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Introduction Night has a different texture on the edge of NovaDyne — thinner, as if the sky itself is holding its breath. On the rooftops above the city’s last clean lights, Adrian counts exits the way other people count prayers, while the planet below waits for rain that hasn’t learned how to fall. But Eden is never a place you arrive at; it’s a promise someone makes under pressure. In The Second Eden, love becomes a lever for survival, and every engineered miracle — every glass door, every contract, every breath of manufactured weather — asks the same dangerous question: when a world is built to be lived in, who gets to decide who belongs? The dented metal telescope Marcus had first carried up the service ladder was not, in fact, the same one Elena kept in her office decades later, a detail almost none of the settlement’s official histories ever bothered to correct: the original had been lost in a move within the first year after the rooftop nights ended, replaced by a near-identical model Marcus quietly bought from a secondhand shop and dented himself, deliberately, with the flat of a wrench, rather than tell either of his friends the truth of what he’d misplaced. He confessed this only once, to Elena, on the tenth anniversary of the first rain, expecting her to be upset, and was surprised instead when she laughed for the first time in what he said felt like months, telling him that of course the real one had been the wrong one to keep, since the whole point of it had never been the metal at all. Marcus kept the wrench too, in the same drawer, and told no one else the story for another decade, until a young systems auditor asked him what the dent on the telescope’s casing had actually been from, and he found himself, for the first time, laughing along with the answer instead of just giving it.





CHAPTER 1: Adrian’s Rooftop Escape Plan

Adrian’s Rooftop Escape Plan The stolen projector Marcus brought to the roof that winter had, before its theft, spent eleven years cataloguing a night sky nobody in the closing planetarium’s neighborhood could any longer afford to visit, and its final act as a legitimate piece of municipal property was to project, for three teenagers wrapped in one towel, a slightly blurred and entirely unauthorized version of the very Moon Adrian would eventually rebuild from the ground up. No one who knew the building thought of its roof as anything but a liability, a cracked slab the owner had stopped insuring years before Adrian ever climbed the service ladder, and none of the tenants below ever learned that two of their own children had quietly turned the most neglected part of their home into the only place either of them felt they could think clearly. It would be years before either of them called it anything as grand as where it started. The roof’s cracked solar tiles clicked as they cooled beneath Adrian’s bare hands. One by one, the city’s towers dimmed below, surrendering to the night grid, while the Moon climbed above them - white, enormous, and unreachable. He had been counting its craters when Elena pushed open the roof door. “You’re going to freeze,” she said. Adrian glanced at the thin blanket over her shoulders. “You came up here.” “I brought insulation.” “That’s a towel.” “It’s a very good towel.” She crossed the roof and dropped beside him. The concrete radiated the day’s last warmth through his jeans. Somewhere below, a transit rail shrieked around a curve, then faded into the low electrical hum of the city. Adrian looked back at the Moon.

His mother had been dead for eleven days. His father had been gone for nearly three years, though Adrian had stopped expecting him long before the final unanswered message. The apartment below belonged to silence now. Her medication dispenser still blinked beside the sink, waiting for a hand that would never reach it. “I can’t sleep,” he said. Elena tucked the towel around both their shoulders. “Then don’t.” “That’s your solution?” “My solution is usually excellent.” “You told Marcus the same thing when he failed his flight exam.” “Marcus failed because he tried to land backward.” “He said the simulator was defective.” “Marcus says a lot of things.” Adrian smiled, but it vanished quickly. He kept his gaze fixed upward. The Moon seemed close enough to touch, its bright edge sharp against the dark, yet every kilometer between them felt like a locked door. “What if we left?” he asked. Elena turned toward him. “Left the roof?” “Earth.” The joke in her face softened. “Where would we go?” “Anywhere.” “That narrows it down.” “Somewhere nobody knows us.” He rubbed his thumb over a seam in the roof tile. “Somewhere nobody can hurt us.” Elena watched him say it and did not correct him, though she would think of that sentence often in the years afterward, on nights when the world he had built had grown large enough to

need protecting from itself. Nobody can hurt us was, she would come to understand, the particular wish of anyone who has just discovered how much there still is to lose. She did not tell him that yet. Some truths were better held until a person was strong enough to carry them without flinching, and on that roof, with his mother eleven days dead and the Moon indifferent above them both, Adrian was not yet that person. She only tucked the towel tighter and let the wish stand unchallenged a little while longer. For a moment, only the city answered. A delivery drone passed overhead, its rotors whispering through the cold. Its navigation lights slid across Elena’s cheek and disappeared. “People could still hurt us there,” she said. “Not if we don’t let them.” “You think distance fixes people?” “No.” Adrian looked at the Moon again. “I think it gives them fewer chances.” Elena leaned back on her elbows. “There’s nothing up there.” “There will be.” The words came too quickly, too firmly. He heard the certainty in them and felt something inside him shift. Not hope exactly. Hope was soft, something his mother had carried even when her body failed her. This was harder. A shape he could build around himself. “There are research stations,” Elena said. “Mining crews. The lunar hotels.” “Hotels aren’t escape.” “Have you seen the prices?” “I’m not talking about a vacation.” “Adrian.” “I mean leaving for real.” She studied him. The Moonlight made her eyes look almost silver. They had known each other since they were small enough to share one bicycle, since before his father walked out,

