either of us to go far.

“You’re in luck,” he says with a small grin. “Deal works both ways.”
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SOLAR FLARE

ONE DAY WHEN we were young, maybe seven or eight years old, the entire station flipped from chill and predictable, from rhythm and routine, to a blazing-hot panic. It took less than a minute for the station to turn to chaos.

Lieutenant Black, stationed in Control, had detected a powerful solar flare on the radar—the last one of similar severity had given astronauts a mere fifteen-minute window to take shelter before the burst of radiation passed through. It could have been worse: the engineers could have left the magnetized flare shield off Lusca’s exterior entirely, could have failed to consider it at all. But it also could have been better: the flare shield takes a full eleven minutes to settle into place, like a shell around the station. We were not rich in time.

Leo, Heath, Haven, and I were sent directly to the safe room at the station’s core, along with everyone else who wasn’t critical to handling or monitoring the situation. We were to wait it out there, in that dull gray box of a room right at Lusca’s center; it had been primarily designed to shield us from rogue asteroids, not solar flares, but it must have made our parents feel better to do something. When I asked my mother why she couldn’t stay with me, she only replied, I’m the heart.

Haven chattered away nervously the entire time we spent huddled together. Heath picked at her words—as Heath still does, to this day—calling out her exaggerations, her half-truths, her flat-out lies. Leo and I sat back-to-back, silent. I hugged my knees and thought about my mother’s words. What did it mean to be the heart? It was obvious why the hands had to stay on duty, because the hands do the work. I would have understood why the head had to be there, too, all strategy and solution—honestly, I was surprised my mother hadn’t chosen that one for herself.

But the heart? The more I thought about it, the more I understood. The heart works all the time. The heart keeps pumping because that’s what a heart does, because that’s how it keeps everything from grinding to a halt. And the heart is more than just a muscle: it’s a mystery, too. It has its own electrical supply, Leo told me once, and will continue to beat even when separated from the body. Like my mother: she was never truly able to leave her mind at work when she came home. And in reverse, she was never truly able to leave me out of her mind when we were apart.

Leo, Heath, Haven, and I—along with everyone else—stayed in the safe room for much longer than the eleven minutes it took to activate the flare shield. We stayed for at least two hours, until they were sure it had passed, sure we were well out of radiation danger. Sitting together that long, just the four of us in our dark little corner, was the first time I noticed how different Leo and I were from Heath and Haven, how different Heath and Haven were from each other. And how, much like my mother was part of a body, I was, too. Despite our differences, though, I had a harder time labeling our little group.

We all felt like the heart.
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CRACKING OPEN THE UNIVERSE

I SCRAPE MILA’S blood from her reader, careful not to waste a single drop. Half goes onto a plate for the electron microscope; the other half will go under the microsphere nanoscope. I’m going to crack this virus open inside and out.

I prepare a concentrated stain so I won’t have to wait as long, immerse the plate in it. It’ll have to sit for ten minutes at least before I can take a look. Growing up on a station full of scientists has certainly come with its advantages—I could run tests like these with my eyes closed. Which is good, since it’s been so hard to keep them open lately.

Leo left a while ago—River, who’s eight, locked himself out of his cabin. Again. There are only a few under-tens, and they have their good days and their very bad days. The girls, Evi and Elise, moved in with Natalin; River stays with Leo now. Evi cries a lot at night, Natalin says, only when she thinks no one can hear. Elise is the opposite. She talks nonstop and hasn’t shed a single tear. Neither will discuss anything real.

And River forgets everything, always.

I put in a call to Heath. Take a deep breath, hope the awkwardness I feel over what happened between us doesn’t find its way into my voice. “Find the girls yet?” I ask when he picks up.

“Negative,” he says. He sounds totally normal
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