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			CHAPTER

			One

			Sol tripped on the walkway leading up to his ex-wife’s house. He should have anticipated the crack in the pavement, but he’d been distracted by the holographic video playing in his palm.

			He fell. His Personal Interactive sailed from his hand, tumbling the ad for the space show through the humid morning air. Palm-sized starfighters arced in tight formations, armor gleaming, nose-mounted coilguns cackling. Then the PI hit the ground, and the advertisement winked away.

			Sol belly-flopped hard enough to knock his wind out, but there was no time to hurt. He scrambled forward to comb the dew-soaked grass for his PI. The rectangular device, smaller than a fun-size chocolate bar, was merely water-resistant, and not so cheap that he could afford a new one.

	
			“Come on, come on,” he muttered under his smog mask.

			He should have sprung for a sturdy belt buckle Interactive or one of the ear studs that accepted gesture inputs from fashionable Smart Gloss nail polish. But no, Sol worked with his hands.

			He spotted the black device amidst the green and carefully plucked it from the grass. He rolled the PI against his shirt to dry it, then gave it a tentative shake. The advertisement sprang into the air, banners scrolling above dueling starships.

			Tour a Frigate-Built MKIII Destroyer! (Including bridge access!) Performances by the elite Solar Flair Stunt Team! One week only!

			Sol swiped. The holographic display switched to three splayed tickets, admittance to the space show for one adult and two kids. He swiped again. The tickets were replaced by a wing-bracketed medallion, a contestant badge for the Plutonium Cup tournament.

			He sagged with relief, but his heart was a drumming reminder that he wasn’t as young as he used to be.

			“Thirty-five isn’t that old,” he told the concrete.

			“It is if you don’t treat yourself well,” his mother would have said. 

			Sol ran his hands over each other, checking his fingers and wrists for tenderness. His palms burned from the slap of the fall, but everything else seemed okay. He could still manage a flight stick and throttle.

			

			The space show hosted an amateur pilot contest, a dogfight in simulation for the coveted Plutonium Cup, bragging rights, and fifty thousand in cash. Sol pictured himself lifting the trophy, his ex-wife, Kimberlynn, throwing her arms around him while the kids latched onto his legs. It was a beautiful fantasy, and it filled him with a fire considerably more pleasant than the lingering acid burn of the hot sauce from last night’s rice-and-beans dinner.

			If he didn’t win, he wouldn’t be able to make rent. There wasn’t enough overtime at work. Maybe if he scored a hot find at the scrapyard he might get by, but if not, he could end up on the streets, homeless and choking on smog. Kimberlynn could revoke his visitation rights.

			“Borrowing future trouble is weakness,” his father would have said.

			Sol steadied himself with a variant of Hook Breathing, a technique pilots used to stay conscious during high-g maneuvers. The tang of polluted air slipped under his mask and puckered his tongue. He adjusted the expired air mask and stood with only a bit of difficulty.

			The horizon swam with dawn’s citrus colors. Grizzled roach pigeons, adapted to the harsh air, cooed from the power lines. Crabgrass besieged the sidewalk in front of a two-story duplex. The roof was patched in a calico pattern of varying materials. The walls, Sol knew, let every sound through. He missed the place dearly.

			

			One more breath to push back the longing, then he stepped up to Kimberlynn’s door and rapped his knuckles across it. Inside, a child squealed. Someone was banging silverware. Dishes clattered. The refrigerator whumphed open, then slammed shut.

			Sol knocked harder. “Honey, it’s me. It’s Sol.”

			Footsteps approached, the latch slid, and the security mechanism beeped. The door, swollen with heat and sticky with humidity, screeched as Kimberlynn yanked it open. The door was the sturdiest part of the whole house, so airtight it could have kept the vacuum of space at bay.

			Kimberlynn brushed away a loose strand of hair and looked up at Sol, bewildered. Dimples pinned her cheeks, and the bright light turned her brown eyes to amber. Her blonde hair had been hastily tied back. She never wore it like that out of the house because her button ears stuck out. Sol loved those goofy ears. Kimber was still dressed for bed: faded pajama pants and one of Sol’s baggy T-shirts. He wondered if she’d thought of him when she’d put it on.

			A lump rose in his throat. If he could prove himself at the space show and win some money for the family, maybe she’d give him the second chance he so desperately wanted.

			Kimberlynn squinted into the morning sun. Sol shifted his tall form to shade her eyes. One advantage of being built like an ogre was casting a large shadow. He smiled. “Hi, Honey.”

			“Sol, what are you doing here?”

			

			He waved the holographic tickets. “I’m here to pick up the kids. I bought tickets to the space show.”

			Kimberlynn tilted her head and pursed her lips around an unspoken question. One of their children banged a spoon. She cast a glance into the house, then shook her head free of distractions. “Have you been drinking? It’s not your weekend,” she hissed.

			The irritation and pity in her voice doused him in cold water. He started to gesture at his PI for the date. “I could have sworn… I promise I’m sober.”

			Kimberlynn’s shoulders slumped. “You had the kids last weekend.”

			Damn it, she was right. He scratched the back of his neck. A pleading whine slithered into his voice. “Kimber, babe, I’m sorry, but I’ve already got the tickets. I’ll get the kids out of your hair. What do you say? It’s going to be great. We’re going to ride the Elevator and everything.”

			He had pleaded so much leading up to their divorce. He hated himself for not breaking the habit.

			Kimberlynn shook her head in refusal but with a wobble that meant she was casting about for a reason.

			Advice from his father arose in his mind: “Make it seem like a win for the other guy.”

			That advice was supposed to apply to business, not family. Not like Dad had ever made a distinction.

			Sol pulled his mask down and put on a grin that Kimberlynn had once called “irresistibly cute.” He said, “You’ll have the kids off your back all day.”

			

			She coughed in disbelief. “No, Sol. No. That’s beside the point.”

