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			Sweep snow over the future.

			Protect—Hide—Survive

			One ball rolled away, out of place. Grasping it, Ceph-Ryn longed for their young. The sphere tasted rich, metallic, packed with all the elements the littles would need. Soon.

			Releasing small suckers, they uncurled from the tip down, replacing the stray ball precisely, back in the circle. The nodule now carried their traces, rubbed from their flesh, embedded again and again as they turned and tended their precious cache. As they rippled their length, a puff of marine snow settled over this protected circle, hidden within the sheltering crater.

			Ceph-Ryn flowed away from the precious nodules. Awareness kindled from their center, which saw the entirety of their crater alongside the barricade of loose rubble they now climbed.

			Each arm made its own way. All brought the beak closer to their prey.

			The center hungered. The center saw pale exoskeletons flee into a stone crevice.

			Ceph-Ryn darted after the prey. Stretched thin and deep into the crevice, Ceph-Ryn curled around the fragile crustacean, not nearly so tough as their precious nodules. The lightest squeeze stopped the prey from wriggling. Keeping their touch constant, they let the confining stone surfaces guide their movement backwards to extract their catch. A sharp edge scraped unpleasantly and Ceph-Ryn angled both the captured crustacean and their own suckers away, flattening their flesh further to avoid pain. It took only a moment longer to deliver their catch to the central maw.

			The center was distracted. A long, triangular plume of dust pointed to a scraping entity that was not prey. Nor was it any creature known to the center or to any arm.

			Like the crustacean, the new entity carried a hard shell above scuttling arms. Rather than pale and partially translucent, the boxy intruder looked metallic, like nodules wiped clean of snow. Its wide flat beak scraped the seafloor, clearing away life in a moment that had taken centuries to grow, adding a future harm from the plume of dust that trailed behind.

			Ceph-Ryn pulled from their overmind the concepts of “robot” and “rover.” They became aware of their sleeping human self. Ryn’s overmind knew about thousands of square kilometers of seafloor scraped for polymetallic nodules in the middle of the last century. Dust plumes that decimated thousands of kilometers more of ocean floor. Cascading ecosystem failures that stretched from mangrove forests to calving glaciers. But not now. This was only a dream. This could not be happening now.

		


		
			

			T MINUS 5

			RYN RUSHED THROUGH the breakfast line in the eighteenth-floor cafeteria. The only options left were pancakes and cereal. Ryn scowled up at the muscular cook in his immaculate white Academy apron before heading on to the coffee station. The seams on Ryn’s Academy jacket grated against their wrists and underarms today while still constricting their shoulders. The echoey dining area smelled of grease and too many bodies.

			Running late left Ryn off their game. Upon waking, they’d felt compelled to sketch the seafloor rover from their dream. They’d tried to rush through their morning routine, to get to breakfast on time, and reset from there. They were not on time, and a corner of their notebook poked into their ribs, nearly escaping their overstuffed messenger bag.

			At least they had the rover design down on paper, a concrete reassurance after the nebulous dream. Not that it would be relevant where they were going, but breakthroughs had come to them from unexpected sources. Scraping Earth’s seafloor for polymetallic nodules had been a losing proposition even before revamped batteries and full circle recycling technology made harvesting rare earth minerals unnecessary. But Ryn had thoughts on the scuttling mechanical arms versus the sensitive and flexible organic ones. The concept of a rover that could sense what it touched and collect materials needed for further construction could be applied to the wave generators that floated on the ocean’s surface surrounding the Academy. The water-tight high-efficiency batteries within those generators were based on Ryn’s robust battery designs for the Mars Colony, where every trace element needed to be reclaimed for reuse. Many years’ worth of Ryn’s battery and other designs intended for Mars were implemented above, in the top eighteen floors of the Academy, floors that Ryn had never seen. Not yet, but soon.

			“Did you forget to set an alarm, Ryn-Ryn?” Kavin called from a table behind the coffee station.

			Coffee! Ryn needed their morning caffeine to function. Hyperdense vertical-grow coffee plants filled the sixteenth-floor farm level. That was one building tour Ryn had made sure not to miss. Now they pictured their favorite peaberry plants as they filled their geothermos, took a long sip, and topped it up again.

			“Think you’re too good to test with the rest of us?” someone beside Kavin asked. Ryn couldn’t see the new speaker clearly, as that table and the coffee station were on the east side of the cafeteria. The snobbiest clique always claimed what they called the aquarium window, a demo for the aquaculture ecosystem in miniature—floaters, cleaners, and three sizes of swimmers all framed by two giant kelp columns.

