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Born in Space – “A prophetic novel that is uniquely elaborate and immersive, breaking new ground in the science fiction genre.”
The Independent Review of Books

 
“More than a sci-fi story; it’s a profound, thrilling examination of motherhood, power, and the far-reaching consequences of ambition in an ever-expanding universe.”
The Prairies Book Review


"Clift’s shrewd writing loads the book with SF tech …. and engaging touches. A profound and full-bodied futuristic story of love, technology, and infinite outer space." 


Kirkus Review


“Clift masterfully intertwines themes of sacrifice, romance, and redemption, all set against a backdrop of celestial conflict and human resilience. The narrative explores the ethical quandaries of space colonization, the exploitation of interstellar resources, and the profound connections between a mother and her children, even under the most extraordinary circumstances. As alliances shift and betrayals unfold, the fate of entire worlds hangs precariously in balance.” 
— Melissa Caudle, United States



—NewInBooks.com


“This book is an easy read with a great peppering of human interaction, machine learning, and scientific problems that will need to be solved as human life expands beyond Earth's surface. A great read!”  -- John Brenneman, United States.

“Funny, Factual, Futuristic, & Fascinating: A science fiction novel on the next likely frontier, not so far in the distant future but just 44 years from now in a story that starts in 2068. Most acclaimed Sci-fi bestsellers have imagined technologies unimaginable at the time of writing, and they have been mind-stimulating. The difference with ‘Born in Space: Unlocking Destiny’ is that looking at where present-day science stands, the author’s forecasts look feasible in our foreseeable future, which makes you either joyful or fearful depending on which side of the glass half full versus half empty divide you are on.”  -- Uday Khandeparkar, India.

“Watch out, science fiction writers, a huge new talent has arrived. Compelling and ingenious, this fast-paced and epic tale has fresh ideas and twists galore.”  -- John Fullerton, United Kingdom.


"I found this gem of a book on TikTok and couldn’t put it down all afternoon!!"  ⭐️⭐️⭐️⭐️⭐️
Amazon Verified Purchase


"As a fan of modern science fiction, I found myself engrossed by how the novel seamlessly weaves together advanced robotics and thrilling space escapades while staying true to the emotional and philosophical essence that defines this genre. A must-read for those who value storytelling intertwined with high-stakes cosmic thrillers.” – Dana SF, France.

"The plot races along. I was kept entertained and engaged the whole way through, helped by the writing which is light-hearted and humorous. I thoroughly enjoyed the pace and the twists and turns... right up to the final shocker! I definitely recommend this book, whether you're a sci-fi reader or not.  — Jenny C., Spain.
 
“Clift’s exceptional skill can pull readers into becoming sci-fi enthusiasts who may have been overlooking this genre in the past.”  Pacific Book Review, United States.

"Vivid and fast-paced story-telling about seven infants, artificially conceived aboard a rotating space habitat as an experiment to populate the solar system. What would life be like for the first children born away from Earth? Clift successfully weaves familiar earthly challenges of supply chains, resources, and moral dilemmas with chillingly realistic scenarios of how our successors might all be living." — Andrew Lord, UK. 

"Jeremy Clift has crafted an epic science fiction novel which takes cues from today's concerns - on the impact of AI, synthetic biology, and the quest to become a multi planetary species - and reimagines a troubled future for mankind where current divides are turbocharged. Besides being a superb writer, Clift is a fantastic world-builder who redefines what it means to be human." — Vasuki Shastry, United States. 
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“Our passionate preoccupation with the sky, the stars, and a God somewhere in outer space is a homing impulse. We are drawn back to where we came from.”