			He held on to his grin for dear life. “Honey, can you let it slide this one time? You used to let things slide.”

			Her eyes snapped into focus. “No, I didn’t. I kept track. Every time.”

			“But…” he tried to get a word in.

			“But nothing. If I did let something slide, that was immaturity. I confront things head-on now, like an adult. I’ve grown up.” She snapped her mouth shut, leaving him to wonder if the question “Have you?” was about to slip out.

			“Just this once, please?” His grin collapsed. He was pleading again. He couldn’t help it.

			“The kids have Starspeak lessons,” she stated plainly.

			“The pin… The refugees aren’t from here.” He barely stopped himself from using the pejorative “pinheads.”

			“Don’t be like that. They make up sixty percent of the population.”

			The urge to double down pulled Sol along its thorny, well-trod path. He knew the bitter, screaming fury at the end of that road. Yet he blurted out, “Only in the metro area.”

			Kimberlynn turned to go back inside. “It’s not even eight a.m. I can’t do this right now.”

			Dangerous words lurked at the back of Sol’s throat. He pulled in a deep breath and made an effort to strip the pleading from his tone. “Peace! Peace. Please. I’ll be good, I promise.” He put his hand over his heart. “Can I at least come inside to say ‘Hi’ to the kids?”

			Kimberlynn chewed her lip.

			Part of Sol wanted to fly away to some other planet where he couldn’t foul up and hurt the people he loved just by existing, but he also wanted to be a good father and a good husband.

			“I won’t fight in front of the kids. I promised that before and I’ve done it, haven’t I?” It wasn’t much, but he clung to the accomplishment like a life preserver in choppy water.

			“Sure, come in,” she said, attempting a polite smile. “But hide that.” She pointed at the hologram, where tiny starfighters with unrealistic contrails orbited the splayed tickets.

			Sol turned off the PI by closing his fist and pocketed the device. He followed Kimberlynn into the house. The door begrudgingly squeezed shut behind him.

			“Daddy!” Gav exclaimed as he and Kimberlynn entered the kitchen. The seven-year-old pitched toward Sol. The stool beneath him tilted dangerously. Sol rushed forward to avert disaster. He gave his big-headed boy a side hug and tousled his mop of brown hair.

			Hope, his little blonde girl, had been shoving food into her face. She took her fingers out of her mouth and spread her arms wide. “Me too!” It was important that if her older brother got a hug, she got one too.

			Sol hugged her. Little wet hands dabbed his shirt sleeve. She was a perfect mess.

			Sol beamed at his children.

			Hope had Kimberlynn’s blonde hair. She wore her googly eye T-shirt, printed with the tongue-out smiley face. One googly eye bounced as she wriggled in her booster chair. The other eye had fallen off, and Kimberlynn had drawn on a less-dynamic replacement with permanent marker.

			Gav’s hair was dark and would darken further, like his dad’s. Gav wore kid jeans and a tight-fitting white T-shirt. He’d fixated on a cartoon about dinosaur construction workers who sported the style as they drove big trucks around, protecting Earth from giant, evil rat-men.

			Hope turned to her mother, confused. “Whaddabout lessons?” she asked.

			“You still have lessons. Your daddy’s just here to say ‘Hi.’ He has to leave soon.” She shot Sol a look bright with the message, You do have to leave soon.

			Sol picked up the cue. “That’s right. I’m just stopping in.”

			“Awww,” Hope whined. “I don’t want lessons. I wanna go with Daddy.”

			Gav pushed a ‘Breakfast Bro’ biscuit around his plate as if it were a hovercraft. He commented, “Last week Dad took us to the junkyard.”

			Kimberlynn’s voice dropped to a whisper, but both children were well within earshot. “I thought we agreed that was dangerous.”

			Sol winced and addressed the kids. “That’s right. We agreed. No more scrap trips.”

			Gav frowned at his mother. He understood who was making the rules. “Aww, come on.”

			“We’ll do something else fun, I promise,” Sol offered.

			Gav swiveled his big blue eyes toward his dad. “Like what?”

			Sol looked down to the PI in his breast pocket, but when he looked up, Kimberlynn had one eyebrow arched, and her stare was a fully charged disruptor beam.

			“We’ll think of something.”

			“There’s nothing to do at Dad’s place besides watch him play video games. That’s booooorrring,” Gav whined.

			Kimberlynn frowned a question at Sol.

			He changed the subject. “Why don’t you teach me some of that Starspeak you’ve been learning?”

			“Vack, vack, vack,” Hope chanted gleefully. Kimberlynn made a fierce face. Gav howled with laughter, crumbs spraying from his mouth.

			Sol looked around, confused. “I’m missing something.”

			“It’s a naughty word—” Kimberlynn faced Gav. “—and I asked you not to encourage your sister to use it. If I hear that word out of her one more time, I’m taking away your PI privileges this afternoon.”

			Gav’s laughter turned to indignation. He pounded his fists on the table. “That’s not fair!”

			Hope opened her mouth to speak, devilish delight stretched across her cherubic cheeks.

			“No!” Gav shoved a biscuit in her mouth.

			Pandemonium erupted, full of shrieking and biscuit crumbs. It ended with laughter, though Sol figured that was due more to luck than clever parental tactics.

			Sol and Kimberlynn relocated both children to the living room before more mess could be made. Sol ended up with Gav on his lap, telling his son in his best fatherly voice, “Your sister looks up to you. You have to set a good example.”

			It sounded like a good thing to say, though he felt like a slippery fraud as he said it.

			Gav fidgeted. Hope remembered her earlier complaint. “I don’t like lessons! Teacher’s stinky!”

			“That’s a very rude thing to say,” Kimberlynn said sternly.

			Gav wrinkled his nose. “The aliens smell like glass cleaner.”

			“They aren’t aliens,” Kimberlynn pointed out, but her reasonable observation was lost on her son.