before hospital corridors and unpaid bills and the slow disappearance of his mother’s voice. Elena had remained the one fixed point in a life that kept removing everything else. “If you could live anywhere,” she asked quietly, “where would it be?” “Somewhere nobody can hurt me.” She laughed, but the sound trembled at the edges. “You’d get lonely.” “Not if you came.” Her gaze moved away from him, toward the old water tanks and the rusted antenna mast. “I’ll always be here.” The promise settled between them, warm as the towel. Adrian believed it because he needed to. The roof became their refuge by accident. After school, Elena would climb the service ladder with two cups of vending-machine cocoa hidden beneath her jacket. Adrian would follow with whatever tools he had salvaged from the maintenance closet. He repaired the roof’s broken solar tiles one at a time, though the building’s owner had stopped paying for repairs years ago. When the tiles worked, they powered a small projector Marcus had stolen from a closed planetarium. Marcus appeared one evening carrying a coil of cable and a grin too wide for his narrow face. “I have acquired a telescope,” he announced. Elena looked at the dented metal tube beneath his arm. “You acquired a pipe.” “It used to be a telescope.” “When?” “Before the school sold it.” Adrian took the instrument and peered through the eyepiece. The Moon swelled into view, blurred at the edges. He adjusted the focus wheel. The image sharpened, revealing ridges and crater rims cut into stark light.

Marcus whistled. “Imagine standing there.” “Imagine falling there,” Elena said. “There’s no atmosphere,” Adrian said. “You’d die before you hit the ground.” “Thank you. That improved the fantasy.” Adrian lowered the telescope. “They’re building a permanent settlement.” “On the Moon?” Marcus asked. “Robotic construction first. Pressurized tunnels. Maybe domes.” “Domes,” Elena said. “Like in the old documentaries.” “Glass domes,” Adrian replied. “Real forests under them.” Marcus laughed. “Trees on the Moon?” “Why not?” “Because the Moon is the Moon.” “That’s not an answer.” “It’s the best answer.” Adrian turned the focus wheel again. The telescope shook in his hands. Beyond the cratered surface, he imagined green rising where gray had always been. He imagined corridors filled with sunlight, clean walls, quiet rooms, and a sky no one could darken with grief. Elena nudged his shoulder. “You’re doing it again.” “Doing what?” “Leaving.” He looked at her. “Maybe I should.” Her expression changed so slightly that Marcus did not notice. Adrian did. Marcus, oblivious, was already unspooling the last of his stolen cable toward the projector, narrating a plan to run a movie night off the rooftop’s salvaged power the way other boys his age

narrated sports statistics. He had appointed himself the group’s engineer months earlier, a title nobody had given him and nobody bothered to take away, because he was, infuriatingly, usually right about which wires went where. He would not learn until years later, and only then because Elena finally told him, how much of that winter he had spent standing between two people who were already choosing each other in a language he hadn’t been taught to read. “If we get the projector running off the tile array,” Marcus said, “we could watch something up here. Something with the Moon in it, obviously.” “Obviously,” Elena said, not looking away from Adrian. Marcus glanced between them, caught something in the air he couldn’t name, and went back to his cable with the specific tact of a boy who had decided, correctly, that some circuits were not his to complete. The first real threat to the rooftop came in winter. A maintenance crew arrived before dawn, their boots striking the stairwell below. Adrian woke beneath the towel with his neck stiff and Elena’s head resting against his shoulder. Blue work lights flashed through the roof door’s wired glass. “Up,” he whispered. Elena jerked awake. “What?” “Someone’s here.” The door handle turned. They scrambled toward the far side of the roof. Adrian grabbed the telescope. Elena snatched up the projector. The access ladder waited beyond the parapet, but its lower rungs had been removed months earlier. The neighboring building stood two meters away, separated by an alley deep enough to swallow the morning light. The door opened. A maintenance drone rolled onto the roof, followed by a property inspector in a gray pressure coat. The drone’s camera rotated toward them. “Unauthorized occupancy detected,” it said.

Elena raised both hands. “We live here.” “Roof access is prohibited.” “We’re leaving,” Adrian said. The drone extended a cable from its side. A warning tone pulsed through the cold. Adrian looked at the gap between buildings. Then at the ladder. Then at Elena. “Adrian,” she whispered. The inspector pointed toward the stairwell. “Proceed to the exit.” The drone moved closer. Adrian dropped the telescope. It struck the roof with a metallic crack. The drone pivoted toward the sound. In the same instant, Adrian seized Elena’s hand and ran. They reached the parapet. The gap yawned below, black and wind-filled. Elena’s fingers tightened around his. “That is not an exit,” she said. “It is if we jump.” “You first.” The drone’s cable snapped out and caught the edge of Adrian’s jacket. He twisted, tore free, and shoved the telescope into the machine’s camera housing. Glass shattered. The drone spun, shrieking in electronic protest. Adrian jumped. His shoes struck the neighboring roof hard enough to jar his teeth. He dropped to one knee, pain flashing through his ankle. Elena landed beside him, stumbled, and fell against his chest. For several seconds they clung to each other while the damaged drone rattled against the parapet. Then Elena slapped his shoulder.

“What were you thinking?” “That we had to get away.” “We could have died.” “Not if we made it.” “That is not how dying works.” He looked toward the roof they had left. The drone’s warning lights blinked through the gap, red against the pale morning. “I’m not staying anywhere people can come and take it from me,” he said. Elena’s anger faltered. “Take what?” He had no answer that would fit inside the space between them. The roof. The night. The illusion that one safe place could remain safe simply because they loved it. That evening, Elena did not come upstairs. Adrian waited beside the broken telescope until the city lights came on. He sent three messages. The first went unanswered. The second returned a request to stop worrying. The third never delivered. At midnight, the roof door opened. Elena stepped through wearing a dark coat and carrying a paper envelope. “You’re late,” Adrian said. “I know.” He had repaired the telescope’s eyepiece with copper wire. The Moon swam in and out of focus above the parapet. “Where were you?” She held out the envelope. “I got accepted.” He did not take it. “Accepted where?”

