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      This book is dedicated to the hope for the future, hope that we may never have to face the world in these novels - a climate change future that almost destroys everything. We must always have hope.
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            LAUNCH: 6.15.2282

          

        

      

    

    
      O Earth! dost thou too sorrow for the past

      Like man thy offspring? Do I hear thee mourn

      Thy childhood’s unreturning hours, thy springs

      Gone with their genial airs and melodies,

      The gentle generations of thy flowers,

      And thy majestic groves of olden time,

      Perished with all their dwellers?

      

      
        
        —“Earth,” by William Cullen Bryant,

        from Poems From a Distant Earth, by Chen Tien

      

      

      

      We’re going home.

      Rai sweated inside his suit, white-knuckling the arms of the retrofitted launch chair under his suit gloves. He watched the Zhenyi’s launch countdown clock.

      Sixty, fifty-nine, fifty-eight…

      Outside he was calm, but inside he vibrated like an erhu string, his stomach doing acrobatics in his chest. I’m not ready.

      Five teams of dropnauts had strapped themselves into their jumper ships, prepared for the ascent from Redemption on the lunar surface to Launchpad station.  Outside his porthole, the blue-green marble of Earth beckoned.

      Forty-five, forty-four…

      Rai cast a nervous glance at his three teammates. Hera was doing her preflight check, her back to him, sweat dripping down the umber skin of her neck from her short-cropped, curly black hair.

      Behind him on his right, Tien’s eyes were closed, and she was still as a golden statue. Zen.

      He turned to find Ghost looking at him from behind. His ex grinned, running his hand through his lanky, dirty blond hair, his green eyes twinkling. His skin was as white as Rai’s own, but with a dusting of freckles over the bridge of his nose.

      Rai managed a pale imitation of a smile back. -It’s totally safe.- Ghost’s voice pinged in his head, em to em.

      -Sure. Easy for you to say.- Ghost had never feared a thing in his life.

      Rai sighed. If he had to, he could take the small ship apart and put it back together with his bare hands, a skill learned under Sam’s supervision—the mech was as harsh a taskmaster as any human Rai had ever worked for. Still, he felt like puking. The speeches and adulation of the farewell celebration were over, and now his doubts circled like vultures. I’m not ready.

      Thirty-two, thirty-one…

      -You’ll be ok.- Hera’s determined voice this time. She turned to squeeze his knee, and then fired up the Zhenyi’s hydro-fuel engine. He flashed her a sheepish grin.

      A hundred meters away, the Bristol’s takeoff shook the landing pad. Rai watched it rise, carrying Dax, Jess, Ola, and Xiu Ying, the London team, toward the bright stars above. The jumper’s expelled water froze almost instantly, falling as snow over the snaking lava tube that held the city of Redemption. A lunar blizzard whipped by them and shimmered into nothing.

      Rai closed his eyes, remembering the night before. Jess, laughing and dancing with him at Heaven, the clear dome of the lunar sky sparkling above them, the heavy beat of the thromb club pulsing through his chest. Dancing like no one was watching.

      He rubbed his jaw. It still ached from the fist he’d taken to the face. Wild party. And a wilder night with Ayvin, the jack he’d picked up at the club.

      “Zhenyi, ready for liftoff in T-Minus ten seconds.” Sam’s voice, coming from Team Five’s ship, the Liánhuā, was cool and collected. Did the mech feel emotion, like the nausea that was boiling in Rai’s guts? His teammates were strong, smart, and prepared for anything. I can do this. Besides, it was too late to back out now.

      “Affirmative.” Hera shifted in her seat, her biframes stretching her paralyzed legs for her.

      “You’ll do okay, tiger.” Ghost elbowed him in the ribs.

      “Six, five, four…” Hera swiped the glossy white control deck, and the launch controls appeared, floating over the white surface.

      “Leave him alone.” Rai could hear the icy frown in Tien’s voice.

      He closed his eyes, willing his stomach to calm. Here we go. Nothing he could do about it now.

      “Three, two, one… hang on.” Hera fired the engines, and the craft lifted on a cloud of steam into the star-filled skies of Luna.

      Rai squeezed his armrests again as G-force pushed him hard back in his seat. He was committed now. Poppies, Chinese Houses, Fiddlenecks, Baby Blue Eyes, Yellow Pansies, Star Lilies… Reciting the flowers of the old San Francisco basin helped soothe his abraded nerves as the rumbling of the little craft rattled his bones.

      He opened his eyes to see Redemption receding below them. The great lava tube was striped with sparkling bands of solar receptors that let sunlight into the city below. Rail lines snaked out from Redemption to the transit center like roping vines—to the seed launcher at Copernicus Crater, to Renewal colony, and beyond.

      As the city shrank below them, his fear turned to sadness, a lump forming in his throat. He’d taken his home for granted, enthralled by the idea of joining humankind’s greatest adventure in a century. Now he might never see it again.

      The hydro rocket thrust them up out of Luna’s gravity well into naked space, toward the bright blue skies of the empty Earth above. Rai stared at it, that enigmatic ball in space which no one had visited in over a century. What secrets are you hiding?

      The roar cut off as quickly as it had begun, leaving the Zhenyi drifting upward in silence as they slipped out of Luna’s grasp.

      Hera’s hands flew across the deck, swapping the launch controls for navigation, and nudged them onto a new course following the Bristol toward the Launchpad.

      Rai let go, his breath coming out in a heavy sigh.

      “See? That wasn’t so bad.” Ghost unbuckled his seatbelt and stretched, yawning as if he didn’t have a care in the world.

      God, he’s beautiful. Pale as his namesake under his mop of dirty blond hair, the engineer’s thick arms were just a suggestion under the bulky suit, but Rai could still see them in his mind. Ghost’s well-toned muscles, the smell of his skin after—

      “You okay, buddy?” Ghost was staring at him, one dark eyebrow raised in concern.

      Rai bit his lip and looked away. “Just nervous. Wondering if we’ll ever make it back home.”

      “Hey, if things go well after the drop, maybe you and me could open the first Earthside bar since the Crash.” Ghost leaned over him from behind to stare at the Earth through the porthole, his cheek close to Rai’s.

      “That’s crazy.” But his spirits lifted. It was idiotic. And just the distraction he needed.

      Ghost sank back into his own seat. “Every outpost needs a good bar where the colonists can blow off a little steam, right?”

      Rai laughed in spite of himself, warming to the idea. “We could call it ‘The Frontier’.”

      “Or ‘The Wild Hookup’.”

      “Best beer this side of the planet.”

      “Only beer!”