			Sol made a show of sniffing Gav. “You’re stinky too!” Tickles and shrieking ensued.

			Sol ran out of breath before his son got tired of the attention. He lifted Gav and set him on his feet.

			“Take your sister and go finish your breakfast,” he instructed.

			“I don’t want to.” Gav clung to his shirt, then something caught the boy’s eye. He snatched the interactive out of Sol’s pocket. “Can I play PI?”

			“That’s Daddy’s,” Sol said, trying to keep his voice bland, but it was no use. Sol had a bad habit of distracting the kids by letting them mess with his PI whenever they got restless or acted out.

			Gav shook the PI. The space show advertisement flashed alive, as eager to receive attention as Gav was to give it.

			“Whoa!” Gav crooned. “I wanna go! Are we going?”

			“Not until later,” Sol said.

			“Sol…” Kimberlynn warned.

			“Much later, like when you’re older. You can even see your dad fly one of those ships one day.”

			Gav wrinkled his nose. “You’re too old.”

			“I am not!” Sol protested, realizing too late that Gav was parroting words that had gotten an oversized reaction out of Sol the last time Kimberlynn had used them.

			“You’re too old and Mommy won’t let you,” Gav said with a giggle.

			That hurt more than Sol wanted to admit. He replied, “Mommy won’t let you either, not unless you and your sister finish breakfast. Now give back Daddy’s PI.”

			“Can I keep this?” Gav asked.

			“Sure.”

			Gav closed a fist over the hologram and pitched it toward the ceiling, copying the advertisement to the house network. Then he returned the PI and led his sister to the kitchen.

			Sol and Kimberlynn were alone, Sol on the fold-out sofa, Kimberlynn on the shabby recliner.

			“They learn so fast,” he mused, considering both Gav’s mastery of the gesture interface and his son’s readiness with words that exposed Sol’s deep-held inadequacies.

			“I wish you hadn’t done that,” Kimberlynn said softly, eyes on the steaming mug she held.

			“Done what?”

			“Let him copy the ad. It’s all he’ll talk about for days.”

			Her tone didn’t suggest an argument. He needed to do his part to steer clear of a fight. He teased back, “I noticed the new food printer in the kitchen. I recall you saying, and I quote, ‘Those things print out bland, processed crap, and I will never have one in my house.’”

			She looked up from her mug. A smile curled her lips, like she’d been caught with her hand in the cookie jar but had already eaten the cookie. “It’s really convenient.”

			He chuckled.

			She went on, “You wouldn’t believe. You just pour the powder in, then the kids choose the color and shape. There are flavor options too.” She threw her head back against the recliner. “That’s how they get you. The flavor packs cost a fortune.”

			Sol laughed harder. Kimberlynn smiled, but tension crimped the corners of her eyes.

			“I appreciate your understanding.”

			

			Sol was taken aback. “About what?”

			“I dunno, the food printer, the expense of it. Work’s been stressful. It’s fundraising season. If I don’t hit my targets, the nonprofit goes under, I can’t help anyone, and I don’t get a paycheck… if you can call what I earn a paycheck.” She let out a massive sigh. “I don’t have the energy to fight with our picky eaters.”

			Did she want him to offer her money above the usual? He literally could not. He’d spent everything on the space show tickets and entry fee for the Plutonium Cup tournament.

			“If there’s a way I could help…” he floundered. “Maybe house repairs? How’s the new filter working?”

			“Great. Thank you for replacing that. Gav’s cough cleared up.”

			“Clean air will do that.”

			“It will,” Kimberlynn agreed.

			A lull descended. Sol tried his luck. “I could still take the hellions off your hands today. The kids could miss lessons this one time.”

			Kimberlynn’s smile cracked. “No, and don’t make me the bad guy.”

			Sol surrendered, hands up. “I didn’t say anything bad about the lessons.”

			“You didn’t say anything good either.” She inhaled, shoulders lifting and falling, as if bracing herself. Sol felt defenses rising on both sides. She said, “Piloting is your dream, not theirs.”

			“Gav loves space stuff. He’s memorized basic controls on half a dozen ships.”

			“To what end, Sol? Those jobs are dangerous and low-paying. Our kids deserve better.”

			“They aren’t all low-paying.”

			Kimberlynn didn’t seem to listen. She tilted her head toward the kitchen where the kids were making enough noise not to be suspicious, but not so much that they might be breaking something. She said, “You want to do that damned contest, don’t you?”

			Sol tensed. His hands squeezed the flesh above his knees. It hurt. There was swelling from his fall. He spoke louder than he meant to. “Yeah, I do, and I’ve got a real shot at it. I got my half-clover strike under a second with ninety-percent accuracy.”

			Kimberlynn softened her tone as if cajoling a stray puppy out from under a car. “Every year the winner is a guy half your age, some ‘amateur’—” she made air quotes “—sponsored by energy infusers.”

			“Not this year.”

			Kimberlynn spoke gently, but through gritted teeth. “Listen to yourself.”

			“I’ve been practicing.”

			“So I hear. What’s this about the kids watching you play games?”

			“That was one time!” Heat rose up his neck. Had she been setting this trap?

			When something seems malicious, look for alternative explanations. That’s what the marriage counselor had said. Sure, no problem, and after that he’d invent cold fusion and bring peace to the Middle East.

			

			Kimberlynn’s voice rose. “You had the kids for the weekend, and you just sat around playing video games.”

			Pressure coiled Sol’s chest. He should have backed down, should have apologized or simply kept his mouth shut. Louder, he repeated, “One time!”

			Kimberlynn rolled her neck and looked to the ceiling as if searching for grace. She lowered her voice, a peace offering, or so Sol told himself. “I know you like those games.”

			His blood pressure spiked. So condescending! She’s not trying to hurt me, he insisted to himself. He ground his teeth and managed to make an “I” statement. “I know it was a mistake. It won’t happen again.”