			Sun shone brightly through those windows today. The cafeteria was the only room on the eighteenth floor with views of both land and sea. Ryn scoffed at the elitists’ obstructed view. A dozen other tables looked down the cliff or out to sea where generator-buoys harvested wave energy and secured nets for Academy aquaculture experiments. There were no other buildings in sight.

			Half choking on another sip of coffee as they grabbed a muffin, Ryn noticed the cafeteria had fallen into a temporary hush, despite being unusually crowded. At least twenty rivals had overheard Ryn’s labmates’ jeering. Always awkward and anxious, skinny and androgynous, Ryn knew they were an easy target. Perpetually the youngest, they looked barely older at twenty-four than when they were recruited at fourteen—with the last ever batch of Academy students.

			Gauging their best response as they stifled an upsetting realization, Ryn replied, “Guess I had more important work on my mind than . . . what is it you do exactly?”

			Kavin made a rude gesture, perfectly silhouetted by the bright aquarium window, but didn’t say more.

			Ryn’s usual table, by the center window, was already full. They stalled, thrown by this break from the norm. Of course everyone had shown up early for breakfast, because today was the physical tryout for the last ever colonist rocket—Ryn had just realized the date.

			Usually, sticking to their schedule, focusing on one goal at a time, kept them productive. They checked notes, lists, and calendars daily for upcoming deadlines or high-priority tasks. Somehow, this once-in-a-lifetime event had slipped past their system. Then the inexplicable dream had left them late and distracted.

			There couldn’t be a worse time for this to happen. The few remaining Academy graduates, those who’d earned and held onto lab space for a full ten-year term, were to be offered positions in the Mars Colony today. Ryn saw it as the equivalent of earning tenure under the old university system, only better. What physicist wouldn’t give their all for a chance at space travel and a new life on Mars?

			The only caveat on the Mars deal: Academy scientists had to make it through the same obstacle course and fitness tests as other astro-colonists. And they only got one chance. Ryn breathed in. They narrowed their focus to the necessary morning tasks and adjustments they would need to pass this final test.

			Without a word, Ryn squeezed into a seat at a table far from any windows. This table was claimed by less prestigious members of the Academy, like material scientists and chemists. Ryn didn’t meet any eyes.

			“Careful!” someone griped, as Ryn’s tray jostled their tea. Ryn refused to even look up as the others made room without further fuss.

			Ryn’s mind spun with contingencies for the tests today. Although the details were shrouded in mystery, Ryn knew they should stretch to loosen their gnarly spine, but slowly, to avoid pinching a nerve. They regretted rushing through the briefest version of their physical therapy routine this morning, but they couldn’t worry about that now. Probably they should seek out extra water and something with protein, rather than just coffee and a muffin.

			It might even be advantageous that they’d temporarily forgotten the date. Their anxiety would have kept them awake all night otherwise. Or perhaps that subconscious knowledge explained their oddly realistic sea monster dream.

			While they enjoyed any dream where they weren’t stuck as a human, Ryn considered the monstrous parallels to not just seafloor scraping but a whole range of pollutants and climate impacts. Earth’s billionaires and chosen elite had left a trail of destruction years before preparing sixteen colonist launches, eleven presumed successful.

			Ryn suddenly registered the sickly-sweet taste of the muffin they were chewing. This wasn’t their usual fructose-sweetened bran cafeteria muffin.

			

			A childhood memory tickled deep in Ryn’s synapses. Ice cream on a hot day, a special treat at some political gathering after the flooding but before the fires that finally led to evictions from their family home. Gourmet vanilla ice cream dished out when no one considered a young child with citrus and other allergies had never tasted real vanilla before. As Ryn’s vision tunneled and went spotty, they weren’t sure how much of their flailing was memory and how much present day.

			They tried to gasp out a plea for their autoinjector, but their throat closed on the first “Ep.”

			Patting their shirt pocket, they fell into a darkening tunnel. Head and shoulder hit the cold floor. Their heart raced. Not enough air. This time, Ryn knew they were going to die.

			Then dark circles on a circular face swooped down like a great horned owl they’d seen as a kid in Vancouver. A distant voice said, “Ryn, this is Akira. I’m checking your pocket for an autoinjector. I’ve got it. I’m going to inject epinephrin into your thigh in 3 . . . 2 . . . 1. Has someone called the infirmary?”

			A trickle of air opened Ryn’s throat. Now they felt they could die from how hard their heart was pounding.

			“Just breathe. In . . . out. Help is coming.” As Akira rubbed the injection site, Ryn’s eyes swam with tears.

			Vanilla planifolia was rare and expensive now. The only remaining plants had to be artificially fertilized in gourmet greenhouses. There weren’t any in the tower farms. It was the last thing Ryn should need to worry about in the Academy cafeteria.