Eric Hoffer, American philosopher, 1902-1983








  
  Prologue

The Summons


Tucson, Arizona, October 19, 2063
Perhaps the spaghetti was a mistake. 
Claw’s pasta was always delicious but maybe this time it wasn’t the best idea. Teagan Ward, her stomach rumbling with anticipation, couldn’t resist ceremoniously twirling a delicious big bite onto her fork and shoveling it into her mouth as she and her brother, Hunter, watched the hilarious antics of their favorite animated characters. 
The marinara sauce smeared her mouth and dribbled down her chin as she laughed uncontrollably while slurping the long strands through her lips. Every few minutes, they would burst into fits of giggles or gasps of excitement as the cartoon animals tricked their latest dupe. Their affectionate dog, Chester, lay beside them, hoping a tasty morsel prepared by their multi-limbed robotic chef, Claw, might fall her way.
Teagan was busy wrapping a long strand of spaghetti around her tongue when she snorted with laughter, ejecting the pasta in her mouth across the sofa and hitting her brother in the eye. In mock outrage, Hunter darted across the sofa and acted as if he was strangling her. “I didn’t mean to. I’m sorry!” spluttered the six-year-old Teagan, as she continued to shake with laughter.
“Apologize, you sniveling grasshopper,” her brother, three years older than her, demanded.
“It won’t happen again, Your Majesty.”
Drawn by the playful mayhem, Teagan’s vigilant AI companion, Betty—who had helped bring her up since she was an infant—dropped by to advise them that it was bedtime. 
“Time to head for the land of Nod,” she said in her distinctive computerized vocal timbre.
Hunter had told Teagan that she could adjust the speech pattern, but Teagan rather liked it. Betty was a sleek humanoid with fluid movements and a soft, almost friendly face. Her eyes glowed with a faint blue light, and her skin was a smooth metallic silver, with small panels and wires visible under her transparent joints. 
Betty instructed the room to dim the lights and turn down Teagan’s bed. Teagan groaned, not wanting to go to sleep yet, and faked resistance, but knew it was past time. Hunter always got to stay up a little later. She couldn’t wait until she could too. 
“But first,” Betty said as she cleared up the dinner plates, “we need a short visit to Gummy in your health pod for a quick clean of your teeth, to keep your smile bright.”
The health pod, a regular feature in most homes, gave her an instant checkup and reported back her vital signs. Teagan liked Gummy, her personalized dental robotic assistant. Not only was Gummy very gentle—using a water jet flossing system and whitener to meticulously clean her teeth—she always did it while telling jokes. Once Gummy had finished her task, Teagan reluctantly made her way to bed, dragging her feet as she went.
Betty gave Teagan a hug. “Mummy says she loves you and Chester gives you a wet nose. Go to sleep now.” 
When Betty hugged Teagan, the skin on her outer frame felt a little cool to the touch. It was a strange sensation, but Teagan had grown used to it and found it comforting. She hugged Betty back.  “Don’t let the bed bugs bite,” Betty said, giving her one more kiss.
Teagan’s laundered sheets smelled fresh like the sea breeze. She snuggled under the covers and wiggled around, trying to get comfortable. 
The bright full moon shone through her window, unhindered by the curtains embroidered with graceful butterflies that her mother had put up last year, making the small nightlight unnecessary. Since the night of the great blackout when her mother’s car had gone berserk and driven itself off the road, Teagan insisted on keeping a light on. 
She could hear the howling of coyotes in the Arizona desert nearby, accompanied by their occasional yips and barks as they marked out their territory. 
She pulled her soft pink sheets tightly over her ears, wrapping them around her head to keep out the sounds and the light, and closed her eyes. But her sleep was disturbed and irregular. She began to toss and turn as she started to dream. 
She soon found herself in a strange place, in the presence of a huge octopus with eyes like black orbs the size of basketballs. Its slimy, wet, sucker-covered arms stretched around her, enveloping her, making it hard to breathe. Its suction cups wavered and flexed against her skin. 
Teagan tried to fight back but, despite her kicking, she was too small and dainty to break free of the octopus’s grasp. She screamed her voice raw, but the octopus only tightened its tentacles around her. 
Awaking with a start, she found the sheets wrapped around her neck, mimicking the cephalopod’s grasp. She screamed and cried for help, but no one came. Betty was shut down and Hunter was oblivious.
The dream was so real, she felt she was suffocating. Tears streamed down her face. She ran down the dark corridor to her parents’ room. Chester, her russet-brown Labradoodle, looked startled at the sudden intrusion. 
Her mother, Clara, hugged her and comforted her. “What happened? Your PJs are all damp with sweat.”
“Don’t worry, darling. It’s just a dream,” her father, Noel, said as he rubbed the sleep out of his eyes. 
“It was so horrible,” cried Teagan. “I’m scared.”
“Just sleep here for now.” Her mother patted the sheets beside her. “You’re safe here. You can tell us in the morning.” 
Teagan snuggled in beside her parents. Her mother smelled good and comforting. “Get some sleep now.” Clara put her arm lovingly around her daughter, and soon Teagan was drifting back off.
But it didn’t take long for the dream to return. Teagan was standing in a dark and cavernous space. The air was thick and humid. As her eyes adjusted to the dim light, she saw that she was surrounded by a chanting crowd of strange beings. 
A voice boomed out from the darkness. “Welcome, Chosen One,” it said. “You have been summoned to serve the all-knowing spirit of the Octopus.”
Teagan tried to scream, but no sound came out. The giant arms of the octopus wrapped around her again, and she was lifted into the air as though on a huge crane. The next thing Teagan knew she was standing on a stone platform, the beings all looking up at her. Her feet were bare, and the stone was rough and irregular. 
She wasn’t a child any longer, but a full-grown woman, wearing a flowing white robe and a headdress made of seashells and pearls. In her hand was a golden scepter with an octopus-shaped head.
The figures chanted, and the look in their eyes was of awe and worship. 
She was their priestess now, and she raised her scepter to lead them in a hypnotic dance, singing words in a curious language she didn’t know. 
The scepter gave off an intense light of pure energy that coursed through her body and filled her with a feeling of immense power as if the worshippers were at her command. Their chanting was intoxicating, and she began to become unsteady on her feet. Her body swayed and trembled. 
On the floor of the cavern, light from the scepter created shapes that danced across the naked rock. It traced a familiar pattern, but Teagan couldn’t think what it was. What did it remind her of? She wished her father was with her. He would know for sure. 
Gradually, the shapes helped her recall how one clear night her father—a professor of planetary sciences—had pointed out to her the patterns in the stars, and how one bright cluster, the constellation Orion, looked like a rectangle and belt. Her father said he’d once used Orion to navigate a boat out at sea, and it had saved his life. She had grown to love the bright constellation.
The lights seemed to enrapture the worshippers, who still moved in their hypnotic dance. She was being sucked into an alternate world, somewhere far into the universe. As the throbbing, mesmerizing dance continued, Teagan sensed a deep connection with these strange beings. The dance sapped all her energy, and she drifted into a deep sleep.
In the morning, her mother asked her if she was okay. “You were such a pest last night, jiggling around, almost like you were dancing.”
“I’m fine, Mom,” she replied. 
Teagan knew better than to tell her what had truly transpired, but the mysterious spirit of the Octopus seemed to linger, tugging at something deep inside her. Its bewitching power had a strange allure that would remain within her and beckon her on a journey of a lifetime. 

[image: ]







  
  

“Lifting my head,

I watch the bright moon;

lowering my head,

I dream that I am home.”



Li T’ai-Po, Chinese poet,, 701-762 AD
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The Construction

