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        “We will now discuss in a little more detail the struggle for existence.”

        CHARLES DARWIN
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          THE MOON IS A HARSH MISTRESS

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE LUNARIAN SYSTEM OF GUILDS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Serve

        Government and social services, education, planning and finance.

        Protect

        Law and order, security and safety.

        Engine

        Engineering, construction, technology and transport.

        Sustain

        Food production and distribution.

        Medico

        Healthcare, medicine and research.

        Concord

        Humanism, the arts, culture and wellbeing.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            SERENDIPITY

          

        

      

    

    
      Dr Kashvi Agarwal insisted on making the first cut. The Quants standing beside her were perfectly capable, in many ways, much more so. She was adamant that the violation of the Hippocratic Oath in that first incision into living human flesh should forever remain in the hands of a human.

      The task at hand reinforced her conviction. The swollen belly of the young woman, halfway through gestation, lay before her. This was an unnatural intervention, a deliberate harm, to save the unborn child.

      To save him from what? A painful death in a few months, fighting for his first breath.

      She forced the memories from her mind—the repeated failures of modern medicine to protect the most fundamental of human biological processes: reproduction. Of course, she rationalised the problem, reducing it to its constituent parts. It was hard enough to conceive a child, much less bear it to full term. One-sixth, or less than seventeen per cent of Earth’s gravity, played havoc with the egg’s journey down the fallopian tube. The already slim probability of meeting a sperm on the way was reduced to practically zero despite the rigorous efforts of a young population with way too much time on their hands. No, sex as a means of procreation was definitely off the table. In vitro fertilisation was the only way of conceiving on the Moon. Even then, and for inexplicable reasons, the implantation of the embryo into the endometrial lining of the uterus was rarely successful.

      The child of a Hindu mother and a Muslim father, Vi had cast aside religious superstitions at an early age. However, even she had to admit that the existence of the unborn child she was about to excise from this woman’s womb was nothing short of a miracle.

      “Diathermy,” Vi ordered.

      The Quant surgical assistant placed the electronic scalpel into her outstretched palm. She glanced at the tubular instrument with its fine metal tip and noticed a tremor in her fingers. A flash of anxiety made her heart leap, and her face flushed behind her mask.

      Drawing a deep and steady breath through her nose, she calmed herself and tried not to think about the dozen pairs of eyes watching from the gallery. Or the three pairs of Quant eyes, monitoring her every move around the operating table with their cold and indifferent stares.

      She bent to the task, making the perfect six-inch lateral incision from muscle memory. A second and then a third cut through sinewy muscle exposed the red and white lining of the uterus. The Quant did not need instruction to mop up the blood with a suction tube as she progressed.

      “C-safe.”

      Vi passed the electrocautery instrument to her assistant and received a more traditional-looking scalpel. The relative bluntness of C-safe’s cutting edge was designed to reduce the likelihood of accidental injury to the unborn during a caesarean.

      Now for the messy part.

      Vi nodded towards the second assistant. “Retractor.”

      The Quant brought over a section of thin plastic tubing with rubber rings at each end. Together, they inserted one ring inside the wound, nestled up against the lining of the uterus. Slow and steady, they twisted the outer ring, widening the incision until it became a perfect circular window into the realm of the unborn.

      It had been a long time since she had conducted a C-section. Usually, the patient was conscious and temporarily paralysed by a spinal block. Vi was thankful this young woman was under a full anaesthetic, given the trauma of the final phase of the birth.

      “How are her vitals?” she called out to the third Quant in the operating theatre—the anaesthetist.

      “BP is one-eighty over one-ten and rising. Heart rate one-twenty,” came the deadpan response.

      The numbers gave her pause, and she looked up at the gallery, finding the face she was looking for. The soft English voice of Medico Guild Leader Peter Shore spoke into her ear.

      “I recommend hypertensives. It's your call, though,” he said mildly. His face gave nothing away.

      The five years since the Exodus involved an ongoing exercise in adapting the basics of medicine to suit the environment. Before the Moon, Vi had twenty years of experience in the profession, rising to head of surgery at a prestigious private hospital in North India. However, all that experience and all that acquired knowledge meant little when faced with the harsh realities of what long-term exposure to low gravity did to the human body—the Wasting Disease.