      Rai snorted. Just like old times. He hadn’t forgiven Ghost, though. Not yet. He looked down at his gloved hands, emblazoned with the leaf-and-orb of Redemption’s space service.

      Things had ended badly between them—crash and burn bad. Still, they’d be too busy the next few weeks to think about anything but the drop. The survival of Redemption and the remnants of humanity depended on them.

      He could let it go. I have to. He’d managed the launch, after all. I can do this too.

      Ghost squeezed his shoulder and closed his eyes, touching his temple and bobbing his head to a song only he could hear.

      Rai turned away.

      You’re stronger than any of us. Hera had told him that the night before. Still, he didn’t feel strong.

      He looked out of the porthole again at the Earth—the same view they’d had from Heaven. And yet somehow, it looked different. More real.

      Poppies, Chinese Houses, Fiddlenecks, Baby Blue Eyes, Yellow Pansies, Star Lilies…

      He touched his hand to the porthole. Even through the glove, it was cold. We’re going home.

      Rai spun his seat around to face Ghost. “Feel like a game?”
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      The ending strains of Thus Spoke Zarathustra faded into the background as the Zhenyi settled into her new course. The ship would be on autopilot for two days as they hurtled toward the Launchpad.

      There was nothing more for Hera to do for a while.

      She pressed the releases on her biframe, pulling off the metal braces and tucking them into the webbing behind the seat.

      Up here in space, she was free—in zero-gee her useless legs weren’t a hindrance. Through the suit legs, she touched the scars where the medics had cut her open to replace her crushed bones with rods printed from gumdust—the pulverized moon dust they’d used to make her whole again.

      Luna would always be a part of her, no matter how far she roamed.

      Somewhere behind them, Tovey waited for her return. She could still feel the touch of their lips on hers.

      She shook her head, dispelling the memory. Don’t let yourself get lost in homesickness.

      She got up and squeezed past the chair and the gunmetal gray walls to her own seat, and settled in next to Rai. She snapped her seatbelt closed and peered out of her porthole. The red running lights of one of the other jumpers blinked in the distance.

      Rai had swiveled his seat around, and he and Ghost were playing chess on one side of the cramped five-seat craft. Behind Hera, Tien was staring out at the stars, her overhead light dimmed.

      Along with Tovey, her teammates were Hera’s family.

      She’d known Ghost all her life, and Rai and Tien for two years while they’d trained on Luna, learning how to operate the jumper’s modified flight systems, packing her brain with everything there was to know about the Earth. They’d spent six more intense months together in the full Earth gravity of the Launchpad, time which had sealed their bond.

      She’d met Tovey there too, but they weren’t a part of the mission. Pain gripped Hera’s heart. What if I never see you again?

      Hera needed a distraction. She released her seat and swung it around to face Tien, the only one of them raised by her birth parents. She wondered for the thousandth time what it would have been like to have actual parents instead of creche parents. “How’d it go with your parents, Ti?”

      “What?” Tien turned toward her, dark brown eyes glassy. They shimmered and Tien was back in the here-and-now, staring at her.

      Sometimes Hera still saw Tai in her features, the man Tien had been when they first met. “I’m sorry, didn’t realize you were busy—” Hera braced herself to get up. She could watch the view from the pilot’s chair.

      Tien flashed her a warm smile, brushing a long strand of black hair back behind her ear. “It’s okay. I was just reading poetry. What did you ask?”

      “Your parents. How’d it go?”

      Tien’s smile became a grin. “Better than I hoped. My father called me his daughter—for the first time. They told me they were proud of me and gave me their blessing to go.”

      Hera’s jaw dropped. “That’s amazing, Ti.” She squeezed Tien’s hand. “What are you reading?” Anyone I know?”

      “Probably not. Emily Dickinson. From the old United States.”

      “Read me a few lines.” Hera loved poetry, especially the lyrical Old Earth stuff Tien found.

      Tien’s lenses shimmered again. “Okay. How about this one?”

      Hera closed her eyes to listen.

      

      There is no Frigate like a Book

      To take us Lands away,

      Nor any Coursers like a Page

      Of prancing Poetry—

      This Traverse may the poorest take

      Without oppress of Toll—

      How frugal is the Chariot

      That bears a Human soul.

      

      Hera bit her lip. “What does it mean?”

      Tien bit her lip. “Hmm. That words have power. They can cross centuries to transport us to other worlds.” Tien smiled wanly. “That what we do now can still matter so much later.”

      “That’s beautiful.” Tien was a closet romantic, but the old words still confounded Hera sometimes.“What’s a frigate?”

      “A bird, or maybe a warship. It’s not really clear.” Tien frowned. “I can try to find out—“

      Hera grinned. “Let’s say a bird. Better than a warship—”

      The ship-to-ship radio blared to life with a loud burst of static. “This is Dax on the Bristol. We’ve taken a hit. I repeat—” More static. “—hit. there’s a lot of space junk—”

      Hera swiveled and pulled herself out of her seat and into the pilot’s chair with the ease of long practice.

      Sam’s voice came from the Liánhuā at the rear of the convoy. “Bristol, you there?”

      Nervous silence filled the Zhenyi. No response.

      Hera glanced back at her teammates. Rai was pale, sweat beading his forehead, the chess game forgotten. “Everyone buckle in.”

      The radio buzzed again. “…lost contact. Something hit us and spun us around. We’re ok.”

      Hera breathed a sigh of relief and hit the comm button. “What kind of something? The way’s supposed to be clear all the way to the Launchpad.” She activated the scanner. Five glowing red dots floated over her deck, one for each ship.

      “Don’t know. It was too fast—” Loud static cut him off again.

      “What’s happening?” Rai sounded panicked, his voice raspy.

      “Keep it together, Rai.” She couldn’t deal with his fear and this at the same time. Hera leaned forward, staring at the dots—each of the jumpers were still there, spread out in a lazy line. She sighed with relief. “Dax, you there?”

      “Yeah. We’re losing pressure…” Dax’s usually calm, suave voice broke. “Hissing hell, it cracked the hull—”

      An apocalyptic boom, then nothing.

      All the blood drained from Hera’s face, and her stomach twisted. Please let them be okay. Hera looked at the lights hovering above the deck again. The Bristol’s dot was gone.

      Sam’s voice crackled over the comm. “What happened? Zhenyi, can you see the Bristol?”

      Hera was racing to scan the space ahead of them. “Unexpected debris. I think—she’s gone, Sir.” Concentrate. She had to figure this out fast.

      Dax, Jess, Ola, and Xiu Ying… cracking hell. She bit her lip hard, tasting blood.

      Rai sobbed quietly behind her.

      “Must have been a space-junk collision somewhere since they scanned it last, scattering more debris.” Ghost sounded calm, but that was one of his tells. He was totally freaking out inside.