Malapert Lunar Base Camp, March 2068


The Moon was becoming a big construction site. The piercing din of rivets being drilled into prefab structures was the music of the morning, and Clara Ward was disturbed by the harsh sounds of fabrication above her. 
She missed the birdsong that used to wake her up with the early light in Arizona. She missed Claw’s breakfast pancakes and the children’s laughter. She missed her family and Betty's nasal tones. She even missed the sound of Noel’s snoring in bed beside her.
Saying goodbye to them had been the hardest thing she’d ever had to do, but Clara was a botanist with ambitious plans. Creating a seed bank on the Moon and ensuring a lunar food supply was an opportunity she couldn’t pass up. Her ultimate goal was to ensure the future of plant life across the universe. Clara had been collecting and storing seeds for years, but she still needed funding, and more seeds from different parts of the world. 
The kids had mixed feelings about her assignment: They were equal parts excited about the idea of their mother working on the Moon, while also afraid of Clara being gone when Earth was in such turmoil. Her contract was only for six months though, and she commuted back and forth from their Arizona home. 
Lately, though, she had been spending more and more time away from her family. Phone calls and video chats became brief and sporadic, filled with rushed conversations and interrupted moments. Clara’s mind was often preoccupied with calculations, strategies, and problem-solving, making it difficult for her to be fully present.
“Why don’t you come home? All you care about is your research and seeds,” Hunter said one time. 
“That’s not true, Hunt. You know that! Besides, I’ll be back in a couple of weeks for some R&R.”
“Yeah, we know,” said Hunter. “But then you’ll be gone again.”
“Maybe I need to quit,” she told Noel on one call. “They miss me too much.”
“Stick with it,” he advised. “This is too important.”
She knew that Noel would be able to handle things, with the help of their family friends Ray and Desiree, along with Betty and the two household robots, AJ and Claw. But she couldn’t help the guilt she felt at being away.
Clara sighed. She thought she could have it all—a professional life and a family life—but now she wasn’t sure if she could do it like this. 
Shaking her head, she forced the thoughts to the back of her mind. 
At the Malapert Lunar Base Camp, much of the grunt work was done by specialized robots. Private sector companies had taken the lead in establishing mostly robotic mining facilities and factories; robots had none of the patter of human workmen, none of the coffee breaks, and they worked at a constant speed. They were part of a growing population, with bots outnumbering humans six-to-one on the Moon.
From her dugout, Clara could hear two of them outside, repairing a refueling pipeline. Regular shuttles moved men, equipment, and product to and from the south pole region, which had become a refueling center for intergalactic traffic. Those who didn’t want a lunar stop could also refuel at the ElleWon facility, stationed in orbit at an equilibrium point between the Earth and the Moon known as Lagrange point, L1. 
Through the window, Clara watched the pair of bots tightening the valves again after clearing the blockage. The spillage from the pipe had turned to ice, and one of the bots slipped as it tried to tighten the valve fully. In a slow-motion dive, it rolled onto its back and, because of the ice, was left flailing like an upside-down cockroach. The other bot came to its rescue, proffering an outstretched claw-like metallic “hand” and pulling its companion up slowly.
“Thank you,” it said.
“You’re welcome.”
Hearing that conversation made Clara uneasy, but she understood that they had learning subroutines that made them able to copy human interaction.
Her daily schedule involved scientific research, as well as maintenance and upkeep of the moon base. The base had laboratories equipped with state-of-the-art instruments, where scientists from different fields collaborated on groundbreaking research. Clara was looking into lunar geology and biology, including how low gravity affected plant growth.
Living on the Moon required constant maintenance and upkeep of the base. Everyone had to do their share, and Clara participated in routine checks and repairs to ensure that all systems, including life-support, were functioning properly. This included tasks such as monitoring air quality, checking water supplies, inspecting equipment, and conducting repairs as needed.
But today, Clara had a big day in front of her. 
The intercom summoned her to see Alain Gagnon, the French head of the international team of researchers at Malapert. 
“Be there shortly,” she responded.
Malapert, near the Moon’s south pole, comprised a base camp of prefabbed capsules and 3D-printed cylinders covered in a thick layer of lunar soil to shield them from micrometeorites, extreme temperatures, and radiation. The Malapert base was in some ways more constraining than the ElleWon space station: On the Moon, they were constantly bothered by the sharp regolith dust that clogged machinery and coated space gear unless they were extremely careful and cleaned everything regularly. This grainy, abrasive, and sometimes powdery material that covered the Moon’s surface had a low thermal conductivity and a high resistance to solar radiation, meaning it had strong thermal insulator qualities––the deeper the colony, the greater the thermal protection.
She took an elevator down three floors below the surface to see her new boss, and wondered once again why he was here. He didn’t have the research background needed for this type of role. More military, it seemed. Nevertheless, he was tall and good-looking—always welcome, even on the Moon—with dark hair, a well-defined jawline, and protruding eyebrows. He greeted her with an outstretched hand and warmly embraced her.
“I wanted to have this opening meeting to clear the air. I know I don’t have the research background of my predecessor, so I don’t plan to interfere in your work.”
Clara was relieved, although she feigned indifference.
“I know you’re passionate about your job, and I fully support your plans to grow food here and create our own seed bank.”
Clara nodded.
She’d already made significant progress in her research. By studying the effects of microgravity on plant growth, she’d developed new methods for growing plants in space. With each breakthrough, she came one step closer to her dream of one day walking in a garden on the Moon. Who knew? Maybe someday people would flock to the Moon to see her work firsthand. 
“But we need you to add an important responsibility,” continued Gagnon. “This is highly confidential, of course. But we, and in particular our funders, want us to keep an eye on what the Chinese are doing. You can liaise with them about crops, what food grows best, and how to improve yields. These are all legitimate things to cooperate on. At the same time, I need you to report to me whatever you find out about what they are planning, especially anything that might threaten us. Do you understand?” 
She nodded, a part of her she didn’t know existed suddenly excited at the assignment. “I’m to be a sort of spy?” 
“Exactly. You should try to come across to them as a bit zany and not very well informed.”
“Ha, I think I can do that!”
She smiled, and Gagnon seemed to relax.
“Okay, I’m counting on you. They are very advanced and we don’t want to be caught by surprise.”
Clara excused herself and headed to the nearby kitchen unit to get some breakfast. The cuisine—packets of premade meals—reflected the international nature of the base: Food from all over the globe, all reduced to storable sachets. She watched the news from around the world as she got ready: An election in South America, the collapse of a bridge in India, and renewed efforts to agree on sharing fresh water in West Africa. The base hadn’t got big enough yet for its own radio station, but she could already imagine the hyper-jaunty “Good Morning Lunatics” cry of the DJ in a few years, once more scientists and engineers had arrived. 
Malapert did, however, already have a light system designed to support the normal circadian rhythm. During the “day,” the system increased the cold, bluish light that promoted activity and concentration. Toward “evening,” the cold light was replaced by a warm, yellowish light, causing the body’s level of melatonin to rise.
Right now, the ridges around Malapert were bathed in natural sunshine. It had a good landing spot nearby and excellent comms with Earth. Clara often joked with Noel that he had prepared her well for a job up a mountain. They had met on a hiking trip when they got stranded in the Rockies, and Noel had built a fire to keep them warm while they waited for a rescue team to arrive.
“I can honestly say he saved my life,” Clara would tell her new colleagues. “He set my heart afire.”
“Sounds like a song,” said Choo-hee, one of the researchers from Korea.
Although it was stimulating to work with so many talented people in close proximity, she had to admit that being constantly “international” was a strain, and a bit lonely. Clara loved tango dancing and spent more time than she would confess at Malapert dancing with her imaginary partner in the evenings when she wanted to escape from the international repartee of the base. She missed America, and the normal cultural banter that helped her unwind and let her guard down: “How are those Mets? They suck, as usual.”
But soon, Clara would get a chance to begin her new assignment. She was scheduled to take a trip to meet the legendary Li Jie, one of the founders of the Chinese lunar complex, at the nearby Huashan Chinese base, where she was hoping to track how they were doing with their vegetable cultivation. 
It was a journey she would later wish had never begun.
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The Discovery