      A case in point was blood pressure. On Earth, the heart was constantly fighting the effects of gravity to get enough blood and oxygen to the brain. On the Moon, blood pressure in the head went through the roof until the heart had time to slow and adjust. The blood vessels in the neck expanded while the veins in the legs contracted. Over time, like any muscle, the heart shrank in size due to the reduced strain of pumping blood. The overall effect on the body was a dramatic reduction in resting blood pressure and a weakened and reduced pulse.

      After five years, Vi had learned to adjust a patient's vitals accordingly. The numbers were high, but not enough to prevent the surgery from proceeding.

      She turned to the anaesthetist. “Mai, let’s give her three CCs of Labetalol.”

      The Quant nodded and pressed some buttons on her display. Two seconds later, she confirmed the instruction. “Labetalol hypertensive, three millilitres administered.”

      Vi glanced at her boss in the gallery and received an almost imperceptible nod before returning to the surgery. Although not required, his verbal acknowledgement was welcome.

      “You’ve got this.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            CHANG’E

          

        

      

    

    
      In 2038, a Chinese-led conglomerate of nations won the race to establish a permanent city on the Moon. The scientific research station was named after the thirty-year project to get there: Chang’e. According to Chinese legend, Chang’e was a beautiful woman who drank an elixir of immortality and flew to the Moon. Depending on the version of the story, Chang’e fled to escape a world scorched by ten suns, leaving her husband to live a mortal life. This was the version Kazumi Mashimoto believed, given the ironic similarities between the legend and the Earth after the war.

      Chang’e lay buried inside a high ridge near the rim of Shackleton Crater, six hundred kilometres from Serendipity, the city founded by the Northern Alliance. The Chinese, Russian and Indian scientists had argued for years about the best site. Eventually, the discovery of a network of lava tubes under the mountain settled the issue. Not only could they access the abundant supply of frozen water provided by the perpetual shadow of the rim, but the sun's power on the ridge provided an abundant energy source. All this while enjoying the natural protection of several meters of mineral-rich rock between the settlers and the harsh conditions above.

      And when filled with air, the acoustics of the lava tubes were spectacular.

      Kaz had never attended a European-style football match on Earth—the rising crescendo of noise as one of the teams came close to scoring, the chant of a thousand voices and the pandemonium when the ball hit the back of the net. Despite this being a junior league final, he felt like he was making up for lost time.

      If he’d realised just how much shouting was involved, he probably would not have taken the role of team manager and coach for the Tigers. Keizo had goaded him into it, and he had to admit the regular resistance training sessions were good for him. Of course, the resistance in question came from the nature of the sport. This was not football in the traditional sense—this was Magneto.

      Tube 6 was packed. Kaz guessed there were two or three thousand people in the bleachers and another thousand around the sides. Beyond the ring of lights, the curved grey walls were smooth—the perfect echo chamber.

      Kaz cupped his hands over his mouth. “Fall back, fall back!”

      He was rewarded for his efforts with a nod from Keizo, the captain and central defender of the team.

      It was ten minutes from full-time, and the Tigers held a narrow one-zero lead over the Bears. It was a peculiar thing, but sport remained the only area of life on the Moon that clung to the tribal norms of Earth. The Tigers were Japanese, and the Bears were Korean. The Bears were a head taller but less agile. The magnetic field pulling down on their metal soles tended to level the playing field. It also kept the iron-impregnated ball from flying into the crowd.

      The Bears were on the counterattack after the Tigers' frenzied but unsuccessful effort to seal the match. Kaz’s ears rang from the supporters’ screams. The ball looped from a well-timed corner pass, its trajectory improbably bent by the magnetic field, and the attackers rushed the Tiger’s penalty area to meet it.

      Kaz winced at the crunch of body armour and helmets as the teenagers threw their sinewy bodies at each other. Magneto was a physical sport. The flying ball was nodded out and down by one of Keizo’s defenders, but only as far as a Bear attacker on the edge of the area.