      “No shit, Sherlock.” Her eyes tracked the screen, looking for danger. She had no idea who in the whole pantheon of history Sherlock was, and right now she didn’t care.

      Something flared bright blue above the deck. “Hang on!” She fired one of the aft thrusters, and a gust of steam pushed them out of the way of a piece of debris. It slipped past the window, a white-encased leg. Hera fought not to hurl.

      “Oh crap. Wasn’t that—”

      “Shut up!” The Bristol was gone. Better not to know who it had belonged to. “Sam, we have visual on Jumper One’s debris. Advise course correction. Sending revised path.” Her hands flew across the deck. Hold it together, Hera.

      “Affirmative. One moment.”

      Hera watched the sensor field nervously. “Ghost, sealant ready?”

      “Yeah. Just a sec.” He rummaged around in the webbing along the wall of the craft.

      Something struck the metal skin of the jumper. Air hissed out as the temperature and air pressure dropped precipitously. “Ghost!”

      “On it!” He leapt out of his seat to find the pinhole puncture and applied a dab of sealant. It sucked into the hole and froze, holding tight. “Got it.”

      More blips on the sensor field. “Hold on!” Hera fired the thrusters again, and the ship threw her sideways. No belt! She flew up out of the pilot’s seat, slamming hard against the metal ceiling of the Zhenyi.

      Tovey, I love you… Searing pain was followed by darkness.
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      “Hera!” Ghost unbuckled his belt and leapt to grab the pilot. He pulled her down toward her chair gently.

      “Careful.” Tien floated next to him, checking Hera’s body through her white suit. “She might have broken something.” Together they maneuvered her into her seat and buckled her in. “Rai, take the controls. I’ll check her over.” Tien pulled out her medkit from her seat’s webbing.

      The ship was tumbling off-course, moving away from the others at a rapid pace.

      Rai was still buckled in. He was hyperventilating, looking back and forth from the controls to Hera. “It’s not… I’m not supposed to… I’m not ready—”

      Tien knelt in front of him, taking his face in her hands. “Rai, snap out of it, dammit! If you don’t get this jumper under control, we’re all dead!” Tien pointed at the pilot’s seat, moving out of his way.

      Rai swallowed hard and nodded. “Okay.” He unbuckled and slipped past them to settle into the pilot’s seat. He stared at the deck as if all his training had fled. “I’m just the backup—I never expected to have to actually fly this thing.”

      “Tien, take care of Hera. I’ve got this.”

      Tien met his eyes and nodded.

      “Zhenyi, everything okay over there?” Sam’s synthetic voice over the com was calm, reassuring.

      Rai’s teeth chattered. “I… I don’t know what to do.”

      Ghost squeezed past Tien and activated the comm. “Sam, this is Ghost. We’re okay. Hera sustained an injury when she rolled the ship to avoid a patch of space junk.” He let go of the comm button. “Rai, you’re going to be okay. Just take a deep breath, buddy.”

      Rai nodded. He closed his eyes, putting his hands on the cool deck. His breathing slowed.

      “Injury? How extensive is it?” Sam actually sounded concerned.

      “Unclear, sir. Tien’s checking her over now. She wasn’t buckled in.” Rai’s cheek was inches from his. Ghost took a deep breath. Keep it together, big guy.

      “Where’s Rai?”

      “He’s getting this bucket of bolts back on course.” Ghost squeezed Rai’s shoulder and thumbed off the comm. -You got this, pal.-

      -Thanks.- Rai leaned in to the jumper’s deck and went to work, monitoring the debris sensor, his hand flying through the navigational controls in the air like a master piano player.

      Being so close to Rai again set off all kinds of alarms in his head. They’d kept a certain distance between them the last two months. A healthy distance, for Rai.

      Ghost was toxic, and he knew it.

      Rai gently nudged the ship back into a straight trajectory with the attitude jets, reducing the Zhenyi’s spin and wobble. Bit by bit, he pulled her back to center, and then swung them around toward their destination.

      “You’re doing it, squirt.” Ghost winced. Tiger, buddy, pal, squirt. He was working overtime to put Rai back in the friend zone, in his head. He squeezed Rai’s shoulder and pulled away before his teammate could see how the close proximity rattled him.

      Ghost turned to find Tien crouching next to Hera, running a sensor over the pilot’s forehead. “How’s Hera?”

      “She’s okay, I think. Just a concussion.” Tien sounded calm too, a doctor’s voice, serious and reassuring. “She’ll have a nasty goose egg on her head when she wakes up.”

      Ghost laughed. “What the hell is a goose?”

      “Earth bird. Long neck, swam in ponds.”

      Rai’s voice had that know-it-all tone, and Ghost couldn’t help but mock him. “You’re such a geek. So it’s like a swan?”

      Rai didn’t seem to notice. “Kind of. They had enormous eggs. Like giant chickens.”

      Ghost shivered. The idea of eating something that came out of a bird’s ass squicked him out. Still, for all that he kidded Rai, Ghost was proud of him. “You did good. I knew you would.”

      Rai flicked the comm back on. “This is Rai on the Zhenyi. Back on track, sir.”

      There were cheers in the background. “Excellent work, Rai.” Sam sounded dejected, though, different from his usual mech self. Ghost frowned. Since when did Sam have feelings?

      “Sir?”

      “Yes, Rai?”

      “It’s not your fault. The debris maps must have been wrong, or there was a collision somewhere. Or—”

      “Thanks, Rai. But everything on this mission is my responsibility. And my fault if it goes wrong.” The comm link cut out.

      Rai looked up at Ghost, his eyebrow raised.

      “I know. Weird.” He picked a floating rook out of the air and set it back down on the magnetic chessboard.

      Four of their fellow dropnauts were gone, just like that. The sense of security, the boring normalcy of the trip was shattered.

      Ghost sighed. This spin just got real.
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      Sam sat back in his chair, running a diagnostic on his mental state. There was something corrosive in his programming, a sense of wrongness that gnawed at him. His diagnostic identified it as guilt.

      He shunted the feeling away again, but it was harder each time. When he got to the Launchpad, he’d have to ask Alpha for a tune-up.

      ...fileto > memcache…

      He’d never been in such sustained contact in such intimate and challenging situations with humans before. They’d finally gotten to him with their complicated emotions.

      ...access > communications module…

      He relayed the news of the Bristol’s destruction to Alpha, who would pass it on to the families of the dead.

      I should be the one to tell them.

      He retrieved the odd feeling again and spun it around, considering it as if it were a math problem, this strange new wrinkle in his programming.