Guiyang, China, April 2068


General Lin Wenyi kicked a rock on the ground. Her walks no longer brought her the tranquility they once had, and she was constantly angry, blaming others for her failure. 
She went over and over in her mind the reasons for the country’s dramatic defeat in the Great Cyber War: Her team had been incompetent; they had let her down; they had failed to exploit obvious advantages; they had given the enemy room to retaliate. Even four years later, that day still played on in her mind.
The cyber war had been designed as a dramatic chance to cripple the West in a blow so fast that there was no chance for retaliation. General Lin had formulated the perfect plan—a plan designed to give China not conquest but mastery, to put right centuries of humiliation.
China’s hackers would activate the ultimate attack, supported by a network of secret underground communications bunkers, and protected by an arsenal of satellites and new missile systems. This is what they had been training for—all the mock attacks, monitoring and response, testing for vulnerabilities, noting the weak spots, and checking the reactions. 
A strike without warning would immobilize the enemy and leave China ready to dictate the terms for a new world order. And with China’s working-age population declining rapidly, Beijing had had to strike before demographics started dictating policy.
With much of its population online, China was home to a highly trained army of hackers, phishers, and cyberspies, and over the years China had probably stolen more secrets from businesses and governments, and inserted more crippling malware into rivals’ systems, than any other country. All were to be transformed into a potent weapon of coordinated attacks designed to cripple U.S. power, aviation, banking, and industry in one move.
General Lin gave the go-ahead at 9.03 am Beijing time — the time suggested as auspicious by her Suan Ming or fortune teller — early evening on the U.S. East Coast when attention spans might be waning.
The visible signs had been almost immediate. U.S. military bases in Japan, South Korea, the Philippines, Guam, and the Indo-Pacific region were immobilized by a strange electronic cloud that shut down computers and made communications impossible. Guidance systems malfunctioned, and missile sites were locked tight or refused to function. Swarms of minute drones, unleashed from suitcases by prepositioned agents, confused controllers at hundreds of sites. 
Across North America, the power grid began to fail. Patients in ICUs across the country were left without oxygen, traffic systems became gridlocked, and the world’s major stock markets entered panic mode as millions of trades refused to register. 
Air traffic control went into lockdown as flights across the Atlantic and the Pacific were grounded, and major companies blacked out. Ports could not operate, and GPS went haywire. Millions of self-driving cars came to a halt or crashed as satellite uplinks and downloads were interrupted, damaging navigation and early warning systems. 
Nevertheless, despite China’s advantage of surprise and coordination in the initial chaos, the countries in the Five Eyes Alliance, along with Japan, Korea, India, and Indonesia, were soon ready. 
They switched to dedicated communications which used random quantum cryptography to safeguard control data and commands, as well as avoid hacked networks. China’s control of the vital electromagnetic spectrum over its territory was degraded, satellite guidance was disabled, command and control satellites were fed false orders, missiles were immobilized on launch, and secret bunkers were rendered inoperable.
Simultaneously, the U.S. and its allies struck back with every covert weapon they could muster, from crippling cyber attacks to artificially induced typhoons, tsunamis, landslides, and floods, all of which deluged huge swathes of Chinese farmland and burst through the aging concrete of dozens of hydroelectric dams, creating an inland tidal wave that swept aside towns and cities. China's huge industries were rendered inoperable, highways were crippled, and trains were tossed aside like toys. 
With China severely weakened in the botched cyber strike, Chinese triad gangs took over many of the cyber networks that General Lin Wenyi had developed for the covert attack, feeding off a new era of poverty and hardship while inflicting financial misery on millions. Many around the world lost their jobs in what became known as the Great Unraveling, initiated by the fallout from the devastating cyber war. 
People became desperate. Everything was suspect and hack-prone.
General Lin was forced into a period of compulsory hibernation following the short-lived attack, which China had blamed on “renegade elements.” 
Several officers had endured show trials for “rebellion” and sedition. But, able to rely on the friends she had prudently bought in high places, General Lin had deflected blame for the disaster and was only strongly reprimanded. 
“Just stay out of the public eye,” she was told.
She had taken up residence in the southwestern city of Guiyang, where the summers were not too hot and the winters not too cold. She would chat with the monkeys in Qianling Park, and occasionally make an offering at the Hongfu Buddhist Temple, before reciting a wish at the Nine-Dragon Wall.
Her wish was always the same: To be reinstated. 
And eventually, her wish was granted. She was to be given a new chance—this time to participate in the history-changing scramble for space.
The apparatchik who brought the news was a short, thin, mean-looking man, but Lin knew that he was a high-ranking officer and not to be trifled with. His eyes were like bullets, and he assessed her with an unflinching gaze. After a while, he seemed to nod, and she assumed she had passed his inspection.
“General Lin, in light of recent events you have been assigned to oversee the space industries based here in Guiyang,” he said in a deep voice that did not match his size. 
She nodded slowly, noticing that she had not been offered a seat.
“I will gratefully accept, but can I ask why I am being given this honor?”
His eyes narrowed, and Lin was frightened that he would withdraw the offer. 
“For now, it would be too risky to bring you back into the public eye. Personally, I don’t think that you deserve the opportunity, judging by your incompetence so far, but others have decided that you have a flair for leadership. Officially, you will be supervising and overseeing these industries, but unofficially, there is an important additional role.”
“How may I serve?” she asked, eager to prove herself after so long in the shadows.
He was quiet, as if trying to decide if she was worthy of the task he was about to give her. 
“You will cultivate a relationship with an American billionaire called Howie Rich. He’s a big mine owner but, more importantly, he heads a consortium exploiting asteroids to be harvested for building material in LEO. Low earth orbit.”
She nodded slowly. “I know of him. I’ll do my best.”
“You will not do your best. You will do what you have been assigned to do. Do you understand?” he asked her, and she nodded again. “Keep an eye on his activities, maybe throw him some business. Keep in with him.”
“Yes, but where do I find him?”
“Your AI will know. He’s either in Arizona or a new space habitat he’s building called Halona. Maybe he could be fed a bit of data from the Tianyan FAST dish when we spot a viable asteroid,” he suggested.
“And Lin,” — she noticed that he did not add her rank — “there will be no additional chances.” 
She saluted sharply. “I won’t let you down.”
The Guiyang job gave General Lin good access to lucrative new projects on the moon and beyond. She did not care that it was low visibility. In fact, that suited her. It got her back in the game. 
And on her appointment, although she was unaware of him at the time, General Lin became the boss of an energetic, constantly curious young graduate named Zhu Yan, who would go on to locate several commercially lucrative asteroids, including one called Valdenia 53.
Few would suspect that Yan’s discovery would ignite a battle of greed and deception that would shake the entire space industry, not just in low earth orbit but far beyond into the galaxy.
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The Siblings