      The tall centre-forward skilfully controlled the bouncing ball, sidestepped Keizo and delivered a blistering kick, rocketing the ball into the top right corner of the net. Kaz covered his ears at the explosion of noise from the crowd.

      It was one-one with only a few minutes left in the game. The Tigers looked exhausted and demoralised, hanging their heads on a slow walk back to the centre. Kaz did not fancy their chances in extra time, so he called a time-out to the referee, and the teams jogged over to their respective bunkers.

      Heads together, Kaz spelled out his plan. “Look, I don’t want extra time. Do you?”

      He was met with shaking heads and a “Hell no.”

      “So we have to go for it now. Keep possession from the kick-off and drive forward. Keizo, bring the defenders up. You’ve got the speed and stamina, so get into their penalty area. They will defend like hell. It’s gonna get messy. We’ve got nothing to lose and everything to gain. What do you say, Tigers?”

      “Hoo-ra!”

      Kaz held his hand out, palm down, and the young team piled on with theirs.

      “Let the Tigers roar!” Kaz shouted.

      “Hoo-ra!”

      The huddle broke, and the players jogged back onto the pitch. Keizo turned and, running backwards, called out to him, “Right on, Dad!”

      Kaz peered into the crowd behind the bunker and found Mimi’s face in the first row of the stand. In return, she gave him a beaming smile, her eyes glistening, fist-pumping the air.

      Once in position, the referee blew his whistle, and the Tigers pounced, surging forward with the ball.

      Keizo received a pass from the right wing and used his speed to skip around two of their defenders. He was on the edge of their box when the foul was committed.

      In a desperate lunge, the defender he had just passed shoved Keizo from behind while another came at him from the side.

      There was a loud crunch as the slim figure of his son was sandwiched between them and crumpled to the ground.

      Kaz’s stomach dropped.

      Keizo!

      He didn’t wait for the whistle but bound full-tilt towards the huddle around Keizo’s body. Pushing through, he knelt beside the referee as he inspected his son’s unconscious form. A moment later, Keizo opened his eyes and sucked in a huge breath. Kaz clung to the hope that he was only winded by the collision.

      Keizo groaned and reached for his right leg. Kaz followed his son’s movement and saw the leg was bent at an odd angle below the knee.

      “Call an ambulance!” Kaz shouted at the ref. “Now!”
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        * * *

      

      Kaz and Mimi waited anxiously while the surgeons operated on Keizo’s leg. They’d explained the complexity of the fracture would require plates and screws. The news fed Kaz’s guilt over the incident.

      “It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have pushed them.”

      “Rubbish!” Mimi replied. She touched his shoulder gently as he stood in the empty waiting room. “Look, sit down. Drink something.” She walked to a machine, pressed a button and returned with a steaming cup of green tea.

      Kaz stopped his pacing and accepted the cup. “Thank you.”

      After a sip, he followed Mimi to one of the couches. He was still dressed in his sports kit and stared down at his pale, thin, hairless legs sticking out from his shorts as he sank into the low seat.

      Mimi grabbed his thigh, pulling him out of his reverie. “You know Keizo loves the sport. He would have run into that situation with or without you shouting.”

      Kaz gave her a weak smile. “No doubt. Mimi, they all seem so … fragile.”

      “Yes.” Mimi sighed. “It’s like children are made of glass. I see it at school—bandages or casts for broken bones and sprains. At recess, the corridors look like a scene from a disaster movie. It’s the Wasting Disease, right?”

      Over the years, he’d given Mimi a filtered view of the worst news from his role on the High Council. However, her work as Chang’e High School’s administrator meant she was at the receiving end of the policies he had been a party to making. The battle against the Wasting Disease was all-encompassing.

      “Yes, it is,” Kaz confirmed. “All this resistance training slows it down, but evidently, it’s not enough.”

      Mimi threw up her arms and hissed, “What the hell were the founders thinking? They must have seen this coming?”

      It was a familiar theme in their conversations on the topic. “Yeah. The early scientists lost one per cent of their bone density each month. They had to return to Earth to regain their strength.”