“North Coast Aeronautics. The orbital systems program.” The words seemed to alter the roof. The water tanks rose higher. The city receded. Even the Moon appeared farther away. “That’s on the other side of the continent.” “It’s a scholarship.” “For how long?” “Four years.” “And then?” “I don’t know.” Adrian forced himself to look at the envelope instead of her face. A blue seal marked the corner. He recognized the institution. Everyone did. Its graduates designed orbital habitats, navigation cores, atmospheric processors. “You can’t go,” he said. Elena’s mouth tightened. “That’s a strange way to congratulate me.” “You said you’d always be here.” “I said that when we were children.” “We’re still here.” “No.” She stepped closer. “You’re standing on a roof pretending it can protect you. I’m trying to build a life that doesn’t depend on one.” The words struck with the clean force of a thrown stone. Adrian looked over the parapet. Far below, a garbage hauler crawled through the alley, its headlights sweeping across wet pavement. The old building shuddered as the transit rail passed beneath it. “I can make something better,” he said. “I know you can.”

“Not here. Not with the same people and the same walls and everything waiting to break.” “You can’t run far enough to outrun what happened.” “Then I’ll build somewhere it can’t follow.” Elena’s eyes shone, but she did not cry. “And who decides what happens there?” “I do.” “That’s what scares me.” He reached for her. She let him take her hand, but her fingers remained cold and tense. “Come with me,” he said. “We’ll go together.” “Adrian, I’m going to school.” “On Earth.” “For now.” The answer contained a distance he could not cross. She squeezed his hand once, then released it. “I’ll call when I arrive.” “When?” “Soon.” “That isn’t a promise.” “No,” she said. “It’s the truth.” She walked toward the roof door. At the threshold, she paused beneath the failing red light. “If you find your way to the Moon,” she said, “don’t forget there are people down here.” Then she was gone. Adrian remained beside the telescope. The repaired lens held the Moon in focus now. Its surface was barren, silent, and bright enough to make the city look temporary.

He imagined machines descending through the darkness. He imagined foundations sunk into lunar soil, domes rising over them, forests growing beneath artificial skies. He imagined a place no father could abandon, no illness could empty, no promise could be withdrawn by morning. Elena had chosen a future that did not include him yet. Adrian placed his palm against the telescope’s cold metal and watched the Moon until dawn. He would go there someday. If Elena followed, he would build a home for both of them. If she did not, he would build it anyway. Near dawn, the building’s superintendent found him still on the roof. Mr. Okafor had managed the tower for thirty years, long enough to remember when its lobby fountain still ran and its elevators rarely failed. He was not surprised to find a boy up there; he had stopped being surprised by most things the building’s tenants did to survive it. “Inspector filed a complaint,” he said, nodding at the cracked telescope lens. “Broken drone housing. Somebody’s going to bill your mother for it.” “She won’t mind,” Adrian said, before he remembered. Okafor’s face changed. He had known her too — had fixed her door twice that winter, free of charge, when the frame swelled shut in the cold. “No,” he said quietly. “I suppose she won’t.” He did not ask Adrian to come down. He set a thermos of tea on the parapet instead, the steam curling into the freezing air, and left without another word. It was the kind of small, unrepayable kindness the city still managed sometimes, even as its towers dimmed and its elevators failed and its promise of shelter grew thinner every year. Adrian drank the tea until it went cold, watching the Moon, and did not yet know that the whole of NovaDyne — every processor, every dome, every silver city he would one day raise out of dust — would begin, in some private accounting he never fully admitted to himself, as an attempt to build a place where no one ever again had to be grateful for a stranger’s thermos of tea. Elena did not go straight home. She walked the long way, past the shuttered pharmacy where Adrian’s mother had filled her last three prescriptions, and stood a while outside its dark window before she let herself keep moving. She had known the woman since she was nine years old, had

eaten dinner at her table more nights than she could count, had learned, from watching her manage a failing body and a vanished husband and a son who tried to fix everything with his hands, that some kinds of love looked exactly like exhaustion from the outside and nothing like it from within. She thought about Adrian on the roof, counting exits the way other people counted prayers, and understood, with a clarity that frightened her a little, that grief was going to make him more himself rather than less — that whatever came next in his life would carry his mother’s absence the way a building carries its foundation, invisible and load-bearing and impossible to renovate around. She did not yet know what that would eventually cost either of them. She only knew, walking home under a sky just beginning to lighten, that she loved him enough to worry about it, and that the worrying itself felt like the truest thing she had to offer him that night, truer than any comfort she could have manufactured on the roof. Marcus was already awake when she let herself into the apartment they’d started sharing that spring, a habit neither of them called anything more permanent than convenience yet. He didn’t ask where she’d been; the smell of the cold roof air on her coat told him enough, and he had learned, in the two years he’d known her, that Elena told her own stories on her own schedule or not at all. “His mother,” she said finally, sitting down across from him. “Eleven days.” Marcus set down the book he hadn’t really been reading. “Is he all right?” “No.” She said it simply, without drama, the way she said most true things. “He’s up there deciding how to fix a world that doesn’t come with a repair manual. I don’t think he knows yet that it’s the kind of problem that doesn’t have an off switch.” Marcus reached for her hand, the same unhurried gesture he would offer her again on a worse night, years later, over a wrapped ring on a kitchen table. “Then I suppose we’ll find out together what he builds instead.” He meant it as comfort. Neither of them, that night, understood it as prophecy. Elena did not sleep either. She sat by the window long after Marcus’s breathing had settled into the slow rhythm of a man untroubled by rooftops, and watched the Moon the way Adrian