Tucson, Arizona, June 2068


As Teagan grew older, her interests began to diverge from her older brother’s. They were only three years apart, but at eleven and fourteen, three years spanned a lifetime. While Hunter became increasingly interested in space, Teagan was firmly rooted in the now of Earth. 
She shared her mother’s passion for nature and collecting seeds, and had adopted a baby octopus she found one day. She had called him Tentikal.
“Who’s Tentikal, when he’s at home?” enquired Noel’s buddy, Ray, when he heard chatter about the friendly cephalopod.
“Come over and see. Teagan adopted him after he was found washed ashore. Heaven knows how he got there. For some reason, Teagan’s become obsessed with octopuses.”
They moved over to a small aquarium on the corner next to Teagan’s piano, which she loved to play Bach and Mozart sonatas on.
“Tentikal, meet Ray,” said Noel. “He’s Teagan’s favorite member of the family, apart from Chester, of course!”
“Tentikal is a mimic octopus and can impersonate many other animals and fish, including jellyfish, a sea snake, the lionfish, a shrimp, and a flatfish.”
“Versatile!” said Ray. “He’s fascinating,” he said as he peered through the glass. I feel you could have a conversation with him, or play chess. Look how he’s stretching out his arm in greeting.”
Ray excused himself to go to the bathroom. As he relieved himself, the toilet came alive. “Uric acid high,” said the appliance.
“Oh, shut up, you porcelain pisspot,” shouted Ray, unimpressed by the diagnosis.
While Hunter lazed in bed, playing games that took him to far-off planets, Teagan would get up early to avoid the sweltering heat. Her favorite spot was the splash pad at the sprawling Brandi Fenton Park, where she would relax with her best friends, Alec and Tate, under bio-synthetic botanic structures and arboreal systems that not only mimicked nature, but also harnessed solar energy and purified the air, creating a sheltered haven for their gatherings. 
Tens of millions of people around the world were thrown out of work by the Great Cyber War and subsequent economic unraveling, compounding the upheavals of climate-induced migration as rising seas and failed harvests forced people to flee their homes and home countries. Even qualified professionals, including trained doctors and pilots, found it difficult to get work, with robots displacing many humans. This in turn had prompted the rise of lawless gangs that roamed the countryside, scavenging what they could and kidnapping for ransom. The rich were voting with their feet, moving off-Earth to secure luxury rotating habitats the size of small cities, built by big corporations with the promise of all needs taken care of. 
But as Clara pioneered a career in lunar research, Noel still preferred for his family to grow up on Earth, and for Clara to visit when she could. And so Teagan spent her days meeting up with her friends in the local park while her mother made a life on the Moon.
Sometimes Sofia and Maya would join Teagan, Alec, and Tate in Brandi Fenton Park. Even their docile labradoodle Chester liked to slump in the shade after a playful stint in the dog park.
As they settled onto the park benches, Sofia, whom Teagan had been friends with since kindergarten, asked if she wanted to try her new virtual reality headset. 
“It’s really cool. You can go anywhere,” Sofia said.
The sleek headset boasted advanced brain-computer interface technology, known as BCI, that enabled a seamless connection between the user’s brain and the virtual world. It directly transmits sensory information, allowing users to experience virtual reality with unprecedented realism. 
After putting the headset on, Teagan gingerly activated it. To her astonishment, she suddenly found herself standing in the rugged terrain of a volcanic landscape, surrounded by an array of strange crested yellow and black creatures. Their forms were unlike anything she’d seen—some had shimmering scales, others sported luminescent wings, and a few exuded an ethereal glow. Their eyes sparkled with curiosity, and she felt their long fingers against her neck.
The sensation made her squirm, and she started to run to the entrance of a dark and foreboding tunnel. The air hung heavy with heat, and eerie red hues bathed the rocky surroundings. Teagan’s heart raced with the sense of imminent danger lurking behind her as she sprinted into the depths of the lava tube, the walls seeming to close in around her. Her breath grew ragged, her muscles throbbed, but she refused to give up. She knew stopping meant those long, menacing fingers would get her. 
Finally, a glimmer of hope appeared—a faint light beckoning her forward.
But she abruptly came face-to-face with a giant, ant-like creature, almost the size of a human, with large mandibles and antennae sticking out from the sides of its head. Teagan tried to scream, but no sound came out.
Despite the fearsome sight, the creature had a calming air. “Do not be afraid. I mean no harm,” it said. “We will meet one day.”
Teagan’s fingers shook as she yanked the VR headset off her head, her turquoise Hopi bracelets jangling on her wrist. She stumbled back, knocking over a water bottle on the ground, her stomach churning in fear and confusion. She looked as though she was about to vomit.
Sofia’s concerned voice broke through Teagan’s dazed thoughts. 
“What happened in there?”  
But Teagan refused to say. Instead, she just sat quietly, trying to process the encounter. It was eerily similar to her dream. 
Why do they want me? she asked herself. 
Sofia put a comforting arm around Teagan’s shoulders. “Let’s go home,” she suggested gently.
Teagan stood up. She was still shaking and uneasy. She tried to convince herself that it was all just a twisted game of no importance, but deep down, she knew there was something more ominous at play. Why did it keep coming back to her, and what did it portend?
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The Hunt