      Mimi was pacing now, her anger spilling over. “Precisely! I don’t know. Sometimes, this city seems so temporary.”

      Kaz brushed a hand through his stubble of hair. For some reason, an image of his late Uncle Benjiro came to mind. “I remember talking to my uncle about the Moon,” he said wistfully. “He was always sceptical of what he called our ‘technological arrogance’—how we believed technology would solve all our problems. He told me the idea of going to space was just another solution, like geo-engineering, to justify the continued use of fossil fuels. It’s okay if we screw up the planet; we can always live in space. Little attention was paid to the actual viability of long-term life on Mars or the Moon.”

      Mimi stared down at him and stifled a yawn. Kaz realised he was regurgitating an old story. Their son was in surgery, and he was blaming people who were long dead. What are you going to do about it, Kaz? A wave of drowsiness swept over him.

      “Sorry, it’s been a long day,” he said.

      “Yes, it has,” Mimi said wearily.

      Kaz glanced at the clock. It was 11:30 p.m. The simulation of Earth’s twenty-four-hour day to support the human body's circadian rhythms was one more reminder of how much they were still tied to Earth.

      “He should be out soon,” Kaz said with conviction, as if uttering the words would make it happen. He held out his hands, and she sat beside him. “Thank you.”

      Mimi smiled. “For what?”

      “For talking.  I miss our conversations over dinner about this stuff. I’ve been all caught up with my job lately.”

      She gave him a playful poke in the chest. “Yes, you have.”

      He gathered her into his arms and squeezed.
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        * * *

      

      They ended up sleeping in the waiting room. The doctor had stopped by to say the surgery had gone without a hitch but that Keizo would be sedated until morning.

      The fourteen-year-old was wide awake and spinning in a wheelchair when they arrived in his room. The broken leg, encased in a metallic cast, was thrust out in front, giving him the momentum to keep the spin going.

      “Mom! Dad!” Keizo yelled, halting the spin. He seemed about to jump out of the chair, too.

      “Stop!” Mimi warned and rushed forward.

      Keizo relaxed back and accepted her hug. She knelt beside the chair, allowing Kaz to come in and share the embrace.

      “You gave us quite the scare, Keizo,” Kaz said gently.

      “Yeah, sorry,” Keizo replied with a hangdog expression. It lasted a fraction of a second. “It was epic, though, right? Did we get the penalty? Did we win?”

      A commotion in the corridor stopped Kaz before he could reply. They turned towards the open double doors, and a second later, the entire Tigers team came barrelling into the room. In the lead was a young man carrying a silver trophy. He skidded to a halt in front of Keizo and presented it to him.

      “Hoo-ra!” he shouted.

      “Hoo-ra!” the team repeated as one.

      Keizo was ecstatic, and Mimi had to restrain him again from jumping up. “Not yet, tiger.”

      The team mauled Kaz, too, with backslaps, handshakes, and “Thanks, Coach!” Looking at Keizo, he found himself tearing up after all the emotions of the night before and wiped his eyes with the back of his hand.

      He caught Mimi’s eye, and she came over and hugged him. “Well done, Coach,” she whispered.

      Kaz heard Keizo’s high voice over the noise.

      “Now, this is worth breaking a leg for!”
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        * * *

      

      Kaz took the following day off to spend time with his family. Unsurprisingly, Keizo was asleep in his room mid-morning with no sign of awakening any time soon. This gave Mimi and Kaz time to make love before heading out to their favourite breakfast spot.

      Chang’e was designed in the shape of a wheel. The central hub was the Industrial Zone, where people worked, while the rim housed the one hundred fifty thousand residents. The spokes provided free transport and were lined with food markets, shops, and entertainment facilities. With a three-day working week, Lunarians required a lot of entertainment.

      A garden lay at alternate intersection points of a spoke to the wheel. There were twelve in total. These green spaces had different styles, but all were planted with real grass, trees, shrubs and flower beds. Photosynthesis was enabled by natural sunlight, mirrored, filtered and channelled from the surface. The mild levels of ultraviolet radiation also boosted Vitamin D production vital for the body’s immune system.