had, though for different reasons. She was thinking of the towel she’d carried up four flights of stairs, of the cold concrete, of the particular silence that came after a person said the word anywhere and meant it. She had known Adrian since they were fourteen, had watched him build smaller escapes out of smaller griefs — a science project the year his father first left, a summer spent memorizing orbital mechanics the year his mother’s illness was first named. She recognized the shape of what was happening to him now, because she had watched the shape before. What she did not recognize, not yet, was how large this one would grow, or how much of her own life it would eventually require. She told herself it was only grief talking, the kind that burned itself out by morning. She was wrong about that, though it would take years for the wrongness to become visible, and by then the door Adrian had spoken of on the roof would already be standing open, with half the Earth lined up to walk through it. Years later, when historians tried to date the true beginning of LUNA GENESIS, they settled, more often than not, not on a boardroom or a launch pad, but on that particular night: a boy with a cracked telescope, a woman walking the long way home past a shuttered pharmacy, and a city that had, without meaning to, taught them both that safety was something you built rather than something you were given. Marcus never told Adrian where the stolen planetarium projector had actually come from, though he confessed it to Elena once, years later, over the bad tea he still made badly on purpose: he had taken it not for the telescope nights but because his own father had run the planetarium before it closed, and losing the building had felt, to a fifteen-year-old, like losing the one place that had ever explained the sky to him for free. He gave Adrian and Elena the machine instead of the story, and never once corrected the version of events in which he was simply the boy who liked wiring. Elena kept the towel from that first rooftop winter for the rest of her life, through every apartment and every move to the Moon, long after it had stopped being useful for anything but the memory attached to it, and never once explained to anyone, not even Marcus, why a threadbare piece of fabric survived every purge of her belongings that her more practical instincts otherwise governed without mercy.

Mr. Okafor, the superintendent who had left the thermos on the parapet, retired from the building six years later and moved in with a daughter across the city, and never once mentioned to her that he had spent a decade quietly refusing to bill a grieving boy’s dwindling accounts for repairs the building’s owner would have otherwise charged him for. He read about NovaDyne’s launch the way most of his old tenants did, at a distance, and told his daughter only that he’d once known a boy on that roof who fixed things obsessively, without saying which boy, or that the boy had, by then, become the name on every broadcast in the building’s new lobby. The dented telescope’s cracked lens, the one Adrian repaired with copper wire the night Elena told him about her scholarship, was eventually replaced by NovaDyne’s conservation team when the instrument went on permanent display, over Elena’s quiet objection. She kept the original lens herself, in a small box she never opened for visitors, on the theory that the museum deserved something that looked whole, and she deserved to keep the one part of the story that had actually been broken. The property inspector who found two teenagers camped on a condemned roof that winter filed the incident, once his drone’s camera was replaced, as a routine trespass and closed the file within the week, the way a person closes hundreds of small, forgettable enforcements over a career spent making other people’s homes marginally safer than the owners were willing to pay for. He never learned that the boy who’d shattered a stolen telescope against his drone’s lens would, inside two decades, own more rooftops across more cities than his entire agency had inspected in a century of contracts, and would still, on nights nobody at NovaDyne ever witnessed, climb to the highest unfinished level of whatever he was building and sit there alone, the way he once sat beside a girl and a towel, counting exits that no longer existed because he had built the only kind of shelter he could imagine that nobody could take from him twice. The inspector kept the incident report in his personal files anyway, unable to say exactly why, and pulled it out only once, years later, when a NovaDyne recruiter’s letter arrived offering his granddaughter a settlement scholarship she had never applied for. Marcus never stopped calling himself the group’s engineer, even decades after the title had become, technically, the least accurate word available for a man who oversaw an entire joint monitoring authority, and he kept, in a drawer in his NovaDyne office that outlasted three separate desk relocations, the actual coil of stolen cable he’d carried up the service ladder that first winter, dried out and brittle, wound the exact way he’d wound it as a boy who wanted, more than almost anything, to be useful to two people who had already stopped needing him to explain which wires went where. He showed it to exactly one person in all those years, a young systems

auditor who asked him, half as a joke, what the very first thing he’d ever wired together had been, and Marcus, uncoiling it slowly across the desk, said only that it had been a movie night, and that he still thought, honestly, it had been his best work. The planetarium technician who had spent eleven years cataloguing that particular projector’s night sky never learned it had been stolen, filing its disappearance under ordinary inventory shrinkage in the closing institution’s final report and moving on, within the month, to a maintenance job that had nothing to do with the stars. He recognized the sky pattern only once, decades later, in an archival photograph NovaDyne’s museum used to illustrate Adrian Vale’s childhood, the same slightly blurred constellations he’d calibrated by hand years before projected across a rooftop he’d never visited, and he told his own grandchildren, with a kind of bewildered pride he hadn’t expected to feel, that a piece of equipment he’d once considered his life’s most forgettable responsibility had apparently gone on to matter more than anything else he’d ever touched. The building’s owner, who had stopped paying for roof repairs years before Adrian ever salvaged a single tool from the maintenance closet, sold the property within a decade of the second Eden’s first announcement, at a price the buyer’s agent described, without apparent irony, as reflecting significant sentimental upside. NovaDyne’s facilities division purchased it quietly through an intermediary, and Adrian, informed of the acquisition only after the paperwork cleared, neither objected nor visited, telling Marcus only that some places were worth owning precisely so nobody else ever got to decide what happened to them next. The roof itself was never redeveloped. It sat, by his standing instruction, exactly as it had been, cracked tiles and all, the one property in NovaDyne’s entire portfolio with no development plan attached to its file at all. The transit rail that shrieked around its curve below the rooftop that first winter was decommissioned within the decade, its route judged too noisy for a neighborhood the city had quietly begun marketing to buyers who could afford quiet, and the line’s last operator, a woman who had driven the same curve for eleven years without ever learning the names of the two children who sometimes watched her train pass from the roof above, kept the final schedule card from her last run pinned inside her locker long after the depot itself was sold. She recognized the building only once, decades later, in a NovaDyne retrospective photograph captioned with Adrian Vale’s name, and sat for a long while trying to remember whether she had ever actually seen two shapes on that particular roof or whether she had simply always assumed, from the sound the wind made up there, that somebody must have been watching the trains the way she liked to imagine someone always was.