			He desperately wanted to avoid getting sucked into an argument in front of the kids. All I want is one win, but I’m a failure at every turn. He shook his head. “But on that point—of me and the kids—I can’t take them next weekend. The farm has me working overtime.” It wasn’t true yet, but it would have to become true; he needed the money.

			Kimberlynn kept her voice low, but her frustration was clear. “Sol, that really throws a wrench in my plans. You can’t tell them ‘No’?”

			He showed empty palms. “Look, there’s what I give to you and the kids, plus rent’s gone up, and it’s not like I’m in great standing at work. They’re looking for any excuse to downsize.”

			Kimberlynn closed her eyes. “What did you do?”

			

			He bristled. “Why would you assume I did something?” But he knew it was because of how he’d gotten fired from his last job. And that job had been a dream, or if not a dream, at least a starship. But management had gotten sick of telling him that he couldn’t fly a tub designed for sucking up space debris like it was a starfighter, and Kimberlynn had been plagued by worry. “Space is a dangerous place,” she’d been keen on reminding him.

			She sipped from her mug, then said, “You’re right. That was unfair. I’m sorry.”

			“It’s alright,” Sol replied.

			A young voice shouted “No!” from the other room. Both parents swiveled their heads, but there was no dramatic follow-up.

			Sol returned his eyes to Kimberlynn, her dimples, bed hair, and pajamas. The sense that everything was as it should be surged through him. Kimberlynn’s presence was comforting. She believed in Sol’s best self. Despite their flaws and occasional friction between them, they belonged together. He was certain.

			“Hey, we didn’t fight,” he pointed out encouragingly.

			“Not in front of the kids,” Kimberlynn admitted.

			“Not at all.”

			“I guess you’re right.”

			“Let me say ‘Bye.’ I’ll get out of your hair.”

			Kimberlynn’s brow furrowed even as her mouth smiled. “You’re not in my hair.”

			

			Sol stood to hide the tears suddenly stinging his eyes. His father had said, Never let them see you cry. He blinked and dabbed his shirt sleeve to his face.

			They returned to the kitchen where Gav was enacting battles for Hope with his printed food shapes. Hope seized each new bit of damage and shoved it into her mouth.

			Sol pinched a starfighter-shaped biscuit and flew it through the air. “Did I tell you about the time I slip-drifted under the gun horizon of a battlecruiser and disabled it in one pass?”

			“Yes!” Gav shouted, grabbing for the food.

			“In a game?” Kimberlynn asked, arms folded across her chest. She knew the answer.

			“Ouch,” Sol reacted, but in a playful tone.

			He dipped the wings of the food ship. “Oh no! The mothership’s coilguns are too strong! I’m going down!” Sol crashed the biscuit into Gav’s mouth. He gobbled it up.

			“Alright, I’m headed out, kiddos.” Sol squeezed Hope to his chest and tousled Gav’s hair.

			“I love you, Daddy,” the children chimed, out of sync.

			“I love you too.”

			“Don’t forget Mommy,” Hope said, pointing at Kimberlynn.

			“I love you, honey.” He thought it sounded sincere. He meant it, but it was a different love than when they’d been younger and freer.

			“I love you too,” Kimberlynn replied. Sol wondered what the words meant to her.

			He put on his air mask and went out the front door without tripping on the crack in the pavement. It wasn’t quite the win he was looking for. He wiped his eyes with the backs of his hands before turning toward the bus stop.

			He reflected that he hadn’t fought very hard for the space show. Piloting didn’t seem to matter as much when he was with his family. With only the pill-shaped shuttle busses bouncing over broken streets for company, it mattered again.

			So, get a win.

			Dad was always talking about wins. “Get that one big win that renders all the losses meaningless,” he’d say.

			Today was the day for Sol to put his skills to the test. He was an underdog, but a lot of people performed best under pressure.

			That’s me. That’s the kind of person I am. But the mantra was slimy with a film of doubt.

			The bus stop consisted of a bench behind a wind-hassled shelter. Dust devils stirred single-use infuser wrappers around his ankles. Sol was sure most of the infusers had been used to spritz caffeine or nicotine. He was also sure that a few had been used for harder drugs. Broken glass littered the ground. He recognized the brand of a beer bottle from the weathered label holding together fragments. It was one of his favorites. Shame knifed between his ribs. He countered, at least I don’t trash up public spaces when I’m drunk. But the shame stabbed deeper.

			An older woman sat on the far end of the bus stop bench. Sol made sure to walk up slowly, in her line of sight. He was a big guy, and he didn’t want to make her nervous.

			The woman wore a light shawl over a flowery, yellow dress. She had a cheap, disposable mask like Sol’s. Her tall, alien head was moderately well disguised by the puff of her hair, but she’d used a cheap dye. The brown didn’t look entirely natural, and even through his mask it smelled like a mixture of ammonia and gasoline.

			Gav was right. The aliens did smell funny. The more they tried to blend in, the more they stuck out. Sol scolded himself, hearing Kimberlynn’s voice, “They aren’t aliens; they’re refugees.”

			Sol studied the woman out of the corner of his eye. She sat tall. A lot of the newer refugees were hunched by their inexperience with persistent gravity. She was either compensating, or she’d been on Earth for most of her life. She was perfectly human, just a little different-looking, not even that many generations distant from earthlings like Sol. The scientists said there wasn’t enough time for evolutionary adaptation to occur. Nonetheless, the developmental changes were obvious.

			He turned his attention to the sky with its melted-butter dawn and thought about the space show. He could still fly in it. He could win. With the slightest imaginative effort, he could feel a starfighter’s stick and throttle in his hands. He went through a series of maneuvers in his mind, keeping his hand motions slight so the woman wouldn’t think he was crazy.

			I can get the only win that matters.