			Ryn had never been popular or well liked. But . . . someone here hated Ryn. Someone hated Ryn enough to buy expensive natural vanilla to sabotage Ryn’s only chance at space travel.

			And Ryn knew there was nothing they could do.

			~

			“Ryn,” Doctor Caelan’s distinctive voice carried across the sterile white infirmary room, “I’m sure you’re not trying to sneak away from my infirmary. I thought we were friends.”

			Sadly, this doctor with his peculiar Scottish brogue and carefully groomed stubble might be as close to a friend as Ryn had in the Academy. Or anywhere. Ryn had ended up here far too often over the years. But how could they explain that the antiseptic scents and the scratchy sheets they’d just thrown off were overwhelming? Ryn flailed their arms, unable to hold still for even one more moment. “Your evil minion hid my tablet. You can’t expect me to lie here for hours without distraction.”

			“You mean work.” With a tired head shake, Doctor Caelan added, “It’s harder to get Academy scientists to rest than even the Space Force elites or our Ocean Force guards. But I didn’t expect we could keep you much longer. In fact, I was bringing you supplies.”

			Belatedly, Ryn noticed the box the doctor carried. “We’re conducting a final inventory before Mars. I can’t give out medications to just anyone anymore.” The words slowed, as if something remained unsaid. Ryn thought of the bioidentical hormones Caelan needed to maintain his daily stubble and suddenly realized they weren’t only losing Mars and the Academy but access to their doctor and healthcare. Luckily, Ryn already had their implant to suppress hormone production, and didn’t need to add anything to their system. Doctor Caelan continued more firmly, “I packed up some MREs and allergen-free foods I know you like. Make sure you eat and stay hydrated. I know the next few days will be hard for you, but trust me, this could have turned out worse.”

			Ryn wondered what could be worse as they pulled on shoes, unwilling to deal with socks right now, and grabbed their messenger bag and tablet from the far corner. Other than going into anaphylactic shock on the mainland or without an autoinjector handy, this day was about as bad as it could get. Their brain scrambled to find much-needed words, but Ryn couldn’t order their thoughts. They forced out what words they could, “Thanks for the food and everything.”

			After following them to the door like a mother hen, Caelan passed Ryn the box saying, “I’m sure you’ll make good use of this. And please, watch out for yourself going forward.”

			With those rather ominous words ringing through their head, Ryn made their way down one flight of stairs to level eighteen and trudged to the far side of the tower through empty halls. Ryn had a small private room. One advantage to having a spiky psychological profile with sensory sensitivities was not having to put up with a roommate even once since they came here.

			Locking the door behind them, in what was clearly not excessive caution, Ryn carefully emptied the box onto their bed. Beneath two pizza MREs—Ryn’s favorite—they found six autoinjectors, an unopened jar of ibuprofen, and three tubes of chocolate frosting. Ryn harbored fond memories of this frosting from adolescence, when it was their favorite quick fix for hypoglycemia. They hadn’t seen it for years, had assumed it was one of the many foods no longer available as production centers flooded and shipping costs ruined markets. Besides, the great green-energy tower project—known as the Academy, although academics filled only a few floors, was supposed to be self-sufficient—like the Mars Colony. They recycled potable water, upcycled plastic using engineered microbes, and refined the regenerative systems new colonists would need to thrive on a distant planet.

			Ryn remembered the doctor’s tone and mentions of final inventory and not giving out medication freely. Not to just anyone. That meant no more medicine for folks like Ryn who weren’t headed to Mars. For a moment, Ryn imagined themself as vacuum, incorporeal, nonexistent.

			A deep breath brought them back to the present, to the tiny room with Ryn’s comfy bed and the deep fuzzy blanket they wanted to curl into now.

			But they couldn’t settle. Their right hand rubbed their left forearm almost to the point of pinching, but Ryn tried not to pinch themself anymore.

			They tucked the contraband medications under the two MREs and then hid the box behind the laundry bag under their bed.

			Ryn’s mind clamored noisily with words they wished they’d said to Caelan. Then they realized how quiet their room was, how still the hallways had felt as Ryn rushed back to their safe space. With all the Academy’s physical scientists living and working along one circular hallway on the eighteenth floor, it was never silent. Foot traffic created background vibrations, voices became indistinct rumbles through closed doors. Now Ryn could hear only the hiss of ventilation and the ever-present buzz of electronics. In the moment, those sounds became unbearable. Ryn’s arms flew up, palms pressing out, as if to push the annoyance away. At least there was no one to see or accidently get hit in the face.

			Ryn felt themself regressing. Old behaviors resurfacing. Lately, Ryn had buried themself in work, or in their blanket, desperate to sleep and reluctant to rise, until they could dive down a research rabbit hole once more.