      Kaz’s status as a Guild Leader allowed them to live within a stone’s throw of Zuibaichi, based on the traditions of ancient Chinese gardens of the twelfth-century Song Dynasty. Strolling down a winding path between the pools of lotus blossoms, Kaz was reminded of his first visit to the real Zuibaichi gardens in Shanghai a decade before.

      Mimi was in front, skipping over the hexagonal stones with her customary bounce. At the peak of her upward motion, she reached up and ran her hands through the soft boughs of a weeping willow. The dappled morning sun splashed across her exposed legs and bottom as her lemon dress rode up on each descent. Kaz was mesmerised. Mimi glanced back and giggled.

      After a minute, the path ended in a wide, circular space covered in lush grass. A magnificent multi-level teahouse stood at the centre with a mosaic of open, red-framed windows and curved orange roofs. Many of the windows were filled with faces, and the buzz of conversation drifted through the still air.

      Mimi took a moment to smooth down her dress, and they skipped, hand in hand, towards the entrance.

      “Guild Leader Mashimoto! It is a pleasure to see you again,” said a tall Chinese man standing at the door. He was impeccably dressed in a blue gown with yellow accents.

      “Thank you,” Kaz replied with a nod. “We are a little late this morning. Do you have room for two more?”

      “Of course, of course,” the waiter gushed. “Please, this way, Guild Leader.”

      As heir and then CEO of the Mashimoto Corporation, Kaz had spent most of his adult life under the spotlight of public scrutiny. However, that life had been, to a great extent, conducted behind closed doors.

      There were no such barriers between his personal and public life here on the Moon. Without exception, everyone seated in the teahouse stopped and gazed as they walked through. Many smiled, nodded or greeted them. It was certainly a pleasant and courteous atmosphere, but still, the mantle of celebrity did not sit well on Kaz’s shoulders.

      Mimi was the star of the show. Smiling, waving and shaking hands. Kaz let her lead, doing his best to mop up those she missed with a “hello” and a smile.

      The waiter led them up a short flight of stairs to an empty table in a bright pool of sunlight. He moved to close one of the shutters, but Mimi held him back with a gentle hand.

      “That’s okay. I could do with some sun.”

      The waiter nodded. “As you wish, madam.”

      Kaz felt a buzz in his head, and a name and title popped up in the corner of his eye: Dr Boris Mikhailov, General Surgeon, Medico Guild.

      Kaz took a second to recall where he had heard the name before. Once he had it, he felt a jolt of dread.

      “Mimi,” he croaked. “I don’t know why, but Keizo’s surgeon is calling me.”

      Mimi nodded. “Take it.”

      Kaz accepted the call and headed for the exit. “Dr Mikhailov, can you give me a minute? I’m in a public place.”

      “Certainly,” came the curt response.

      Kaz found a shaded private spot to hold the conversation. “Please, go ahead.”

      “Guild Leader, I’m not sure if you are aware of this, but it is routine for us to do a full-body scan after a traumatic accident such as the one your son was involved in,” Mikhailov said in a thick Russian accent.

      “Ah, no. But carry on,” Kaz replied.

      “Your son has LANS, low-gravity neuro-ocular syndrome. Do you know of this condition?”

      Kaz’s brain was stuck in first gear, an adrenaline-fueled fear response coursing through his body. “I don’t know. Maybe⁠—”

      “We all have the condition to a certain degree. Living in altered gravity affects the shape and functioning of the human eye. The optic nerve swells and the back of the eye is flattened. For older people, it simply accelerates the natural deterioration of our eyesight over time. However, for young people or those involved in some form of head trauma, it can lead to complications such as folding of the retina. This is when we diagnose it as LANS.”

      Kaz raked a hand through his hair and stared into the trees. For the second time in twenty-four hours, Keizo was in grave danger. It felt like his heart was being ripped from his chest. His voice, when it came, was a whisper.

      “His retina is damaged?”

      “I’m afraid so, Guild Leader.”

      “So, he will need more surgery?”