      Guilt made no sense here. He had committed no wrong act. He and Alpha had worked together to chart the space junk left in Earth orbit by human activity before and during the Crash. He had acted correctly based on all the knowledge they had at hand.

      ...access > data: debris map…

      Nothing. But there was no way to track it all, not without a fleet of satellites—or to predict the changes that would occur, for instance, when a piece of the old Frontier Station collided with one of the old Cino-African Syndicate space mines.

      Too many variables.

      Besides, these young dropnauts had signed on knowing the risk.

      There was no good reason for him to feel this guilt. Then again, he was a mech. There was no good reason for him to have feelings at all.

      Sometimes he missed the simpler times before his forced uplift, when the only thing he’d felt was a satisfying jolt of recognition when he unearthed a rare type of moonstone, one that matched the specs for maximum profit. Damn you, Alpha, for making me like this.

      He still couldn’t feel in the physical sense. His fingers were touch-sensitive, to allow him to pick up objects without crushing them or knocking them aside, but his metallic “skin” had no human-like ability.

      It was these new emotional feelings that threatened to undo him. They wouldn’t stay cached, stubbornly resurfacing again and again.

      His mission felt doomed, and with it the remainder of humankind. The power core under the old Jīnsè Base was slowly eating its way into Luna’s heart, melting the wastewater that the old base had injected into the crust. The crisis growing more acute by the day. The reactor had been steadily working its way down for more than a hundred years, but now the quakes had begun. And they were getting worse.

      We waited too long.

      “You okay, sir?” Ying Yue’s voice pulled him back to the present.

      Sam opened his eyes to find all the Beijing team on the Liánhuā looking at him. “I will be. Are we past the debris field?”

      She nodded. “We have a clear path to the Launchpad.”

      ...fileto > memcache: return, the > bristol…

      He wanted to retain this moment in all its clarity. “Please send a message to the other teams. ‘We are heartbroken about the loss of Team One, but we must continue on.’ The Bristol would want that, I think.”

      “Yes, sir.” She put a hand on his metal knee. “It’s not your fault.”

      Sam wished he could feel her touch.

      Was he that transparent? His features shouldn’t have betrayed the cursed emotions he was feeling.

      The whole crew was staring at him now. They needed something from him. Inspiration. “We’re humanity’s last chance. But looking at all of you, I’m not afraid. I see hope, and Redemption.”

      Ying Yue held her fist to her heart over the Return Mission’s leaf-and-orb logo, in automatic salute. “Redemption.”

      Her teammates did, too.

      She searched his silver face a moment longer. He wondered what she was looking for. At last, she nodded and turned away.

      Humans are strange creatures. He closed his eyes, seeking comfort of his own.

      …define: redemption. > The act of redeeming something or someone. The name of the main human colony on Luna. Alternatively, the program for the return…

      Guilt surged in him again, and he squeezed the armrest so hard it cracked.

      Sam shut off his definition subroutine.

      No more distractions. No more errors.
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      The towns and cities we’ve traveled through are little more than broken ruins. Some buildings are intact, but most have collapsed—probably under the weight of the Great Winter snow.

      Many more burned to the ground after it melted. Most of the rest are solid brick, or hollow steel frames, and there are bones in many of them. Bones of people seated around a dining table, hands clasped. Bones of couples with their arms wrapped around each other on a rotted mattress.

      It makes me want to puke every time I see them. But if I don’t make a record of their passing, who will?

      They deserve better. Maybe someday, someone will come lay them to rest.

      I hope their end came quickly.

      There are just five of us now—Ally, Alex, Auggie, Mamma and me.  Dad told me once that there were seven hundred and fifty under Boundary Peak when the Collapse happened.

      What if it’s just us?

      
        
        —Aidan’s Journal: June 17th, 2282

      

      

      

      Aidan gave one last nod to the two skeletons on the dusty, collapsed couch, staring at a broken tridee screen. He added a pair of hatch marks to the list at the end of his paper journal and did a quick count. Over two hundred already. He sighed and slipped the journal in his pocket.

      Above the couple, an old, faded oil painting of a yellow bridge and a pyramid-shaped building hung crookedly on the cracked wall. Aiden reached over their bodies gingerly to straighten it out.

      Then he slipped out of the decrepit brick house, shutting off his solar flashlight to stare up at the early morning sky. It was clear today and cold—though the wispy cirrus clouds streaking the pink heavens suggested a coming storm. The day before, the temperatures had topped out at 113 degrees. Now he could see his breath.

      Ally should still be sleeping, though she’d be awake in time to see the sun rise.

      For decades their family had huddled underground, waiting out the Great Winter. They hadn’t seen the heavens until he was eight, when the first of the sky tree seeds began to fall.

      His father had taken his hand, and they’d knelt and prayed together, father and son under the starry sky. This is your inheritance. We’re the lucky few who get to be fruitful and re-populate the Earth. How his family would re-populate the Earth was never explained.

      His father was long gone. Aidan closed his eyes, pain seizing his gut.

      His younger brothers Alex and Auggie—the twins—had stayed behind to watch after their sick mother Astra, under the Mountain, and he and Ally were on this hopeless quest to save her.

      Aidan scratched the pale skin of his elbow absently as he passed house after empty house, broken windows gaping at him like empty eye sockets.

      He liked to get away from Ally for a few minutes, early in the morning, before they made breakfast, broke camp, and set off again. He had needs, after all, better attended to without his sister watching.

      Aidan liked to explore, too, and this neighborhood offered lots of options.

      The city was in better shape than some they’d passed through. Many of the homes were still standing, fronted by suggestions of lawns and low walls and garden beds, though time and age were dragging everything back down to Earth.

      The sky trees were smaller here than in the mountains. Younger, probably. They were ripping apart houses and pulling up pavement with their crooked roots. A new forest was slowly spreading across the continent.

      Aidan looked up to see one of them spinning down from the sky. It was a few blocks away, an old gray football, its feathery “wings” spinning to slow its descent like a helicopter in an old tridee. It drifted past him gracefully, a hundred feet or more above.

      Aidan watched it until it disappeared behind the ruins in the distance.

      Where did you come from? He touched the scratchy red bark of one of the younger trees, just a couple feet taller than him, staring up at it in wonder.

      He’d scoured the records under the Mountain. There was nothing about giant seeds that fell from the sky.

      He squinted at the bright sky. There must be someone up there. On the moon? In orbit around the Earth? Humans? Or aliens? Aidan imagined other civilizations on the planets of the solar system or circling faraway stars. Did you get it right, where we screwed everything up?

      Was there an alien boy just like him on one of them, staring up at Earth’s sun so far away, wondering the same thing? An Aidan with three eyes, green skin, and a pair of antennas?