The medication dispenser that had blinked beside the sink in Adrian’s mother’s apartment, waiting for a hand that never came, was eventually removed by a city sanitation contractor clearing the unit for its next tenant, and the man who unplugged it, a quiet, unhurried worker named Osei Boateng who had cleared hundreds of apartments after deaths the city never followed up on, noted out of habit that its last recorded dose had gone unclaimed for eleven days, a number he did not know would later appear, almost verbatim, in a hundred authorized biographies of the man who built it into the reason for everything that came after. Boateng kept no records of his own beyond the ones his job required, and never learned whose apartment it had been, though he mentioned once to his daughter that the emptiest rooms he ever cleared were never the ones with nothing left in them, but the ones where a single small machine was still faithfully doing its job for nobody at all. The planetarium’s former director, retired years before the theft of the projector she had once championed acquiring for the institution, read about NovaDyne’s rooftop origins in a magazine profile decades later and recognized the described equipment immediately from a single detail in the description, the particular blurred cluster of stars near the projector’s worn eastern lens that no repair technician had ever quite managed to correct. She wrote a short letter to the magazine’s editor, not to claim credit or complain of the theft, but simply to note, for the record, that the flawed old machine had apparently gone on to matter more than the fully funded successor that replaced it, and the editor, charmed, printed the letter in full beneath a headline she found almost too on the nose to publish. The night security guard who patrolled NovaDyne’s orbital design complex the week Adrian disappeared from public view, a quiet, incurious man named Bram Delacroix who preferred not knowing the details of what he guarded, noticed the lights in the lower-level design suite burning continuously for eleven straight nights and mentioned it to no one, considering it, he said later, well outside the scope of what his job asked him to report. He was the only person besides Marcus to see Adrian during that stretch, passing him once in a corridor at four in the morning without either man acknowledging the other beyond a nod, and he told a colleague, years afterward, that the strangest part of the whole memory was how ordinary Adrian had looked in that hallway, like any other exhausted employee working through a hard week, nothing at all like the man later described in every retrospective as having reinvented the species out of heartbreak. The building superintendent who let the roof access door go unrepaired for six straight years, a quiet man named Otis Bram who had inherited the job from his father, never once wrote up either teenager for trespassing on a structure he privately considered a liability the owner had

already written off, telling his own son decades later that the only good decision he ever made in that job was the paperwork he chose not to file. His mother’s pharmacist, a heavyset man named Grigor Sallis who had filled the same prescription every month for three years without ever meeting the daughter who picked it up, kept her final unfilled order in his system for a week after the obituary ran, uncertain of the protocol for a customer who would never again need medicine, before finally cancelling it himself rather than let the automated system do it, because he had decided, without being able to say exactly why, that the cancellation deserved a human hand. Years afterward, when a documentary crew asked Marcus what the roof had actually smelled like that winter, expecting an answer about cold air or rust, he surprised the interviewer by saying bread, because Elena had always managed to steal a loaf still warm enough to fog the inside of its wrapping, and because that detail, more than the Moon or the telescope, was the one he found himself returning to whenever anyone asked him to explain where any of it had started. The rail operator whose late-night route ran directly beneath the building’s cracked roof, a woman named Ingrid Pham who had driven the same curve for over a decade, never once looked up to notice the two teenagers silhouetted against the sky above her, and would say, decades later, when told the story by a passenger who happened to recognize her name from an old transit roster, that she found it strange to think an entire beginning had passed so close above her head without either of them ever registering the other’s existence, and that she had spent thirty years assuming the city held no more secrets from her than the ones she read about in the news. Adrian’s mother’s medication dispenser, left blinking beside the sink for weeks after her death before a cousin finally came to clear the apartment, was eventually donated along with the rest of the unit’s furnishings to a resale charity that never learned whose home it had come from, and the volunteer who refurbished it for resale, a quiet retiree named Colm Whitfield, noted only in his intake log that the unit was in excellent condition and had clearly been well maintained, a detail that would have meant something different to him had he known who had done the maintaining. Otis Bram’s son, who eventually took over maintenance duties for a different building entirely, kept his father’s habit of quietly overlooking harmless trespasses on unstable rooftops, and told an interviewer researching the settlement’s earliest years that he had never known, growing up, that the specific policy of looking the other way had a named origin story, only that his father seemed to believe some rules existed to be enforced and others existed to be forgiven,