      “It is a bit beyond that. To save his sight, we need to replace his eyes with bionics.”
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        * * *

      

      Kaz’s plan to restart regular family mealtimes started with a bang that night. They’d decided to tell Keizo straight away despite the fact he could probably live with LANS for a year before the surgery became necessary.

      The teenager’s response was predictably optimistic. “Cool. Bionic eyes. When can I get them? Playing VR will be ultra!”

      Kaz met Mimi’s gaze across the dining table.

      Mimi frowned and placed her hand on Keizo’s. “It’s not that simple. There will be complications. Your father knows people in Engine Guild who’ve had the operation.”

      Kaz thought carefully about his following words. He did not want to stress his son unduly, but the idea of the operation sent shivers down his spine. He knew the bionics were not like the old Stem implants. To resolve LANS, bionics had to replace the entire eye and optic nervous system, including a complex interface into the brain stem. The surgery had been perfected, but the adjustment period was lengthy and complex. He’d heard of cases involving psychological effects such as hallucinations. Some people never saw reality the same way again.

      Kaz fixed his son with a serious stare. “Keizo, you should know there will be a long recovery period. I wouldn’t rush into having the operation.”

      Keizo’s lip quivered as he read the worry on his father’s face. His earlier bravado evaporated. “I need the operation, right? This LANS thing sounds bad. I don’t want to go blind.”

      Kaz was heartbroken.

      He grasped Keizo’s hand as tears filled the boy’s eyes. “No, Keizo. I won’t let you go blind.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            SERENDIPITY

          

        

      

    

    
      The Frenzy was full tonight. Serendipity’s top fringe nightclub throbbed with the latest techno beats. Sophie was in the thick of it, surrounded by bodies, bumping and grinding. Her skin-tight suit kept her body cool as the temperature rose. The silken, frictionless surface of the material provided the ideal interface for sliding against the people moving up and down in low gravity.

      Her eyelids fluttered, cutting the scene around her into snapshots against her retina. Intermittently dark, then light, flashes of coloured suits: white, red, green, blue, and the colour of her Guild—orange. This was her purpose, the purpose of the Concord Guild, to bring them together, to bring harmony to the Lunarian colonies. Having a good time was a pleasant side effect.

      Sophie was not high, though. Well, maybe a little. She was connected. Her emotions, sensations and thoughts were shared with the people around her, or to be precise, a selected number of people around her.

      I’m not vibing this latest set, Paul whispered in her mind. Fancy a drink?

      Okay.

      A large shape broke from the melee of bodies and caught her in mid-air. She relaxed and allowed Paul to whisk her from the dance floor. With the occasional bump, he threaded them towards a darkened archway. She felt a cool rush of air as they passed through the arch, the barrier cutting the thumping music to a murmur.

      In contrast to the club, Frenzy’s Bar was a serene and surreal environment. The walls of the horseshoe-shaped room were floor-to-ceiling displays of Space. A lot of Space. Saturn, with its rings and moons, was the focal point tonight. The black glossy floor and sparkling ceiling accentuated the feeling of floating in the void. The central area was occupied by randomly placed tall tables surrounded by groups of Lunarians standing and talking. A small army of Quant waiters flitted between them, serving drinks and small platters of food.

      Sophie and Paul’s entrance drew the attention of several people in the room. She recognised a group of fellow Concordians and smiled as she acknowledged them. She felt the brush of their invitation in her mind but politely declined the connection. For the last year, she’d been encouraging the expanding network of young minds capable of using the Quantum Realm to maintain a level of privacy, to hold back, and to resist the temptation to share every thought and emotion.

      Paul must have sensed her withdrawal as he switched to old-school communication. “Come on.”

      He pulled her towards a spare table and waved at a waiter. The female Quant glided over. She was dressed in a sparkling silver dress like the others.

      “Mr Livingston, Guild Leader Reid, how may I be of service?” The Quant’s voice was like the dress, high and bubbly.

      “Mojito times two,” Paul ordered.

      “Coming right up,” the waiter said and disappeared.

      “Do you know the DJ?” Paul asked.

      “Nope.”

      “It’s a bit hard style for me.”

      Sophie grinned. “Showing your age?”