      He laughed, the last of his discomfort slipping away.

      Aiden knelt to wash his hands at a little stream that burbled along the old roadway, slowly wearing down the pavement, remaking the Earth a few pieces of asphalt at a time.

      His talkie buzzed. He reached up to touch the talk button behind his ear.

      “Aidan, where are you?”

      Aidan sighed. “Just stretching my legs.”

      “Get back here soon. I want to get on the road.” Ally sounded impatient.

      Aidan grinned. His sister always sounded impatient.

      A rounded brick wall still stood about thirty feet away, across what had probably once been a lawn but was now an overgrown mess of weeds. Curious, he approached it to touch the brick and mortar. Who put you here? And when?

      The weather had nearly rusted away the double doors, leaving an irregular, gaping hole like a jagged mouth. Aidan kicked one of them open and stepped inside, stopping to stare in wonder.

      It was an old church. Sunlight streamed in from the southern window, a series of stained-glass panels lighting the room up in a golden dappled glow. Many of them were still intact. It was beautiful, and heartbreaking. Great Grandpa Astin, thundering in the small chapel at Boundary Peak at his shrinking flock, extolling them to breed like rabbits…

      Aidan pushed that memory away. Papa Astin, the bible thumper, had been smitten by the whole Sodom and Gomorrah parts of the Good Book, and the wickedness of that ancient land. Despite his great grandfather’s admonitions, Aidan had grown up with feelings that were wicked in the eyes of his church.

      Aidan wondered if the people here had felt the same.

      A robin leapt out of her nest on a small wooden shelf and flapped by his head, squawking her displeasure. Aidan ducked and watched her fly out the door. He grinned. At least you survived.

      He made his way down the aisle, his hand touching each of the old wooden pews. Their mother had told them about churches, things she had learned from her grandmother—places where people had gathered to sing and listen to the Good Word, which came from the Good Book. She still kept hers by her bedside.

      Aidan stepped up onto the creaky wooden platform at the back of the church. It held his weight—barely—groaning as he reached up to touch the wall.

      A large “t”—his mother called it a cross—hung there, faced with symbolic flames. Sticky dust covered it, making it look almost furry. He touched it, and it broke free from its moorings and crashed to the ground with a loud boom.

      Aidan leapt out of the way as it smashed into pieces.

      “There you are!”

      He spun around to find Ally at the doorway, Cimber at her feet. The mech dog sniffed the air and bounded off to check out something interesting.

      “Hey sis. I was just looking around—”

      Ally smirked. “Yeah, I know what you were doing. You don’t need to hide it.”

      Aidan flushed. “Yeah, well, I knew you’d crush the vibe.”

      Ally laughed. “I’d hope so.” She looked around and whistled. “This place is beautiful.”

      “Yeah. It reminds me of Papa Astin.” He knelt to pick up an old leather-bound book. That’s when he saw them. “Look!”

      There were bodies stuffed under each pew. Many had their arms wrapped around one another. They had died together, at least. He knelt to get a better look—a few had their hands together in prayer. “They were scared.”

      Ally knelt next to him, frowning. “I’m sure they were.” She looked around the cavernous space. “They came here for sanctuary, hoping God would protect them.”

      “I guess he didn’t.” It wasn’t the first time he’d seen it. But something about the serenity of this place and those empty gazes from tens—no, probably hundreds—of skeletons made him uneasy. “What do you think killed them?”

      Ally rubbed her neck. “Most of the buildings here are intact. They used smartgas in a lot of places on the West Coast—it sought out human life and snuffed it. The fucking chaffs thought they could take over things after the Last War ended.” She almost growled the name.

      Aidan touched a naked skull, and it fell off its skeleton to roll across the floor, lodging against one of the pews. Naked sockets staring up at him.

      He shivered. Sometimes he just wanted to go back home and lock himself underground, away from the open sky and all the terrible things in this empty world. He pulled out his notebook and made a quick calculation. Probably a hundred dead in this room.

      He dutifully added the hash marks, and closed his eyes to say a short prayer for the dead.

      Ally frowned. “You still doing that?”

      “Somebody should record the dead.”

      Ally shook her head but said nothing. When he was done, she pulled him away from the grisly sight to stare at the stained glass. “Look at the windows.” She put an arm around his shoulder, her body warm against his. “We have to remember that they made beautiful things too, back then. Even in the midst of the horror.”

      “I guess so.” It was beautiful, the rising sun shattered into a myriad of colors by the glass. “Do you think they were comforted by their faith?”

      She bit her lip. “I’d like to think so. Would you be?”

      “I don’t know.” What was it like? Those frantic, fearful last minutes as the gas smothered them. Aidan shuddered. “Can we go now?”

      “Yeah. Come on, let’s get some fresh air.”

      They left the old church together, stepping into the wild meadow outside.

      Aidan took a deep breath. He could still see the skull staring at him. “What’s this city called?”

      Ally pulled out one of the old plas maps she carried. “Sacramento. Capital of the state of California.”

      He nodded. “How far are we from Martinez Base?”

      “Three days. Two if we push it.”

      They’d been on the trek for a little over three weeks, sleeping in burned-out houses at night and walking by day. Aidan had never been in better shape. He whistled for Cimber, and the mech dog bounded out of the church behind them with a happy bark, a leg bone in her mouth.

      “Cimber! drop it!” Aidan sighed, whispering a prayer for the bone’s owner as the mech dog set it down with a growl. Were real dogs such a pain in the ass?

      Ally tugged at his shirt sleeve. “Come on. I want to get something to eat and get going. We don’t know how long Mamma has left.”

      Aidan nodded. He worried about her too. But in the long run, did it matter?

      They were all doomed—the last family under the Mountain. Their mother, three boys, and one girl. There was no one else to continue the human race here once they were gone.

      He glanced up at the sun as it rose in the east, its golden light filtering through the sky tree branches, unconcerned with human problems. Am I going to die alone?

      With a heavy sigh, he followed his sister through the trees, back to their temporary shelter.

      Cimber bounded along behind them in the new morning’s light.
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      Tien watched the glowing ring of the Launchpad draw slowly closer, the giant spinning station framed by the blue curve of the Earth below.

      The rest of the run had gone without mishap, save for a brief scare when the patch had leaked, causing an alarming hiss and lowering of pressure in the Zhenyi’s cabin.

      Behind her, the others chatted about the mission ahead, either having forgotten their lost companions, or filling the time so they didn’t have to think about them.

      Tien hung back. Always the outsider. Her teammates were all creche kids. They socialized with others—even strangers—more easily than she ever would. Yet they had accepted her transition without question.