Eye of Heaven, China, June 2068


Afew time zones away, in southern China, the young student called Zhu Yan was dreaming not of aliens, but of valuable rocks. 
Yan, an energetic and industrious graduate in his mid-twenties, worked at a giant radio telescope that was hunting for signs of life and trying to pinpoint prized asteroids. Nestled in a valley among the limestone peaks of southern China’s Guizhou Province lay the Five-hundred-meter Aperture Spherical radio Telescope—FAST—also known by the more poetic nickname of Tianyan, or the “Eye of Heaven.”
Every day, on his walk to work from the cramped, one-room flat where he stayed with a local family, he watered a small Osmanthus tree he had planted on the path nearby. It rewarded him with its beautifully fragrant flowers, smelling of ripe peaches or apricots, lifting his spirits.
An only child, Yan had grown up with his grandparents after his mother died from a malignant tumor when he was five. His grandparents doted on him but did not have much, and he was often lonely. He had adopted a small Asian mongoose as a pet, whom he named Kuai and played with all day, feeding him scraps from the dinner table. 
Kuai was his best friend, until he was killed by a farmer with a shovel; he had been scurrying along a drainage ditch after escaping. Yan washeartbroken and refused to eat for a week.
Yan grew up watching the stars, not far from the vast silvery-grey aluminum dish that would eventually become his life. He had dreamed of one day living on the moon, but Kuai had taught him not to take anything for granted.
The curve of the giant dish glinted in the early morning sun. The air was crisp as Yan grabbed his breakfast of steamed baozi––dumplings and bean juice––at the canteen before starting the early shift at the lab. The giant reflector, supported by a mesh of steel cables hanging from the rim, towered above him as a slight rain started bouncing off the telescope’s intersecting perforated aluminum panels.
“Keep your hard hat on,” a guard shouted. 
Yan, his protective headgear dangling from his belt, bounded up the iron stairs to his lab—a series of cabins behind the giant dish where he and a team of researchers monitored the constant stream of cosmic data and bursts of radio waves.
Building the FAST receiver had been part of a huge push by China to explore space. The giant dish was designed to scan the universe, listen for signals of alien life, promote further understanding of dark matter, and help map the Milky Way. 
When construction was completed, a lifetime ago in 2016, China’s FAST receiver was the largest single-dish radio telescope in the world. Now it showed signs of aging, rusting in a few places, and dented by the occasional bird strike.
Operated by more than 2,000 mechanical winches, the dish tilted and adjusted its parabolic shape to focus on different areas of the sky. A movable receiver was suspended in the middle of the dish from six towers to collect the data, processed in the city of Guiyang to the north.
Although the telescope looked like an eye, its actual function was more like that of an extremely sensitive ear—it listened to radio waves in space rather than viewing them. Its panels could be adjusted to change the shape of the dish and better receive the radio waves. At the time, Nan Rendong, the chief scientist who had created the FAST project years ago, had described the radio telescope’s abilities, explaining that it could distinguish meaningful radio messages from the white noise of the universe.
“It’s like identifying the sound of cicadas in a thunderstorm,” he’d said. The gifted astronomer had died of lung cancer a year after completing his dream project, but the FAST receiver had proved, after a slow start, to be a boon for China’s space program.
Yan was supposed to start the early morning shift and, at this hour, time was of the essence. When he walked into the closely guarded facility, he saw the same thing that he had been seeing on repeat everywhere: A recorded version of the celebrations in Beijing of the hundredth anniversary of Mao's Cultural Revolution. It was annoying. They were so self-congratulatory, and you couldn’t avoid them. They kept on replaying them, even though the main celebrations were now two years ago.
As Yan ate his breakfast, he thought about how the Cultural Revolution had once been derided as divisive and damaging. Now it was being hailed as part of Mao Zedong’s genius. His Little Red Book of political quotations had seen a huge revival, all because they wanted to shift the focus from the huge cyber disaster. 
Yan tried not to look at the screen and turned down the sound. But the celebrations were hard to avoid. The leadership was determined to showcase China’s colossal advances since the creation of the People’s Republic of China in 1949. A giant armed forces parade showed off China’s impressive military hardware, while direct broadcasts spotlighted China’s huge infrastructure projects around the country and the world.
“There is no force that can shake the foundation of this great nation. No force can stop the Chinese people and Chinese nation from forging ahead,” said the commentator, speaking in Mandarin from Tiananmen Square in the heart of Beijing, on the spot where Chairman Mao had stood, almost twelve decades before, to proclaim the founding of the People’s Republic after the devastating civil war and the defeat of Kuomintang forces. 
Yan did not even see the point. None of it mattered, it wasn’t like they didn’t already know. It was a futile thing to keep reminding them and, honestly, it wouldn’t be long before it really started to sound like a challenge. Maybe there was a force to stop them in their tracks. Hadn’t they already found that out?
At one time, China had hoped to reunite the entire country, including the island of Taiwan, under Beijing’s rule. But that desire proved to be elusive. Instead, economic inequality and ethnic tensions had effectively divided the country into three main spheres or “kingdoms.” The island of Taiwan had remained stubbornly independent after Beijing had abandoned its accommodative “One Country, Two Systems” approach a few decades ago. 
Yan automatically tuned out the repetitive boasts on the TV as he scooped up his third dumpling while it was still fresh and hot. Even though space was his business, breakfast was his concern of the moment.
Yan’s fingers danced over the control panel, pressed against the smooth surface as if coaxing secrets from it. His minuscule office was cluttered with objects, and each one seemed to hold a story, worn with age and use.
Yan preferred to keep a low profile. It was safer. That was why he chose to remain on his own and think only about work, to breathe the crisp air and look after his adopted Osmanthus tree. On the streets, Yan heard so much, even the things he did not want to hear. His co-workers never spoke of politics, but he heard things. His ears were like the vast dish he worked at. He picked up sensitive information and kept it to himself.
He recalled how they failed six years ago to deal a crippling blow to the West, when so many people had died; now they had turned their attention back to space. 
Space was a redemption that many countries sought. It was their chance to start fresh, to build new colonies away from the giant ball they were trapped in called Earth. Space was not exactly an answer in itself. Instead, it was a question, and the world was giving an affirmative answer. 
But would it just launch a new round of intense competition, or could it foster some redemption? The answer would emerge swiftly.
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The Collection Agent