			

			Habits that had served well enough during their student years had edged into isolation and fear. But Ryn had justified it all as their path to Mars, to a small, self-contained community full of outstanding people where their scientific brilliance would be enough to guarantee inclusion.

			Now Ryn was cut off. Adrift. The tricks they’d used to survive the last few years refused to align in any configuration with the reality they now faced. But couldn’t face. Ryn didn’t know what to do next.

			They thought about the doctor’s admonition to watch out for themself going forward. While it made sense for medication to be inventoried when most of the Academy’s residents were busy on the mainland with the physical qualifiers, Ryn knew where cases of MRE’s were stored on this floor. Perhaps they had some lingering food insecurities from their stint in the resettlement camp, but Ryn kept careful track of all their food options. This might be their only opportunity to lay in an emergency food supply.

			Retracing their steps through the silent seaward hall brought Ryn to a general supply room between Lab 1 and Lab 4. The door was unlocked, as it had been whenever Ryn came for paper or an extra blanket. Now they pushed past a disused desk and zeroed in on the boxes at the back, covered with old military stamps. They found a case of twelve chicken stew MREs, their second favorite after pizza, and carrying it in both arms, headed out.

			This time, a lone figure leaned against the wall outside the supply room. It was a military man in a tight black tee shirt and the pixelated camouflage pants all but the Space Force military now wore. The key card at his belt confirmed his Ocean Force rank of Commander and his pronouns. He raised one dark eyebrow below messy dark hair and asked, “Hungry?”

			

			“Very.” Ryn practically growled. “Think you’re funny? Someone poisoned me today.”

			“Huh. I didn’t realize things were that bad up here.” Then the guy did a doubletake and said, “Seriously?”

			“I don’t find jokes about anaphylactic shock funny. And pointless questions are a waste of my valuable time.”

			“Is that so?” The guy half smiled as he stepped away from the wall and rolled back his shoulders. His tight black shirt pulled even tighter around his muscular chest, in a way that could be either flirtatious or threatening. “Let me make it up to you by grabbing a couple more boxes.”

			Ryn worried it was a setup of some kind, but the guy came back with two more boxes of MREs and said, “Name’s Jay. I just got assigned to guard this floor. How about you?”

			“Ryn. Lab 1. Evidently not going to Mars.”

			“Me neither. Better company here.”

			Ryn knew they weren’t anyone’s idea of good company, so they asked instead, “What are you guarding?”

			“You know, people, supplies.” Jay gave an exaggerated shrug that raised both boxes. “All I’ve been told is to make sure nothing leaves this floor. We’re not taking these off this floor, are we?”

			“Nope, right here.” They’d reached Ryn’s room and the key card on Ryn’s belt unlocked the door. “You can just set those on the bed.”

			The desk was covered with notes and a couple of battery prototypes, but nothing Ryn wasn’t allowed to take out of the labs. As exemplified by Jay’s orders, no one tended to care what Academy members did within this floor, or the couple above, which Ryn privately thought of as the fuzzy science floor and the useless studies floor.

			

			“Nice room,” Jay said as he set his boxes on the roughly made bed. “You got this all to yourself?”

			It wasn’t a huge room, about three meters on each side. Plus a closet and compact private bathroom. It was the nicest place Ryn had ever lived, and they’d fought hard to earn it. “I do valuable work after hours and need my space.”

			“Well, if you ever want company, let me know.” Jay raised a corner of his mouth suggestively. When Ryn didn’t react, he let himself out.

			Ryn was almost certain Jay had been flirting. But no one ever flirted at Ryn. Certainly no one like Jay. Everything about this day was wrong.

			After hiding the three new boxes under their bed, Ryn paced the length of the room twice before admitting they had to get out.

			~

			The trip to the infirmary had been a blur, waking up to confusing interactions with the doctor and then Jay. But Ryn remembered one thing clearly from before. Akira, an intimidating scientist most people tried to avoid, had whispered reassurances as Ryn was loaded onto the gurney. Something she’d said, about not being alone, about being around. Ryn hadn’t been sure if they’d heard her right, or what she’d meant, but Ryn had to know. They carefully locked the door to their room as they headed back past Lab 1, eerily quiet and empty behind interior windows, and then passed the once again closed storage room door.

			At first glance, Lab 4 was equally quiet and empty. Even the lowest tier of researchers had left for the last tryout today.

			

			The tryout Ryn was missing. Because they’d been sabotaged at breakfast.

			While they were stuck in the infirmary, they knew nearly all the Academy staff had left. Boats must have ferried everyone to Russian Gulch, a former keyhole port repurposed for Ocean Force training. It was notorious now, within the Academy at least, for the mysterious Mars colonist obstacle
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