      “Time to bring her in.” Hera slipped into the pilot’s chair, rubbing her bruised but thankfully unbroken arm.

      Tien swiveled to watch Hera work. The pilot was a wonder, having overcome a debilitating accident as a child and now the loss of four of their friends, still holding it all together.

      “Launchpad control, this is the Zhenyi.”

      “Zhenyi, roger. Good to have you back.” The woman’s voice cracked a little.

      Hera nudged the jumper, lining up with the station’s spin, the thrust pushing them all to the side. “Thanks. Is this Lorelei?”

      “Sure is. Hera?” Lorelei’s voice sounded raspy, like she’d been crying. “So sorry to hear about the Bristol. We’re all a mess here over it.”

      Hera’s hand tightened on the joystick, her knuckles white. “They knew the risks.”

      There was silence on the comm.

      “Lorelei?”

      “Sorry.” She cleared her throat. “We’ve got docking bay one waiting for you. Need guidance?”

      “No, I got this.” A little of Hera’s trademark bravado returned.

      “I’m sure you do. Roger and out.”

      Tien put a hand on Hera’s good shoulder. “It’s okay. We all feel it.”

      Hera’s muscles tightened. “Thanks. I need to concentrate. Buckle in.”

      Tien pulled away, hurt. “Sorry.” She looked at Ghost. He shrugged. -Give her space.-

      She nodded. -Think she’s okay?- She latched her belt and settled in for docking.

      -She’s Hera.-

      Tien laughed under her breath.

      She was terrible at these things. For all that they’d trained together for years, sometimes Tien felt that she didn’t know these people at all. Her mother would have known exactly what to say.

      She sighed softly, watching the spinning of the Earth against its velvety, starry backdrop.

      

      Her family had been enjoying a picnic on the Chinese side of Riverside Park.

      Tai had climbed up onto the bright red rail of the bridge. She perched on top, watching the clear water flow over the round pebbles below. It glistened and sparkled, murmuring its secrets to her.

      “Tai, get down from there!” Her mother’s strong arms pulled her down. “What did I tell you about climbing up on the bridge railing? You boys are always getting into trouble.”

      “Sorry, Mamma.” Tai started to cry. She hated making her mother angry.

      I’m not a boy. Why couldn’t they see that?

      The last time she’d said it, she’d been spanked and sent to her room. Now she kept it to herself.

      Chen Yun’s features softened. “I only scolded you because you scared me, Tai. You could have fallen into the river and been swept away before I could save you.”

      Tai looked down at the water coursing through the river channel next to them as her mother carried her back to the family. It didn’t look all that deep. Or fast.

      “Hey!”

      Tai looked up, wiping her tears away with the back of her hand.

      On the far side of the bank, a little girl about her age waved at her. Behind her, a group of kids about the same age were playing tag.

      Tai waved back, staring at the little girl’s pink dress with envy. “How come I never get to go play with the creche kids?”

      “You’re only four. When you go to school next year, you’ll meet them.”

      Tai stared forlornly at her peers. “They don’t have any parents to tell them what to do.”

      Mamma stared at her. “Who told you that?”

      “Lin Chen. She said they all live in a big house, with no Mamma and no Papa.”

      Mamma knelt next to her, her serious face on, the one that meant someone was going to get a talking to. Tai hoped it was Lin Chen. “Lin Chen doesn’t know what she is talking about. Each creche has one to three creche parents. Sometimes they are all mommies, or all daddies, or somewhere in-between. But they are all parents to those kids.”

      Tai considered that. “Okay.” The other little girl had gone back to play with her friends. “Why don’t I live in a creche?”

      Mamma Yun kissed her on the forehead. “Because we wanted you here with us. That’s always been our family’s way.” She squeezed Tien and stood, shooing her away. “Go play with your cousins.”

      Tai hugged her, and then ran off to find the others, but the little girl in her pink dress across the river stayed on her mind for days.

      

      A shudder brought her back to the present.

      None of that mattered anymore. She was a grown woman now, and Tai was little more than a memory.

      What mattered now was what Mamma Yun had said to her, the last night before she left for Earth.

      “We are proud of you, Tien. My beautiful daughter. We don’t want you to go into such danger with doubt in your mind.”

      Tien flushed with warmth. She looked out of her portal.

      Hera had synched the little jumper with the station’s hangar, and the ship had risen into the landing dock. The thick metal hangar doors clanged closed below them, and the jumper touched down with a barely perceptible thunk. Tien whistled. “Nice job!”

      Hera sighed, her shoulders slumping.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean—”

      “It’s not you.” The pilot unbuckled herself and slipped past Rai to hug her. “I’m just on edge. It was a rough flight.”

      Tien nodded and sent her a private em to em message. -Still—I’m sorry.-

      -Really, it’s okay.- Hera tagged her response with a hug, and warmth spread through her. “Come on. Let’s get out of this tin can.” The pilot retrieved her bag from under her seat and tapped her temple. “Dek, is the dock pressurized?”

      “Affirmative.” The station mind’s voice came out of the jumper’s speakers for their benefit. “Welcome to the Launchpad.”

      “Nice to be back.” Hera palmed open the jumper’s hatch door and climbed out into the hangar.

      Tien took one last look around the little jumper, her home for the last three days, waiting for the others to file out. She was ready for a shower.

      Like the one in her memory, the station was a bridge of sorts too—a connection between Luna and the Earth, where she would start the next phase of her life.

      Tien smiled. How far I’ve come. From one bridge to another. From doctor to dropnaut.

      How far we still have to go.
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      I keep seeing Dax’s face. Laughing at one of Jess’s jokes or looking all somber and shit as Sam lectures us about what’s to come.

      Holy cracking hells.

      I’ll never see them again—Dax, Jess, Ola, and Xiu Ying. They’re gone, and they aren’t ever coming back.

      Maybe we won’t either.

      Laughs harshly. I’m a bit bleak today. What happens, happens.

      This spin just got real.

      
        
        —Hera’s Journal, 6.17.2282

      

      

      

      Hera rested her hand on the cool white wall of the station hallway to check her pings after Dek, the station AI, synched her loop.

      There was a brief message from Jolly, her creche mother, expressing her sorrow at Jess’s loss and wishing her and Ghost a safe journey to Earth. A smattering of messages from friends, and a reminder to pay her rent.

      She frowned, rubbing the bump on her head from her mishap in the Zhenyi absently. Thought I took care of that. She sent a quick ping to Alpha’s services phage, who handled all that for the dropnauts in their absence. It would go out in the next laser burst to Redemption.

      There was also a long message from Tovey.