			But that was his father speaking. When Sol thought of the only win that mattered, he thought of erasing the pain and disappointment from Kimberlynn’s eyes.

			And that was a decision made.

			Plus, there was nothing more pathetic than going to the show by himself, a washed-up, not-even-has-been, pining after an imagined past as the future slipped away. The sensible thing to do would be to scalp the tickets and get some money back.

			Another refugee woman approached. She was closer to Sol’s age and had two kids in tow. Sol stood and offered his seat. The woman averted her eyes and waved him off.

			“I insist,” he said.

			The other woman translated his words into Starspeak. The newcomer bowed, said something under her breath, and took his seat.

			The translator said, “She thanks you,” in the sticks-and-leaves rasp of the pinhead accent.

			The two children, oblivious to any awkwardness between the adults, chased each other around the bench with toy starships. The name “Gilbert Bane” popped out from their otherwise unintelligible words.

			Sol smiled, imagining the kids were arguing over who got to play the role of the infamous villain. Many aspiring fighter jockeys idolized Bane. Sol had often fantasized about either being the ace or shooting him down, depending on how patriotic he’d been feeling at the time. Now it all felt like an idle fantasy.

			He pulled out his PI and produced the three holographic tickets to the space show. A glowing green halo indicated that they were being offered.

			“She can have them,” Sol said to the woman who had translated.

			The translator spoke to the mother. The mother wagged her head and replied with ticking sounds.

			“Really, I mean it,” Sol said, looking at her kindly.

			More wispy scraping noises passed between the refugee women. The children kept circling, plastic starships rolling and diving at the ends of their outstretched arms.

			The mother swept her wrist through the hologram. The tickets winked over to the PI hidden amongst one of her many bangles. She glanced around anxiously as if this might be some sort of prank, a camera crew ready to jump out of the bushes and document pinhead greed.

			Sol caught her eye and dipped his chin in a small bow.

			“Thank you,” she said in English.

			A grain of weight lifted from Sol’s shoulders.

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER

			Two

			Sol first met Kimberlynn at a mutual friend’s New Year’s Eve party. He was instantly smitten. Falling in love didn’t begin to describe it. He pitched himself into love’s gravity well. So, when a fancy restaurant advertised a Valentine’s Day dinner for one hundred bucks, he leaped at the deal.

			A hundred was a lot of money, but this was one of those fancy restaurants with multiple courses. Sol had never been to such a place, and this was a steal compared to the usual outrageous prices. He invited Kimberlynn, and she agreed to go, showing no small amount of surprise when he told her the venue.

			Turned out it was one hundred per plate. He could have sworn the advertisement had implied that it was for couples. Sol had tried to hide his shock. He’d smiled and paid the bill, praying to his lucky stars that he had enough to cover it. The payment had cleared, but Kimberlynn had read the truth on his face.

			For the next month, Sol had eaten little besides noodles. Then one day, he was pulling his pants out of the laundry and found a fifty-dollar chit in the pocket. He told Kimberlynn about it, and she’d just said, “Lucky.” When another fifty appeared a couple weeks later, she’d credited luck again.

			Sol had replied, “Not luck. There’s an angel looking out for me.”

			He liked to think that that had been the moment she’d fallen for him. She insisted it was earlier.

			Kimberlynn had always kept track. Her attention to detail had been a good thing—right up until it hadn’t. Later, she’d admitted to the marriage counselor that she was keeping score, tallying Sol’s faults and failures. He tried to turn his thoughts back to better times, but all his good memories were tainted.

			Sol slogged through his workday, unsure of how to untangle the mess. He worked at an insect protein farm. It wasn’t a spaceship, but at least he got to pilot a company hovercraft.

			He flew over an ocean of sulfurous waste and the hordes of larvae that consumed it. Wind blustered around the cockpit. Aleph, Sol’s coworker, was inert in the passenger seat. Exhausted from a long day’s work, he draped one arm over the side of the vehicle.

			A bug splattered against the hovercraft’s windshield with a sound like an egg cracking. Flying at max height, five meters above the ground, the open-top, anti-gravity skimmer only avoided most of the breeding adult insects.

			Sol’s father would have said the bug’s death was natural selection at its finest. Sol was merely irritated that he’d have to clean it off.

			The sun baked the muggy air into an oppressive blanket. Sol and Aleph were masked and immunized by familiarity, but the humidity gave the stench a harsher tang than usual. Sol’s throat was thick with phlegm.

			The northeast number seven sustainable insect protein harvester had gotten jammed for the third time this week. Sol and Aleph had mucked out the larvae clump by hand.

			“Waste of my time,” Aleph grumbled. “Our time,” he corrected himself.

			Sol barely heard him over the wind clapping his ears. His thoughts paced around the near-fight with Kimberlynn, his stupid misreading of the calendar, and how much money the space show had cost him.

			“I’m a smart guy. You’re a smart guy,” Aleph continued. “Company could be using its assets better. We should be designing a better harvester, not doing fuck’n plumber’s work. No offense to plumbers.” He tipped an invisible hat. “Good, honest, union work, plumbing.”

			

			“No plumbers in my family,” Sol replied, eager to turn away from his ruminations. “Pilots though, and pirates. My sister’s this big-shot pirate. I’m a pretty good pilot myself.”

			“And I’m the queen of Alpha Centauri. You gonna call it in, or should I? Waste of time to wait until we get back.”

			The cracked clock on the dashboard read 5:08 pm. It was four minutes behind, and they weren’t getting overtime. Next to the clock, Sol had taped two hard-copy pictures. One showed Gav, three years old, looking at his newborn sister in his mom’s arms. Kimberlynn had been smiling. Sol always made a point to tell people that she was smiling, though you couldn’t tell because the framing had cropped her head off. Sol had taken the picture.