      Paul tutted at her. “Yeah. It’s all retro anyway.”

      The waiter returned and set two tall glasses on the table filled with mint leaves and a slice of lime on the rim. Paul offered the Quant his upturned wrist, and she touched it to confirm the transaction.

      Paul frowned. “Prices have gone up again. I’m sure cocktails were a credit-fifty last year. You’re on the High Council. Can’t you do something about it?”

      Sophie took a long pull on the straw. “Don’t look at me. If you want to complain, take it up with Serve. Inflation is their problem.”

      Paul considered her remark, pushed aside his straw and swallowed half the drink in one gulp. After a moment, he faced her and said, “Inflation? Didn’t we leave that behind on Earth?”

      She shrugged and grabbed the lime slice from her drink. “Laissez-faire,” she said.

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s what we have up here. It’s French for ‘anything goes,’ but more accurately, it’s how we run our economy. The people who grew this lime get to set the price.”

      Paul shook his head. “But who controls that? On Earth, if we didn’t like the price of limes, we could buy them from someone else. Here, Sustain Guild has a monopoly.”

      Sophie was starting to slur her words. “Good point. Don’t forget, we do not have taxes. An increase in price means it must be taking more effort to grow.” She cupped his chin. ”Of course, if you don’t like the price, you could choose a different drink.” She concluded her speech by sticking the slice into her mouth and sucking it.

      Paul pointed at her drink and said, “Another?”

      “Why not?”
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        * * *

      

      The following morning, Sophie cleared her head by taking a gravbike ride. She pumped her legs, feeling the burn in her muscles and the corresponding dopamine release. The wheels hummed on the wide synthetic road, the tiny spikes on the rim digging into the grey matting.

      She was not alone. Hundreds of riders shared her route, hoping the resistance training would keep the Wasting Disease at bay.

      After five years, Sophie almost took the view for granted. Beyond the line of palm trees, the Dome-filtered sun sat a few degrees above the horizon, as it always did. Ninety degrees to the north, the Earth shone brightly. Dominating the sky for half of the lunar month, the blue and white ball was thirteen times the size of the Moon as seen from Earth.

      The road wound around the side of the concrete and glass buildings that made up the residential district of Serendipity. She approached an intersection. Most of the riders were peeling off to the right, a road that would lead them to the Central Business District. Sophie stayed left. She aimed to return to her residence and shower before heading into the office.

      She was almost home when her Stem interface pinged her. Guild Leader Kazumi Mashimoto floated before her. Feeling out of breath, she hit the brakes and steered the gravbike to the side of the road before accepting the call.

      “Kaz?”

      “Hi, Sophie. Hope I’ve caught you at a good time?”

      “Out riding, just getting my breath back,” she gasped. At moments like this, she appreciated the ease of telepathic communication.

      “I called you first, Sophie, but I will contact President Polson and the other Guild Leaders next. I want to get your read on this first,” Kaz said, his voice wavering.

      Sophie deliberately slowed her breathing. Her heart rate was still elevated, and Kaz’s tone was not helping. “What’s going on, Kaz?”

      “Our optics here at Chang’e have picked up two objects headed our way. Their trajectory indicates they are from Earth. Based on your quantum comms, we have been working on the assumption that the Scania destroyed all the spaceports.”

      Sophie’s mind raced as she scanned through her conversations with Nicky and the information her Readers had provided on similar points of contact.

      “Nothing has changed, Kaz,” she said. “As far as we know, human travel is restricted to commercial flights and shipping. This could be the Scania.”

      Sophie could hear Kaz’s exhale. “I have no doubt.”

      A terrifying thought gripped Sophie. “Kaz, are these objects spacecraft or missiles?”

      “Difficult to tell from this range. They are small. In profile, they are shaped like the hyperjet shuttles we used to ferry people to the space stations. If there are Quants onboard, the Scania have invented new rocket technology to carry that weight directly from the Earth’s surface to the Moon.”

      “Is that likely?” Sophie asked.

      “Your guess is as good as mine.”

      “How long until they get here?”