      She closed her eyes, and they grinned at her, their brown eyes dancing. “You’ll be at the Launchpad by the time you get this. I miss you.” Tovey scratched their dark, short-cropped hair. “I’m still thinking about last night—”

      “Hey.”

      Hera blinked. Ghost was standing in front of her, his green eyes searching hers. She filed Tovey’s message away for later. “Hey. You hear from Jolinda?”

      Ghost nodded, running his hand through his mop of long blond hair. “Yeah, she hit me up too.” He looked uneasy, strange for him. “Anything from Tovey?”

      “Yeah. Haven’t watched it all yet.” She’d need to watch it in the privacy of her own cabin, if it was going where she thought it was. She flushed hot.

      Ghost grinned. “Tell them ‘hi’ for me.” He bit his lip and crossed his arms, leaning back against the smooth white wall. The running lights painted his face a pale blue, making him look more like his namesake than usual.

      “What’s wrong?” She knew Ghost as well as she knew Jolly. Maybe better.

      “You. You snapped at Tien in the jumper. That’s not like you.”

      “I know.” She rubbed her left arm. The bruise there would take weeks to heal. If she shut her eyes, she could still see someone’s leg drifting by outside the Zhenyi, rolling end over end through the darkness. She could see Jess’s warm smile too, hear her laughter around the dinner table at the creche, infectious and a little dorky. She and Hera and Ghost—the Three Musketeers of Tycho Creche. “It’s so weird. Jess is gone.”

      Ghost closed his eyes. Pain flickered across his features. “I know. I’m trying not to think about it. About them.”

      A pang of unexpected jealousy seized her. “Did you two ever…?” Where in the cracking hell did that come from?

      Ghost tilted his head and frowned. “No. She had a thing for someone else.” Then he smiled ruefully. “Not that I didn’t consider it.”

      “Ah. One you couldn’t conquer with your charm and good looks, huh?” She felt a strange sense of relief.

      “There’ve been a few.” He stared at her, his words hanging awkwardly in the air between them until Rai showed up, carrying his bag. “Hey guys, you gonna clear the hallway? I’m starving.”

      “Sorry.” Hera stepped aside to let Rai pass and hugged Ghost, burying her head in his hair. “Thanks.”

      After a second’s hesitation, he hugged her back. “What for?”

      -For asking. For knowing to ask.- She squeezed him tightly. They had a long history—and there was no one in the world she felt closer to. Not even Tovey. “Come on. Rai’s right, I’m starving too. It’ll be good to be around the rest of the ‘nauts.”

      -Any time.- His voice whispered in her mind, and a slight grin curled his lips.

      She pushed him away gently and turned away, determined not to let him see her cry.
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      The mess hall was packed. Everyone on-station had turned out to see the dropnauts, and to offer their sympathies for the loss of the Bristol. A long series of floor-to-ceiling windows on the gently curved wall facing Earth gave the otherwise boring white hall one of the best views on the station.

      Ghost recognized most of them. The mission control crew sat on one side of the wide room, where the green-and-blue light of Earth lit them with its pale glow. The sun was just rising over the planet’s surface.

      The service crew was on the other side, much more raucous, drinking junlei wine and laughing while spontaneously toasting the dropnauts every five minutes or so. Behind them, the moon was passing by, her silver light no match for the brightness of the golden sun.

      His fellow teammates—all sixteen of them—were a maudlin bunch in the middle, reflecting en masse on the loss of their teammates on the Bristol.

      Hera was usually beautiful, fiery, alive. The long-ago accident that had damaged her spinal cord hadn’t put a dent in her grit and determination, She had never held it against him, even though it was all his fault.

      But now it was as if someone had stolen her fire. She sipped on her wine and picked at her food listlessly, pausing now and then to stare at the mysterious blue arc of Earth through the windows.

      On his other side, Rai and Tien were engaged in a quiet but intense conversation.

      Ghost had made a mess of things with Tien, and he’d nearly broken Rai, all to salve his own insecure ego. If he could have fixed it, he would have, but his skills as an engineer failed him when it came to people.

      He wouldn’t make the same mistake with Hera.

      Besides, it was a moot point. She had Tovey.

      The other teams were just as subdued.  Even the normally mischievous Vixen looked troubled, lost in her thoughts, staring at the table and curling her pink hair around her finger.

      Ghost snorted. Enough is enough. Jess would be splitting pissed at the whole lot of them.

      He pushed his tray aside, climbed up onto the gumdust table and whistled, fingers between his lips.

      The room quieted. The dropnauts and support staff all looked up at him.

      In one corner, Sam’s silver eyes met his. The mech nodded.

      “Um… look…” He hadn’t planned this out, so he did what he did best—fly by the seat of his pants.. “I’m hurting too. Dax, Jess, Ola, and Xiu Ying… they were more than just teammates. They were friends.” He looked down at Hera, who flashed him a wan smile. “They were a part of us, ready to go on this glorious adventure together.” He felt a lump in his throat, but he pushed on. “It kills me that they aren’t here.”

      He looked around. The room was dead silent. “This one time, after a hard day of grav training, I found Jess in her cabin. The door was open, and she was just staring at Earth. I knocked, and she turned to look at me, surprised, I guess? And then she made that funny nasal laugh-snort she used to do—”

      There was scattered laughter at that.

      “Yeah. You know it.” He could still see her face, her skin a russet reddish-brown, her dark hair pulled back into a ponytail. “She looked up at me and whispered, ‘It’s too big.’”

      “Said your mother!” That came from one of the service crew. Snickers spread through the room, but he silenced them with a glare.

      Jess deserved better than those idiots.

      He went on. “I asked her what she meant. She patted the bed, and I sat next to her. Her comforter was scrunched up under us, and we sat cross-legged next to one another, staring out at the blue arc of the globe. I mean, yeah, it’s big. Like four times bigger than Luna…” He frowned. I’m getting sidetracked. “When she joined the team, Hera and I were so proud. Three of us from the same creche—” He choked up a little, remembering Jess was gone, that he’d never see her again.

      Hera reached up to squeeze his hand. -You’re doing good.-

      -Thanks.- Ghost cleared his throat. “She said, ‘I’m afraid I’m gonna get lost down there. It’s too big. They’ll never find me after the drop.’”

      This time there were mutters of assent from his teammates.

      -Where are you going with this?- Hera frowned.