			The second picture was a publicity shot of a Selkie K80 atmosphere-capable, low-orbit fighter. It had been Sol’s favorite starfighter as a kid. He’d had a die-cast model that came in a box claiming the fighter was “sleek as a wet cat and twice as dangerous.” He bet he would have seen one if he’d gone to the space show. Sometimes he thought his whole life was one big round of missing out.

			Sol grabbed the mic and held it to his mouth, his other hand on the hovercraft’s sun-stained steering yoke.

			He yelled to be heard, “Sol here. We fixed the intake valve on seven. Headed in now.”

			“Kerpy that, Sor,” buzzed the reply. The cheap old speakers made everybody sound like they were speaking through a kazoo. “Wert wers ther perblerm?”

			“The usual, bunch of bugs lodged in the valve. I’ve been telling the breeders that the northeast batch’s developing hard shells, but do they listen?”

			“Er right.”

			“See ya.”

			“Ser ya.”

			Sol jammed the mic back into its holder. The curly black cord bounced wildly. He slid back into his conversation with Aleph, shouting over the rushing wind, “I am a good pilot. All I’m saying is, things would be different if I’d been a little older when the war broke out. I could have been the best pilot in the May Day Alliance.”

			“You a May Day sympathizer, old man?” Aleph jibed. Sol was thirty-five. Aleph was twenty-three.

			Sol shrugged. He hadn’t heard half the propaganda of either side and hadn’t believed what he had heard. He just wished he’d been old enough to fly. “If the Pub had recruited me…”

			“Noble Republic,” Aleph corrected, affecting the stern glare of an imagined conservative.

			“If the Noble Republic had recruited me, we wouldn’t still be losing cargo ships left, right, and center, driving up prices, politicians doing nothing but hand-wringing…” he trailed off rather than rehash the boring old rant.

			Aleph threw his head back and laughed. “Alright, Ace. So, how was the space show?”

			“I didn’t go.”

			Aleph shifted in his seat to get a better look at Sol. “The hell you didn’t go. The Radioactive Cup is all you’ve talked about for weeks.”

			“Plutonium,” Sol corrected. “It’s just a name, not actual plutonium.”

			“Exactly,” Aleph said, stretching out the word. “I know you know. I even looked up the results to see if you won.”

			“Really?” Sol was touched.

			“Yeah, but you didn’t. It was some kid with an infuser sponsorship. Man, they aren’t supposed to market that shit to kids, but they let athletes do it.”

			Sol’s mood soured. He tightened his grip on the steering yoke. “I don’t want to hear about it.”

			“You’ve been yakking my ear off nonstop for weeks. Now you don’t want to hear about it?”

			Sol didn’t have the words to convey everything he felt about the show, his finances, his family, or his life. He said, “My kids couldn’t go. No point in an old man nostalgia-tripping.”

			“No, no, no, no, no.” Aleph shook his head emphatically. “I have to listen to you nostalgia trip every day, and you just didn’t go? Forget your kids, you could’ve gone for yourself.”

			Sol took his focus off the horizon to look Aleph in the eyes. The seriousness of the other man’s expression caught him off guard. “Isn’t that what we’re supposed to do, us parents, sacrifice for our kids?”

			

			Aleph leaned in to better hear his words, but quickly leaned back, as if whatever funk was souring Sol’s mood might be contagious.

			“Everything’s trade-offs. Even I’m old enough to know that.” Aleph stared into the distance. Sol wondered if the younger man was seeing his future in Sol and didn’t like what he saw. Aleph continued, “When I was a kid, I had all the time in the world. You remember that feeling? I stole a little wood box outta one of my ma’s drawers. I spent the rest of the day, hell, I might have spent the rest of the week, dicking around with a couple marbles, old coins, and a tack I found in that box. Never once did it cross my mind I could be spending my time some other way. Shiiiit, now it’s all I ever think about.”

			“What is?” Sol asked.

			“That I’m wasting my time, or the boss is wasting my time.”

			Sol shifted uncomfortably in his seat. He’d been looking forward to a beer and some gaming. Kimberlynn’s judgment tainted the former. Discussing wasted time tainted the latter. He tried to change the subject. “You been leading up to a recruiting pitch this whole time?”

			Aleph grinned. “Stronger together, man. You really should join the union.”

			“Nah,” Sol dismissed. “This job’s just temporary. I’m going to get back up the Elevator soon, pilot a starship again.”

			Aleph evaluated Sol coolly, a hint of amusement in the arch of his brow.

			“I’m a great pilot,” Sol insisted.

			“What, on the sim?”

			“Yeah, on the sim.”

			Aleph flattened his hand, made a wing, and let the rushing air sweep his arm up and down. “Ain’t the same.”

			“Close enough!”

			“Okay,” said Aleph disinterestedly.

			“No, not okay!”

			Aleph said nothing. His gaze drifted to the horizon.

			Sol’s pride creaked beneath a sack of self-recrimination. Mixing up the damned weekend and missing the space show piled weight on top of his failed marriage. Aleph’s dismissal was the straw that broke the camel’s back.

			Sol flexed his hands and closed them firmly around the hovercraft’s steering yoke.

			“Suppose you’re flying a Selkie or a Javelin. You want to reverse direction, hundred-and-eighty, fast as possible.” Sol paused, knuckles white, waiting for Aleph to respond. The horizon shimmered like a broadcast set to sepia static. The skimmer flew onward toward the parking cubbies, dispatch building, showers, and the end of their shift. The living carpet of mealy larvae seethed beneath them.

			Aleph rolled his eyes. “Suppose.” Though he might as well have said, “Get this over with.”

			The punk had no clue what Sol was capable of. He stomped the accelerator to the floor, shouting over the wind, “Your total ignoramus figures that a one-eighty turn-and-burn is optimal, but that ignores your retro thrusters, and you can use your primaries as soon as they’re more than ninety degrees to your original heading.”

			The hovercraft picked up speed, bouncing harder over the air currents.