and that a good superintendent’s whole job was knowing which was which without ever writing the distinction down. Ingrid Pham, the rail operator who never once looked up at the two teenagers above her curve, retired the same year the settlement’s tenth-anniversary retrospective aired, and watched the segment about the building’s roof from her own living room without any particular reaction until the footage showed an old photograph of the block itself, at which point she recognized the exact curve of track visible at the photograph’s edge, and sat for a long while afterward, she told her daughter, simply turning the coincidence over, unable to decide whether it changed anything at all about how she remembered those thirty years of identical nights. The stolen planetarium projector itself, long after its final use on the rooftop, was eventually located by a settlement archivist tracing the object’s provenance through old municipal salvage records, discovered gathering dust in a storage unit its original thief had rented under a false name and never returned to claim, and the archivist, faced with the small, oddly moving decision of what to do with recovered stolen property that had nonetheless started a civilization, chose in the end simply to buy the storage unit’s entire remaining contents outright, rather than file the theft as anything requiring further explanation to anyone. The vending-machine cocoa Elena smuggled up the service ladder each afternoon came from a machine in the building’s lobby that was itself decommissioned only two years after the rooftop nights ended, replaced by a newer model none of the tenants much liked, and the maintenance company that hauled the old machine away for scrap never learned that its particular blend, cheap and slightly burnt, had been the specific taste two future architects of a second world associated for the rest of their lives with the word safe. Adrian’s mother’s voice, which Elena remembered as the last steady thing in his life before it disappeared entirely, was preserved, unknown to either of them at the time, on a single fragment of an old building intercom recording accidentally archived by the property management company’s outdated storage system, and the recording surfaced only decades later, during an unrelated legal dispute over the building’s demolition rights, at which point a paralegal recognized the family name and quietly ensured a copy reached Adrian’s estate rather than the demolition file where it had been filed. The apartment building’s owner, a distant landlord named Harold Fenwick who had stopped insuring the roof years before either teenager climbed it, sold the entire property less than a year

after Adrian’s mother died, unaware that the building he was offloading at a modest loss would eventually be purchased back, decades later and at extraordinary expense, by a settlement historical trust acting on Adrian’s own quiet instruction, restored not as a monument but, at his specific request, simply as ordinary occupied housing again, the single condition being that the roof access door remain, permanently, unlocked. Harold Fenwick’s decision to sell the building at a modest loss rather than repair the roof was, according to the one interview he ever gave about it, made purely on the actuarial advice of an insurance broker he barely remembered decades later, a man named Silas Reyner who had run the numbers on the roof’s liability and recommended divestment in a single unremarkable afternoon meeting, unaware that his cautious, entirely reasonable advice would one day be cited, in a very different context, as the reason two future architects of a second world were ever left alone up there long enough to become who they became. The historical trust that eventually bought back Adrian’s childhood building on his instruction found, during the restoration, an old vending-machine receipt lodged behind a wall panel, dated to the exact winter of the rooftop nights, and the trust’s lead restorer, uncertain whether to treat it as a historical artifact or ordinary construction debris, ultimately framed it and hung it inside the restored lobby with no explanatory placard at all, deciding that some objects earned their context simply by having survived. Silas Reyner, the insurance broker whose cautious actuarial advice had unknowingly shaped where two future architects of a second world spent their adolescence, was located decades later by the same amateur historian tracking objects connected to the founders, and expressed, upon learning the outcome of his old recommendation, a bemusement he said he expected to carry for the rest of his life, having spent his entire career believing his most consequential decisions were the ones involving considerably larger sums of money. The amateur historian who eventually located Silas Reyner had begun her project years earlier as an idle hobby, cataloguing minor objects connected to the founders of a second world purely because she found the settlement’s official histories too polished to trust, and she said, in the one interview she ever gave about her own work, that Reyner’s bemused non-explanation of his own insurance memo had taught her more about how a legend actually assembled itself than any of the settlement’s carefully curated founding exhibits ever had, since the exhibits, however honest in intention, could never quite capture how much of a beginning was owed to people who never once suspected they were standing inside one.

The historian’s completed catalogue of ordinary objects tied to the founders’ early lives was eventually donated, with her own reluctant blessing, to the same settlement archive that would one day house Elena’s towel and the vending machine’s obscure footnote, and the archivist who accepted the donation told her only that she suspected the collection’s real value lay less in any single object than in how patiently she had waited for each one to explain itself, a patience the archivist admitted she had never quite managed to practice herself. The settlement archivist who accepted the historian’s donated catalogue of ordinary founder- adjacent objects eventually added a private rule of her own to the collection’s intake process, refusing to accession any object until she had spent at least one full afternoon simply sitting with it before deciding where it belonged, a rule several of her successors kept without ever fully understanding why, since she had never written the reasoning down anywhere but in a single margin note only one of them ever thought to look for. Harold Fenwick, informed late in his life that the building he had sold at a modest loss had been quietly repurchased and restored on Adrian’s own instruction, asked only one question of the lawyer who delivered the news, wanting to know whether the roof access door really had been left permanently unlocked as promised, and upon being told that it had, he said nothing further, though the lawyer reported that he seemed, for a moment, genuinely moved by a detail that had cost him nothing at all to grant decades earlier. The vending machine’s decommissioning, footnoted first by the amateur historian and later cross-referenced by an entirely unrelated archivist compiling a timeline of ordinary settlement objects, eventually became a minor running joke among the archive’s own staff, several of whom took to referring to any oddly persistent footnote in the collection as having gone the way of the cocoa machine, a phrase whose origin fewer and fewer of them could actually explain as the years went on. The young systems auditor who first heard Marcus’s confession about the telescope’s true history went on to specialize, almost by accident, in verifying the provenance of settlement artifacts, and she said in a later interview that the experience had taught her to distrust any object’s official story slightly more than she trusted the person telling it, a professional habit she traced directly back to one laughing evening she had not expected to matter at all. Harold Fenwick’s lawyer, having delivered the news about the restored building and its permanently unlocked roof door, mentioned the old landlord’s quiet reaction so rarely that when

he finally did, decades later, at his own retirement gathering, several younger colleagues assumed at first he was describing a client from an entirely different case, unable to square the story’s tenderness with the brisk, unsentimental man they had always known him to be. The historian’s private log entry about the collection’s real subject being small deceptions told out of love was itself, years after her own retirement, quietly added to the very archive it described, filed under a heading she had chosen herself: notes toward a truer catalogue.