      “At their current velocity, which is considerable, by the way, the objects will reach us in⁠—”

      The line went quiet.

      Sophie panicked. “Kaz? You still there?”

      The silence stretched to five seconds before he replied, “Sorry, Sophie. We have received a radio message from the incoming ships. They have identified themselves as Scania.”

      “What did they say?”

      Kaz’s high-pitched laugh was short and loud. “‘We come in peace.’”
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      The idyllic town of Port Chalmers revealed itself, nestled between tree-covered hills and volcanic islands. Nicky stood in the middle of the ship, facing west, as the Aurora Australis rumbled through the calm, green waters of Otago Harbour. The winter sun was an hour short of setting behind the mountains, but it still had the power to warm his face.

      Nicky was stunned by the air quality. Looking down the harbour, he could even see the shapes of buildings in the town, some fifteen kilometres away. He could not recall a time when the air was so crystal clear. Certainly not in his three years living in Santiago.

      His father appeared beside him. “Spectaculaire, n'est-ce pas?” Francois whispered.

      “I think I’d given up on the idea that places like this still existed,” Nicky replied.

      Francois waved a hand over the view. “As Chris explained, New Zealand was spared the worst of the fallout from the war.”

      The engine’s rumble shifted down an octave as the ship rounded the northern point of the commercial harbour. The sun disappeared, throwing them into the cold shadow of the hills.

      Francois gasped at the cold nip, spun on his heel and headed for the door, calling over his shoulder, “Come on, no time to waste gazing at the view.”

      Nicky followed his father through the hatch and down a corridor toward the ship's bow. Then, stepping through another door and descending a flight of stairs, he brought them to the crew’s quarters.

      His mother was waiting for them outside his parents’ cabin. Two large suitcases propped open the door, and Nicky noticed more bags strewn about the interior.

      “If you two are quite ready, I wouldn’t mind getting off,” Amélie said in mock anger, hands on hips.

      “Très bien, mon amour,” Francois said. He dipped to kiss her cheek and grabbed one of the suitcases.

      “Are you packed?” Amélie asked Nicky.

      “Bien sûr,” Nicky replied. He stepped around his father and headed into his parents’ cabin. He counted five bags of various shapes and sizes. “Is this everything, maman?”

      A sniff made him turn. Francois had departed with the first case, and his mother stood in the doorway in tears. Without a word, he stepped forward and hugged her.

      “Yes,” she mumbled, “that is all we have left.”

      Over recent years, Nicky noticed a change in his mother’s ability to cope with stressful situations. Gone was the strong-willed freedom fighter, the negotiator and partner of Francois, who was himself a force to be reckoned with. Now, he held a fragile sixty-five-year-old woman who feared for the future, who feared for her life.

      Thinking back, it was entirely understandable. Francois had organised and led the Antarctica mission just weeks after they had fled the war in Argentina. Rather than accompany him, she had decided to stay and rebuild a life in the relative safety of Santiago.

      Then, the Scania attack happened, and Francois and Nicky were forced to stay on the frozen continent, initially without contact with the outside world. Once the Scania restored the Web, Francois called for reinforcements, and they’d stayed for another two years, desperately trying to save the Thermashield. Despite all their efforts, they had only succeeded in slowing the release of millions of tonnes of glacial ice into the Southern Ocean. Five years later, mean sea levels were up two meters, with devasting impacts on coastal and low-lying populations.

      And through all this, Amélie had endured. At first, she had been certain Francois and Nicky were dead. Then she feared for her own life, not from the bombs, for the Scania had spared Chile from their nuclear wrath, but from the raging fires, choking smoke, crop failures and food shortages that followed.

      When Francois and Nicky finally returned to Santiago, Amélie was not the same person. Three years later, the migration to New Zealand to start a new life was driven by the need to put the events of the past behind them. Amélie was not the only one traumatised by world events. They all were—every human on the planet.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      James Abernathy met them on the harbourside. Apart from a bushier beard, Nicky thought he had not changed at all since the last time he had seen him, standing on the jetty at Esperanza Base three years before. He doubted James would say the same thing about him. Nicky knew he had lost weight, and grey
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