			Aleph yawned, but Sol was lathered up. “First, you fire the retros, even as you swing your ship around. Once you’re halfway, you kick the primaries into gear, but now your vector is screwy. That’s where it takes real skill to smooth things out. Do it right and your ship traces a J. That’s a J-burn.”

			“Sounds complicated, old man.” Aleph didn’t sound convinced.

			“I haven’t even gotten into the g-force! A J-burn only takes advantage of two dimensions. To avoid passing out at higher acceleration you need to twist to keep the blood dispersed throughout your brain. That maneuver’s a clover burn. You can only do that in three dimensions.”

			“If you say so.” Aleph pointed at the fast-approaching parking garage. The building’s two dozen rectangular cubbies housed other skimmers that had been cautiously parked face-first. Screw that! Sol thought. He would show Aleph what an old man could do.

			He tilted the yoke. The skimmer nosed away from its allotted space and eased into a new heading, aimed straight for an occupied slot. Aleph’s foot pumped the floor, trying to apply a brake that wasn’t there. His eyes went wide. “What are you doing?”

			Casually, Sol said, “There’s air friction to deal with, and I can’t do the twist without roll controls, but it ought to be close enough.”

			“What are you doing!” Aleph repeated, pushing himself back in his seat.

			The four-story garage loomed over them. Another co-worker, in an apple-red jumpsuit, had just hopped out of his vehicle directly ahead of them. He waved off the speeding craft.

			Sol estimated forty meters to impact. The guy in the red jumpsuit turned and ran. Aleph yelled, “Stop! Stop!”

			Twenty meters out, Sol slammed on the brake and spun the yoke clockwise. The skimmer vectored its anti-gravity impeller into reverse.

			Sol sucked in air, expanding his chest. Then he forced it out with a “hoo,” engaging his diaphragm and finishing the word “hook”. His maneuver exerted less than a g of force, but the breathing technique made him feel like a real fighter pilot.

			The skimmer banked, sliding sideways toward the garage. Sol released the brake and crushed the accelerator into the floor. The hovercraft jumped against its own momentum. The rattle of straining impellers was barely audible over Aleph’s screaming.

			Sol turned over his shoulder to face the empty parking slot. He slid the skimmer in, bleeding momentum with full-throttle anti-gravity acceleration. The vehicle’s rear bumper gently thumped the far wall. If he’d kept accelerating, the hovercraft would have launched itself in the opposite direction, an exquisitely executed J-burn.

			In many ways, the accuracy it took to park was even more challenging, Sol thought. He released the accelerator and turned off the vehicle with a push of the power button. The hovercraft settled to the floor with a rubbery bounce.

			Aleph vaulted over the side and marched away, indiscriminately lobbing curses and obscene gestures as he went.

			Sol remained belted into the driver’s seat, forcing air in and out of his lungs in a steady rhythm. For a few precious moments the universe had bowed before his skill. He guzzled a heady brew of pride, but time was a thief. He ceased his breathing exercise before he hyperventilated, then jumped out of the skimmer to track down some spray cleaner.

			The bug guts on the windshield didn’t come off in the first attempt. He had to trek to the next floor up to find a second rag to get the job done. Aleph should have been helping, but Sol didn’t mind. He owed Aleph a favor for scaring the crap out of him.

			Skimmer cleaned, Sol whistled to himself as he descended to the showers on the first floor. He hadn’t noticed his manager hovering. Brighton’s nose was red, his scowling brow V-sharp.

			As soon as Sol shut his locker, Brighton shouted, “Linocass! In my office, now!”

			Startled, Sol almost asked, “What are you so pissy about?” But he did as he was told. He knew why his manager was pissy, but acknowledging the reason felt akin to a confession. The excuses piling up behind Sol’s tongue were damning enough.

			I knew what I was doing. I was in complete control. I’m a professional. No one got hurt. It won’t ever happen again.

			Manager Brighton’s office was a claustrophobic box with a desk angled into the corner. As Brighton sucked in his gut to wriggle through the gap between the wall and his desk, Sol unfolded a metal chair just to have a place to sit. To the right of the door was an interface screen. It showed a picture of Brighton smiling and flipping bug beef burgers on a grill. A fan in the corner opposite the desk rotated back and forth. Sol’s irritation ratcheted up every time the fan breathed across his ear.

			Brighton made a big show of pacing in all three square feet of space behind his desk. He flung his arms about and jabbed an accusatory finger. Phrases such as “Endangered the life of your coworkers,” were slightly undercut by “risk to expensive equipment and infrastructure.”

			The elation and vigor Sol had felt drained away. A crust of regret remained. He’d fucked up big time.

			Again.

			Sol took it like a man, the way his father would have wanted. He pushed down his excuses, said nothing, and showed no emotion. His only reaction was a truthful acknowledgment of what he’d done, but the sticks-and-stones saying was a lie.

			Accomplishing a perfect J-burn could have been a crown to wear when he felt down. His manager’s words twisted the trophy into a disgrace. Sol’s stomach knotted around Brighton’s final words. “You’re fired!”

			Sol emptied his locker in a daze. In a corner of his mind, he was still relishing the stunt, giving a double thumbs up and smiling for a crowd, but even the imaginary spectators were dispersing, the music fading, the stadium lights dimming. He couldn’t imagine what he would tell Kimberlynn, but he found himself rehearsing words for Gav and Hope.

			Adults don’t tell kids how hard it is just holding all the pieces of a life together. Adults get irritable for no discernible reason. Adults yell when you skip your chores or do them poorly. Adults drink too much, eat the wrong foods, and get too little sleep. We spend so much time, energy, and money keeping the world in one piece, but we aren’t perfect.

			It wasn’t a very good speech. Sol didn’t figure he’d actually say it out loud, but he wished someone had warned him how easily things that seemed sturdy could be crushed like a bug.