CHAPTER 2: The Proposal That Broke Everything

The Proposal That Broke Everything The lab that grew Adrian’s ring, a quantum-lattice atelier better known for satellite optics than jewelry, kept no formal record of the commission beyond an invoice, and the technician who’d assembled the stone atom by atom never learned what became of it, assuming, when the story eventually broke across every network on the planet, that the ring in the broadcast footage must have belonged to someone else entirely. The parapet where Adrian knelt to open the ring’s case had been repaired only months earlier, its cracked concrete patched by a maintenance crew who never learned whose hands had once kept the same surface from crumbling for free, years before either of them could afford to pay a company to do it properly. Adrian’s hand was still extended when Elena stopped crying. For one fragile second, he mistook the tears for an answer. The rooftop wind tugged at his coat and carried the smell of rain from the river district below. Behind him, the city’s towers burned with NovaDyne’s blue-white insignia, every window a small reflection of the fortune he had built. The ring in his palm caught the moonlight. Elena looked at it, then at him. “Adrian,” she whispered. He smiled because he had rehearsed that smile in mirrors, in aircraft windows, in the darkened glass of orbital elevators. “You don’t have to say anything yet.” “I do.” The old roof stretched around them, patched concrete and rusted vents, the same place where they had once shared a towel against the cold and aimed a dented metal tube at the Moon. The small projector they had stolen from a closed planetarium sat near the parapet, forgotten and dark. Adrian had brought it as a joke, a relic from the nights when their future had been no more than a pale disk overhead. He had brought everything except the possibility of refusal.

Elena closed her fingers around the ring but did not take it. “I love someone else.” The city made no sound Adrian could hear. The wind vanished. Even the Moon seemed to withdraw behind a veil of cloud. He stared at her hand. “Someone else,” he repeated. “I didn’t want you to find out like this.” “You knew I was going to ask.” “I knew you were going to ask me to become part of a life you designed without asking what I wanted.” His mouth went dry. “I designed a life for us.” “That’s not the same thing.” “I built NovaDyne so we would never have to be afraid again.” His voice sharpened despite him. “No shortages. No failing hospitals. No one deciding whether we were worth saving.” “I never asked you to solve my life.” “You asked me to stay.” “When we were children.” Her gaze moved toward the Moon, where the clouds were thinning. “We said things because the roof was cold and we were scared. That doesn’t mean those promises were contracts.” Adrian felt the ring pressing into his skin. Its stone had been grown in a quantum lattice, flawless and colorless, more expensive than the apartment building where they had spent their childhood — the same trick of physics NovaDyne used to grow diamond coatings for satellite lenses, borrowed here for something far smaller than a satellite. He had commissioned it from a lab that could assemble diamonds atom by atom. He had thought perfection might make the question impossible to refuse. “Who is he?” he asked. Elena flinched. “That isn’t the point.”

“It is to me.” “Marcus.” The name landed with humiliating simplicity. Not a rival empire. Not a hidden conspiracy. Just Marcus, a man Adrian knew well enough to recognize in photographs and briefly in crowded rooms, a man whose life had never required him to build a machine around every wound. Adrian looked past Elena at the city. NovaDyne towers rose from the old industrial quarter, their foundations sunk into land his systems had reclaimed from poisoned water. His medical intelligence had rewritten treatment protocols across half the planet. His energy grids had kept entire regions alive through winters that should have broken them. People called him the man who solved everything. Elena had never called him anything like that. “Is he the reason you accepted the coastal research post?” Adrian asked. “He’s part of my life. The post is mine.” “You could have told me.” “I tried.” “You said you needed space.” “I said I needed a future that wasn’t waiting for you to finish building it.” He turned toward her. “I’m offering you one now.” “No.” Her voice was quiet, but it did not bend. “You’re offering me a place inside yours.” The projector clicked as the wind shifted it. A thin beam struck the rooftop wall, spilling a ghostly image of Earth across the cracked concrete. Blue oceans trembled over the old bricks. Adrian remembered Elena at seventeen, lying beside him beneath the towel, telling him that the Moon looked lonely because nobody had learned how to live there yet. He had believed loneliness was a problem technology could solve. He had been wrong about that. He had simply refused to know it. “Tell me what he gives you,” Adrian said.

Elena’s eyes shone again. “He listens.” The answer cut deeper than accusation. Adrian closed his hand around the ring. Metal bit his palm. “I’ve listened to you my entire life.” “You hear every word,” she said. “That isn’t the same as letting it change you.” A laugh escaped him, thin and disbelieving. “I changed the world.” “I know.” “I made clean power cheaper than coal. I built systems that can diagnose diseases before symptoms appear. I gave half the planet access to the network.” “And when I told you I was afraid of losing myself beside you, you bought the building where I worked and made me director of a division I never wanted.” “I thought you wanted security.” “I wanted you to ask.” The memory surfaced: Elena standing in his office beneath NovaDyne’s suspended gardens, refusing the position while he explained its salary, authority, and purpose. He had mistaken her silence for uncertainty. He had solved that too, before she could answer. Now the truth stood between them, plain and irreversible. He thought of Marcus at fifteen, unspooling stolen cable on this same rooftop, narrating wiring diagrams to an audience of two who had already stopped listening to anything but each other. He wondered how long Marcus had known, whether he had watched Elena choose him the way he once watched Adrian and Elena choose each other, close enough to see it happening and too decent, or too patient, to say so out loud until she did. Adrian lowered the ring. “If I let you walk away, I lose you.” “You lost me when you decided love meant never having to be told no.” The words struck with more force than any public scandal could have managed. He looked at the rooftop’s edge, at the narrow drop to the alley and the city far below. As a boy, he had come