Baltimore, Maryland, June 2068


Guy Zephron woke with a jolt. His skin was covered in sweat, and his head throbbed. He shut his eyes and tried to get his heart rate back down. 
Sometimes, mercifully, he could not remember his dreams. Tonight, though, he saw the crops and the deluge. He saw the people, and he knew their faces. This time, he was not watching them from within the cockpit. He was with them on the ground, and he knew them by name. He was trapped in water, and the hands of many children, so many hands, reached out to grab him and pull him under. 
Most nights, he’d wake up soaked to the skin, drowning children trying to grab his wet shirt.
“Help us,” they cried.
But he could do nothing.
Sometimes, he imagined that he was drowning too. 
He looked at the half-empty bottle of whiskey on the table. Whiskey was the only thing that kept the voices and the images away.
His war record had won him accolades. He had led the retaliatory strike against China’s dam system, deluging half the country under a huge wall of water. But Guy had been a farm boy—he’d had his share of parched seasons followed by inundating rains—and he was tormented by the visions of the millions of small farmers he had helped drown.
Concealed by a cloaking shield to avoid Chinese air patrols and jamming, he and a couple of support aircraft had flown northeast from a carrier in the Bay of Bengal over Burma, and then toward the giant Three Gorges hydroelectric dam. The order was to fire a blast of gamma radiation to weaken the concrete structure. Although it was not that old, satellite imagery had shown significant deterioration in the 2,335-meter-long dam, and target spotters had calculated that it would not take much encouragement for the dam to crack, creating an unstoppable inland tsunami.
Guy’s goal had been to blast the concrete and leave before anyone knew he had visited—part of a string of stealth attacks on vital infrastructure, combined with strikes by swarms of microbots that targeted essential personnel and communications. Backup planes took care of the layers of anti-air defenses. With a maximum height of 185 meters, the dam was a massive structure, incorporating 28 million cubic meters of concrete and 463,000 metric tons of steel, supplied by a variety of mills that did not all maintain the same standards.
Guy had received his orders before taking off, but he always double-checked everything. That day, as he flew high over the imposing dam, he spoke into his mic, “Come in, Alphabird, this is Viperwing One locked and loaded, confirming strike order.”
He heard a bored voice in his headset. “Viperwing One, hearing you loud and clear, strike confirmed. Zap that baby. Alphabird out.” 
Guy aimed for the center of the concrete structure. “Deploy ray gun and fire four times.” The cockpit AI asked for his code for confirmation, and he gave it.
Guy did not wait for the dam to start crumbling under the huge weight of water that began to seep, then cascade, from the reservoir that snaked for 400 miles behind the wall; he was out of there and already heading toward the Myanmar border to evade any response. 
So he did not see the desperate mothers and screaming children who drowned as the deluge swamped villages and farms in its path, nor was he able to observe the hospitals and factories inundated by the wall of water that swept away cars, trucks, and livestock. He did not witness the sleek, ultra-modern bullet train be swept off its tracks, nor did he see the miners beg for help as the waters flooded their mineshaft at the end of their shift. 
The collapse of the Three Gorges Dam, along with other similar structures, created an inland tsunami in China that rolled destructively as far as Shanghai and the Yellow Sea on the east coast. The giant wave wiped out crops, drowned tens of thousands of ill-prepared and unwarned villagers, and created millions of refugees, overwhelming emergency services in a tide of misery. The damage to the 22,500 megawatt hydroelectric facility triggered power shortages across the region. 
Heavier-than-normal rains added to the torment, causing landslides, toxic gas leaks, and explosions. Train tracks were ripped up by the cascading waters. Highway overpasses, fabricated with third-grade materials during China’s construction boom, collapsed, while vast, yawning sinkholes swallowed up homes and vehicles as if they were toys. 
Swollen by cloud-seeded artificial rain clouds, thousands of reservoirs subsequently overflowed, compounding the devastation: Gushing rivers turned into cataracts, surging through towns and villages; hundreds of cars, floating like drunken traffic in the torrent, were swept along in the raging waters, smashing into buildings and crushing anyone unfortunate enough to be in their path; houses were torn from their foundations and swept away in the blink of an eye; trees were uprooted and carried off like twigs. 
Rescue workers were helpless in the face of the unprecedented deluge.
To Guy, it seemed an unnecessarily disproportionate retaliation for a cyber attack. But that was war. Now he was jobless. The government had let all war heroes go with medals and a thank you.
The swift conflict had culminated in a spiraling economic collapse, which unraveled years of progress and made millions jobless around the world. But it had also created a boom in new space habitats, as well as a shift to industries on the Moon and a burgeoning space economy.
Guy had found it hard to adjust after the war. At times he would spend the entire day not even knowing what it felt like to be sober. He’d grown a gut that strained against any shirt he put on, and he rarely shaved. The beard he grew was not impressive.
He threw on some clothes after wiping himself down with an old towel. Even now, he wanted to drown the noises in his head in whiskey. He wanted to join those desperate children.
He staggered the short distance to the bar, slumped over, and nursed a cheap bourbon, willing to tell anyone about his wartime exploits. 
“With me, you just strap yourself in and feel the Gs,” he told a captive barmaid as the man next to him tried to order a round.
“Why don’t you go stuff your Gs down your effing G-string,” the man said after hearing the same story for the fifth time.
Guy tried to swing at him but fell off his barstool. “You don’t know what you’re missing.”
He’d struggled to find work and to integrate with computer operatives and IT guys. Guy had lost three jobs within a month, mostly for lateness; despite his pilot’s training, he found it difficult to get up on time after a late-night session. On the third job, only his reputation as a war hero had kept him from being charged for assaulting his supervisor. The idiot had made a joke about the war, and Guy had considered it his responsibility to teach him a history lesson. 
Some people are like clouds. When they disappear, it’s a beautiful day, he thought to himself.
He was going through the wanted ads when he got a message to connect with someone. Guy had not seen the man on the screen before: He looked overweight, with a bedraggled beard. Thinking it was a lawyer for the idiot he had punched in the face, Guy warily swiped the screen to open the call. The man smiled and said, “Captain Zephron, I’m Howie. Howie Rich. It’s a great honor to meet you.”
Not many people still addressed Guy by his rank, so that made him even warier. 
“Look, Mr. Rich. If all you want to do is kiss my ass, then pick another day. I have a job to get.” 
Howie laughed. “I like you, Guy—can I call you Guy? You’re a straight shooter, just like me. How about I offer you a job?”
Guy stared at his screen disbelievingly. Was this Howie Rich serious, or just a stupid prankster?
“I’ll give you ten minutes,” Howie Rich said. “Look me up on the net to ascertain my authenticity, then I’ll get back to you about the job. Keep in mind: A miner does not just sit at the top of the shaft. You must commit, you follow?”
Curious, Guy hurriedly commanded his AI to search for the name “Howie Rich.” Apparently, he was not just one of the biggest miners in the world, but one of the richest people on Earth. He was also building several space habitats, designed to rotate around Earth and provide safety for the ultra-wealthy, and developing an asteroid retrieval business that he believed would bring untold riches.
Guy’s spirits instantly lifted. Howie Rich was offering him an unexpected chance at redemption, and a new life.
Howie’s call came seven minutes later. 
“Mr. Rich, I’m sorry for my earlier brashness; I didn’t know who you were.” 
Howie waved the apology off. “I have a plan for an asteroid mining operation. I need a pilot with guts and flight experience in charge of my fleet. There are pirates out there who molest legitimate business in space—lunar mines and industries.”
“Why me?” Guy asked.
“You suit me. You are needy.”
Guy grunted. Howie mentioned a salary five times what Guy had earned as a fighter pilot. Guy accepted on the spot. A week later, he had moved to ElleWon space station, on the Moon’s L1 Lagrange Point, and was in command of Howie Rich’s fledgling but expanding asteroid collection fleet—though he’d have to report to Commander Bancroft, the testy lady who ran ElleWon. 
“Keep your distance and you’ll get along fine,” Howie had advised.
Commander Quinlynn Bancroft, known to most as simply Lynn, was tall and sharp-eyed, with short brown hair. Bancroft had several commands, and ran her ship in a disciplined, slightly old-school manner, keeping track of everything like a bird of prey. She did not believe in the extreme use of AI when it came to things as delicate and expensive as asteroids. So far, she had recorded not one loss, or even a slight mishap.
Guy did not like ElleWon much, but he respected it as a creation of smart minds who had initiated the great expansion of humanity across deep space. 
What the designers did not think about, however, was the aesthetics. The gateway was an ugly yet powerful construction with forty-three human employees and 136 automatons. He was certainly not looking forward to their hotel, with beds that seemed to stretch the idea of what a bed really was, and vegetables that the residents considered fresh but had been genetically modified until the very sight of them turned Zephron’s stomach. 
Yet all that didn’t matter. It was a break from the confines of his ship.
With this new opportunity, Guy resolved to become a different person. Howie’s words about being needy stung him. 
With remarkable self-discipline, he set about adopting a new routine. Every morning, he got up without an alarm and read quietly for fifteen minutes. Then, for another thirty minutes, he would meditate and pray. He let an ocean of calm wash over the shores of his mind. He called the routine a “supreme act of self-care, self-centering, and life balance.”
Before he’d got this gig, Guy didn’t believe in any religion, but on his first long journey he read up on Buddhism and decided it was the way for him. He prayed every morning, meditated, and did some yoga. Guy learned to master his earlier guilt, anger, lust, and other emotions. He did away with alcohol, smoking, gambling, and other vices.
The job itself wasn’t as exciting as being a fighter pilot; the craft was bigger, with more crew to supervise and train, and the asteroid retrievals, though unique, were usually boring and straightforward, with no hostile encounters. 
He had heard about space bandits mounting attacks, but Guy hadn’t had the privilege of meeting them yet. He wanted to, though, especially those called the Iron Hornets; they were a dangerous bunch. 
His fleet had the most sophisticated weapons he had seen and, despite the scars war had left on him, he itched to teach the Hornets a lesson.
Guy wouldn’t have to wait long before the Iron Hornets put them to the test.
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The Fourth World