			I should have learned that from my father, Sol thought bitterly. The man had up and left one day without so much as a goodbye. Sol couldn’t remember the exact day because the fact that Dad was never going to come back had been a gradual realization.

			

			I would never do that.

			Sol snorted at his own petty self-assurance. It hardly mattered if he failed his family in every other way.

			He secured his mask as best he could, but the elastic was shot, and the filter was frayed and damp against his face. Still fiddling with the bands around his ears, he trudged across the empty parking lot. The cars had resolved their ritual end-of-shift traffic jam while Sol had been receiving his manager’s anger. Sol didn’t have a car, but he would have sat in a hundred hours of traffic if it could turn back the clock on his mistakes.

			He passed through the gate and walked along the chain link fence, past hollow warehouses, appliance repair shops, and rundown cafes. Gray clouds sank to the ground. Drizzle became a clinging mist.

			He held his eyes down. Neon reflections painted oily puddles with garish colors. If he looked up, he’d see any number of bars waiting spider-like, tempting him to pop in for a drink that would turn into two, then three, then four.

			I don’t have work tomorrow. Not anymore. I don’t have the kids. No one would know.

			His legs grew heavy. It was hard to keep his feet on the path toward home. Not home, just a pathetic apartment.

			He told himself the bars didn’t exist, told himself the bodega on the corner didn’t have a huge sign advertising liquor, not if he kept his eyes down.

			

			I have every reason to get drunk, but I won’t. A real alcoholic would go sit in a bar and drink until they got thrown out, but not me.

			He traversed the gauntlet, but didn’t count it as a win. There was beer waiting for him in his fridge.

			Sol lived in a ground-floor apartment, a graffiti-plastered brick rectangle. When he moved in, he’d taken out the Dimmer Diamond glass from the windows and boarded them up with plywood on the advice of his neighbor who had had two of her fancier windows stolen. The Dimmer Diamond panes were still in the back of his closet. He considered them a portion of his security deposit.

			That’s at least something responsible I’ve done. He tried to buoy his mood, but it only left him feeling bitter.

			There was no locked foyer or security sniffer on the building. The outer door opened straight into his apartment like a motel. The door didn’t even have a biometric lock because it was the sort of neighborhood where the lock itself would have been stolen. A pin-and-cylinder deadbolt was the only security. He pulled out an old-fashioned metal key, unlocked the door, and entered.

			The interior lights should have activated automatically. The landlord had promised to replace the sensor when Sol moved in. That had been a year ago. Sol could never seem to muster the energy to complain. He groped for the switch. The plastic panel was dingy from its daily pat down. Cool blue light filled the apartment, illuminating a sink full of crusty dishes.

			He dumped his keys, mask, and PI on the Formica slab countertop that divided the one-room apartment into a living room and a kitchen. The PI winked a message: “Mom: Call me.”

			That might have been worrying if it wasn’t the same message she always left. Sol turned the PI projector-side down. He waved his hand idly over the kitchen sink. Even the gnats were too lethargic to respond.

			Three foam mattress pads leaned against the counter, one for Sol and two smaller ones for the kids. When it was his weekend, he cleared out some space and laid out the mattresses, but someone was usually sleeping in the kitchen.

			His chest clenched. Without a job, he could lose shared custody if Kimberlynn sought to cut him out. He tried to believe she wouldn’t do that. He tried to believe he wouldn’t deserve it if she did.

			Posters of starfighters lined the walls of Sol’s apartment. Kimberlynn had made him take them down when they’d lived together. “It feels like living in a college dorm,” she’d said.

			The floor was littered with parts Sol had acquired from the scrapyard. Not littered, he consoled himself. There was an organizational scheme. Closest to the door were the new acquisitions, like the chunk of a starship console that he firmly believed would turn a profit. Sure, it was partially slagged from a plasma hit, but even if he couldn’t pry out any components to sell, the material itself was worth something.

			

			Other promising items formed the perimeter of a narrow path through the debris: a coilgun capacitor, a microprocessor laid out on paper, and an air filter re-wrapped in plastic film. Things got less organized from there. Rather than disposing of the true junk, Sol had pushed it closer to the walls. Something somewhere was leaking oil. He could smell it. His landlord would have a fit if he found out.

			In the middle of the living room, ascending tower-like above the junk, was Sol’s gaming chair, his throne and portal to better realms. A control stick stood at attention on the right armrest. A throttle and keyboard awaited his commands on the left. All the cup holders were occupied with beer cans. The yeasty flavor of stale beer competed with the apartment’s garage smell.

			I should sell the chair. The nagging thought had been cropping up more and more lately. I gave up on the space show, what’s the point of keeping the VR setup?

			He gritted his teeth and squeezed his eyes shut. The piloting simulation was so much more than a game. It was hope, confidence, and pride. He had precious few sources of those commodities.

			Guilt weighed on him in the oppressive silence, as if he were descending through water. He opened his mouth to pop his ears, but the pressure wouldn’t release.

			His apartment didn’t have a noisy air circulator like Kimberlynn’s place. He made do with a Cleanse Inhaler that made him cough up the pollution that accumulated in his lungs. The walls were paper thin, but his neighbors were momentarily silent.

			His refrigerator obligingly shuddered. Then the upstairs neighbors laughed, a group of people bursting with joyous noise. At least someone’s happy, he thought jealously.

			The next thing he knew, he’d retrieved the last four Tall Boys from the fridge. He should have eaten something solid, but it was too much effort, and this was better than starving, right? At least I didn’t buy more on the way home. That’s restraint. A real alcoholic would have bought more.

			He navigated the clutter to his gaming chair. Both the cupholders were occupied and the floor around the chair was littered with more empty cans.

			“What dickhead left this mess?” But he couldn’t even laugh at his own joke.

			He tossed the empties onto the floor, wincing as they slid and clattered. He sank into the chair. The cushioning
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