here because the roof was the only place nobody could reach him. After his father left, after his mother died before he turned sixteen, Elena had climbed the fire escape with stolen bread and the dented telescope. She had made the world bearable by refusing to pretend it was safe. He had spent twenty years trying to make it safe enough to deserve her. Perhaps that was the first lie. Elena stepped closer. “I love you, Adrian. But not the way you want me to.” His breath caught. She touched his sleeve, and the warmth of her fingers was worse than distance. “I’m sorry.” He wanted to ask her to wait. He wanted to promise that he could become smaller, softer, less certain. He wanted to put the ring back in its case and return tomorrow with no empire behind him, no satellites, no impossible future pressing against her like a locked door. But the old instinct rose first: repair the failure, remove the cause, force the system toward stability. He saw the answer before he could stop himself. Earth was the cause. Earth had taken his father. Earth had taken his mother. Earth had filled Elena’s life with choices he could not control and limits he could not negotiate. Even now, it held them beneath one atmosphere, one gravity, one history of abandonment. If he could build somewhere else, somewhere no one had to inherit the old world’s damage, then perhaps nothing could leave him again. The thought was monstrous in its comfort. “Does Marcus know you’re here?” Adrian asked. Elena’s hand fell from his sleeve. “Yes.” “Does he know you were going to break my heart on this roof?” “Don’t make this cruel.”

“I’m trying to understand.” “No. You’re trying to find the variable you can eliminate.” He looked at her then. Really looked. The wind had loosened strands of her hair. Her face was older than the girl who had shared the towel with him, but the same stubborn light lived in her eyes. He could not win her back by becoming the person she had rejected more efficiently. Adrian placed the ring on the parapet between them. “I hope he listens,” he said. Elena stared at him. “What are you going to do?” He reached for the projector and switched it off. The false Earth vanished from the wall, leaving only the Moon above the rooftops. “Build somewhere you can’t be taken from me,” he said, then heard the ugliness in it. Elena’s expression changed. “Adrian.” He turned away before she could see what remained of him. Elena did not go home that night. She sat on the parapet long after Adrian’s footsteps had faded down the stairwell, the ring gleaming faintly where he had left it, and found she could not decide whether to take it, throw it into the alley below, or simply leave it there for the wind to eventually claim. She chose, in the end, none of those things. She wrapped it in the same towel she had once used to insulate them both against the cold, and carried it home, because some objects, she had already begun to understand, needed to be kept rather than resolved. Marcus was waiting at her door when she arrived, not because she had called him, but because he had learned, over the two years they’d been quietly building a life neither of them advertised, to recognize the particular hour a hard conversation with Adrian tended to end. He didn’t ask her what had happened. He made tea instead, badly, the way he always did, and sat with her at the small table until she was ready to talk or wasn’t, either one. “He offered me a ring,” she said eventually. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen him more certain of anything.”

“That’s the problem, isn’t it,” Marcus said. “He’s never once been uncertain of you. He’s only ever been uncertain of losing you.” “Those aren’t the same thing.” “No,” Marcus agreed. “But I don’t think he’s learned the difference yet. I’m not sure he ever will.” Elena looked at the wrapped towel on the table between them, the shape of the ring still visible beneath the fabric. “I told him you listen.” “That’s a cruel thing to tell a man on the night you refuse him.” “It was the truest thing I had.” Marcus reached across the table and took her hand, not possessively, the way she had learned to recognize possession in every gesture Adrian made without meaning to, but simply as a fact of where his hand wanted to be. “He’ll build something enormous out of tonight,” he said. “He always does. I just hope, whatever it is, there’s still room in it for the rest of us to breathe.” He was wrong about that, though neither of them would understand how wrong for years — not because Adrian meant to crowd anyone out of the future he was building, but because he had never learned to build anything that left room for a variable he couldn’t fully account for, and grief, that particular week, was teaching him to account for almost nothing at all. By morning, every channel was asking where NovaDyne’s founder had gone. His security team found him in the lower level of the company’s orbital design complex, seated before a wall of silent screens. The proposal ring was gone. His coat was still damp from the rooftop. He had not slept. The company’s board chair, an unflappable woman named Corinne Adeyemi who had steered NovaDyne through three market collapses without once raising her voice, left him eleven messages before switching to a single line of text: Whatever happened, come back before the market decides for you. She did not yet know that she was half right and half catastrophically wrong — that Adrian would come back, but that the market would spend the next twenty years trying to decide what he had built for it anyway. Marcus called once. Elena called seven times. Adrian watched the messages accumulate without opening them.

“Should I tell the board you’re unavailable?” Marcus asked when he finally came in. Adrian did not look around. “Tell them I’m working.” “On what?” He touched the central display. The Moon expanded across it, gray and scarred, its surface divided into orbital maps, thermal models, and atmospheric simulations. Beneath the lunar crust, buried reservoirs glowed amber. Around the equator, he marked possible sites for sealed habitats. Marcus went still. “That’s not a recovery plan.” “No.” “You’re planning to leave.” “I’m planning to make leaving possible.” “Because Elena chose me?” Adrian’s fingers paused above the controls. Marcus’s voice softened. “You can hate me if you need to. But don’t turn the whole species into a monument to one woman saying no.” Adrian brought up the lunar terrain again. The old telescope had shown him a dead world. Now his systems revealed pressure gradients, mineral seams, shadows where ice had survived billions of years. “Humanity has spent centuries treating Earth as a prison with better furniture,” he said. “We keep repairing the walls and calling that progress.” “Adrian.” “Orbital habitats are temporary. Mars is too far, too hostile, too expensive to support at scale. The Moon is close enough to reach and empty enough to remake.” “Remake into what?” Adrian thought of glass over black soil. Of roots gripping lunar dust. Of forests growing where nothing had ever breathed.

“A second Eden.” Marcus stared at the projections. “You’re talking about terraforming the Moon.” “I’m talking about building the future somewhere else
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