Mount Lemmon, Arizona, May 2070


When Clara was able to get back to Arizona for some R&R, Noel insisted on taking a family trip together to nearby Mount Lemmon, where they stayed at a beautiful log cabin built amid the pines. He thought of it as a good way to recharge and reconnect as a family. 
The fresh scent of conifers filled the air, mixing with the earthy aroma of the log cabin. The breeze was crisp and refreshing, noticeably cooler than the scorching dry air of the plains below. 
The fresh scent filled Clara’s lungs, invigorating her. As she hiked through the trails on Mount Lemmon, she could feel the soft dirt under her feet and the coolness of the shade provided by the trees. They watched woodpeckers and deer and even observed a bobcat in a tree.
“This is exactly what we needed,” Clara said, watching Hunter and Teagan play amongst the rocks.
“I’m glad you’re here with us,” Noel said, wrapping his arm around her. He kissed her on the ear lobe.
At night, they examined the stars. Noel pointed out the different constellations, including Orion and Cygnus. 
Together, they spotted Deneb, one of the brightest stars. 
Clara tried to help them see where the Malapert base camp was on the Moon. “You can see the rim of Shackleton and probably make out Malapert just above.”
It was all over too quickly. Reality called. As they wound their way down the mountain road in a taxi, Clara and her family admired the breathtaking views of rugged rock formations jutting out against the vast desert landscape. It was like being in another world, far removed from the bustling city they were heading back toward.
The smell of wildflowers and desert heat began to waft through the open windows. Orange-yellow cup-shaped flowers, known as Mexican gold poppies and purple-flowered scorpion weed added splashes of color, giving off a spicy fragrance. Beside a track, young saguaro plants emerged under a palo verde “nurse tree” that offered them shade and protection.
Teagan was admiring a brown-plumed, long-legged roadrunner bird chasing a lizard through the scrub for its next meal when the Ward’s vehicle abruptly ran into a noisy cavalcade of protest groups traveling into Tucson for a scheduled demonstration. It was clear they wouldn't get home fast.
“Damn, this is the last thing we need,” muttered Noel, already late for a university recruitment meeting. The cavalcade was a mix of environmentalists and Indian tribal groups––Apache, Hopi, and Navajo. Land rights and water seemed to be the unifying theme.
A group of Apache activists sitting in a flatbed truck carried signs saying things like “Sacred Land,” “Holy Land, Do Not Pass,” or “No Yellow River.” Another group of Greens screeched past in a Jeep, with a banner on the side that read “Water for Life, Not Profit.” 
One girl raised a sign as she passed: “Water: A Necessity not a Privilege.” Some banged drums as they zoomed past. The column of cars and buses slowed to a near halt. 
One Apache drove past on an ancient motorbike. “Get off Dził Nchaa Sí’an,” read the sign on his back. 
“Come on,” shouted Noel. “Can’t we get around them?”
“What’s Dizzy Nacho?” asked Teagan. 
“You mean Dził Nchaa Sí’an. That’s the Indian name for Mount Graham. It’s just a bit east of us,” said Noel.
“Where you’ve got one of your telescopes?” asked Hunter. “Why do we have to get off?”
“It’s an old fight. But the Apache have long opposed building optical telescopes on Mount Graham because they say it’s sacred ground. To astronomers, it’s an ideal location for looking at the heavens.”
“So what’s the clash?”
“For the Apache, the mountaintops are a sacred place where they connect with their ancestors through prayer. To put a telescope there, one said that it was as if you were looking up a woman’s skirt. They believe the scientists should go somewhere else. 
“But the scientists and astronomers, including some from the Vatican, ignored their feelings and went ahead by building four telescopes on Mount Graham. To them, science is also a kind of religion whose importance outweighs other claims. The universe is governed by physical laws and there is no room for spirituality.”
“You bad astronomers!” retorted Teagan in a mock reprimand. She paused, as if distracted, and then said, “I love the Hopi. They have such beautiful jewelry. Mom has some, don’t you?”
“Yes, I love it.”
“The Hopi are special. And some of their legends are unusual, to say the least,” interjected Noel. “For example, perhaps one of the most intriguing involves the Ant People, who are credited with saving the Hopi not once, but twice.” Noel stuck out his fingers from his head like an ant’s antennae.
“Weird!” shouted Hunter.
“How did they save the Hopi?” asked Teagan.
“Well, the Hopi believe the world has had four existences or periods,” explained Noel. 
“The ‘First World’ was destroyed by fire—be it an ejection from the sun, a volcanic eruption, or maybe an asteroid strike. The ‘Second World’ was destroyed by ice—perhaps glaciers moving south or a pole shift. Both times, Hopi legends say the tribe was guided during the day by an odd-shaped cloud, and during the night by a moving star. 
"These guides led them to a sky god named Sotuknang, who helped them take refuge with the Ant People. The Ant People lived underground in subterranean caves. They taught the Hopi about food storage and how to conserve it for when you need it, like in the winter. The ‘Third World’ was destroyed by a great flood, a bit like in the Bible. So, we’re now in the ‘Fourth World.’”
“Even weirder! Ant People! I want to meet one.”
“That might be difficult without Sotuknang.”
“Are they ants or people?” asked Teagan.
“Maybe the size of people who lived underground.” 
“I love ants,” observed Clara. “I think they are the most successful creatures on the planet. Scientists think there are twenty quadrillion ants in the world.”
“Quadrillion?” asked Hunter. “That sounds ridiculous.” 
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