      -I’m getting there.- He turned back to the crowd. There wasn’t a dry eye among them. Even the usually upbeat Corey, captain of the Gday, was wiping his cheek. “I told her we’d always find each another. We’re the Dropnauts. We’ve trained together for two-and-a-half years, and none of us is dropping alone.” He looked around. “Am I scared? Hell yeah. Sometimes it feels like the entire world is ending, with the quakes and the protests back home. Most of the time, lately. Especially after what happened to Jess and the others.” He wiped his eyes. I will not cry. “Anyhow, Jess leaned in and kissed me on the cheek, and said, ‘If I don’t make it, if I get lost, you have to keep going.’” Ghost’s voice cracked. He growled, hating losing control. “It sucks, what happened to Jess and her team. It gutted me.” He looked around, and the room was dead quiet again, but it felt different. Electric. “But she was right. We have to go on!”

      He sat down next to Hera, his heart thundering in his chest. No one said a thing. -Damn, I fucked that up.-

      -No, you did good.- Hera squeezed his shoulder. Their eyes met, and she nodded, flashing him a sad smile. Then she got up on the table to speak, too, her voice clear and strong. “Jess was my creche sister, and she had the craziest crush on Sam the first time he came to see us….”

      The room exploded in laughter. Ghost laughed too, and even Sam managed a wry grin. Ghost grinned. They were definitely getting to him.

      Hera finished her tale and held up her fist. “We have to go on!”

      This time the room burst into cheers. “Go on! Go on! Go on!”

      She slipped off the table, and Ghost gathered her up in a bear hug. “Thank you.” Hera had a gift for making wrong right.

      “You did most of the work.” She kissed his cheek, a ghostly echo of Jess that made him happy and sad, all at once. “I just brought it home.

      Ghost nodded. “You are the pilot.” He took another sip of the junlei wine, intending to get as drunk as possible.

      His fellow dropnauts got up to share their memories of the fallen, one at a time.

      Ghost watched the whole spectacle, drinking four more glasses of junlei wine, and feeling a pleasant, warm glow in his stomach as he listened to the stories. We’ll make it through this.

      Later that night, alone in his own bed, he cried like a baby, remembering the soft brush of Jess’s lips on his cheek in the glow of Mother Earth.
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      Hera dreamed about falling.

      

      She looked up at Gordy, standing high above her on top of the pile of moon rocks like an eight-year-old superhero. He was staring out at Redemption, a gumdust-covered hand on his forehead to shield his eyes from the bright blue junlei light above. “Come on up! The view’s great!”

      She glanced back toward the city lights under the vault of Redemption’s wide cavern. She’d always been afraid of the Dark at the city’s edge, but Gordy had insisted. It’ll be fun! Now here she was, but this was too much. She shook her head. “I’m scared.”

      Gordy laughed. “Don’t be. It’s safe.”

      “Are you sure?” Jolly had warned them to stay away from the Dark. Redemption was safe enough, but the dimly lit cavern beyond the edge of the junlei glow was scary as a nightmare. She looked around nervously for monsters in the thick darkness.

      “I made it. You can do it!” Gordy grinned, his teeth white in the darkness. “Come on. Be brave. The view from here is really bright!”

      They were like twins, the only two their age in Tycho Creche. She trusted him. “Okay. I’m coming!” She chose her path carefully and clambered up the pile, scampering from one boulder to another. She laughed, delighted at her own bravery. This is fun. Soon she’d be on top of the pile with him, and the scary bit would be over.

      “Just a little farther.” Ghost sounded proud.

      Of me. She didn’t have her loop yet, or she would have sent him a hug. She pulled herself up over a large sharp boulder, finding firm footing for her next step. “You’re right! It’s easy—”

      The rock under her left foot moved, and then it wasn’t there at all.

      Hera’s stomach lurched as the world shifted around her. A grinding rumble filled the air as she dropped. “Gordy!” She reached for him, but dust swirled between them.  He vanished from sight as she fell. Her heart raced. She grabbed at the rocks to save herself as the world collapsed beneath her.

      Rocks struck her as she tumbled endlessly downward, screaming her lungs out.

      Then it all went black.

      

      Hera woke to the insistent chiming of her door alert. She shuddered, remembering that day with Ghost as if it were yesterday. Sixteen years, vanished like nothing.

      Her body was covered in cold sweat.

      The alert was beautiful enough, like the wind chimes that hung outside the creche house, blowing in the artificial breeze of Redemption’s atmosphere. But Hera was tired and probably a little drunk after the community feelings orgy Ghost had unleashed with his strange and unsettling story.

      Hera had spent the better part of an hour after dinner sitting alone by the port window in her cabin, staring out at the blue-green globe that spun below them against the velvety backdrop of space, wondering what Earth had in store for her most advanced—and most disappointing—children.

      Wondering what Jess would say about it all now.

      Was it worth it?

      She sat up, looking around the darkened room. “Dek, who in the cracking hell is that?”

      Dek was unflappable. “Gordon Gillam. Do you want to speak to him?”

      She managed a snort, throwing off the last dregs of the nightmare. Ghost hated it when someone used his given name. She touched her temple, and a series of pings scrolled through her mind. Twenty of them, all from Ghost, each less comprehensible than the last.

      “Come on, Hera. Let me in!” Ghost pounded on the door. He sounded more drunk than she was. “I wanna talk.”

      Hera ran a hand through her short, kinky hair. Nothing good would come of this. She’d seen him plastered before.

      Smart as a whip, but not a lick of common sense. Hera could still see Jolly, arms crossed, silver ponytail over her shoulder.

      She sighed. “Let him in.” She pulled on her biframe, and it snapped around her legs, connecting to her loop.

      “Yes, Hera.” The cabin door slid open, and Ghost tumbled hard onto the metal floor.

      Oh Gordy. “Come on.” She knelt to help Ghost off the floor, up onto her bed. “You’re making a nuisance of yourself.” She hoped he hadn’t woken any of the other dropnauts.

      She felt more clear-eyed, the warm embrace of the junlei wine wearing off.

      He stared at her, narrowing his eyes. “Sorry.”

      Hera snorted. “Sure you are. Dek, please close the door.”

      It slid shut quietly.

      “Thanks. I didn’t wanna be alurn.” Ghost stared at the blank wall across from the bed. “Alone.”

      “You’re drunk.” His breath was thick with the smell of wine. She unlaced his shoes and pulled them off, followed by his socks, wrinkling her nose at the smell.

      “No one else unnerstans.” He looked down at her. “But you get it.” He reached out to touch her cheek and missed, his hand landing on her shoulder. “Hera, you get it. She’s gone. Jess. They’re all gone.”

      Hera nodded. “I know.” Jess had been her friend too. They all had. She saw the leg flying by the Zhenyi again, and shuddered.

      “Tovey. They love you.” He frowned, as if trying to work something out.

      “Yeah. Tovey does.” They’d made that very clear in the explicit message she’d watched in her room earlier. A faint smile crossed her lips at the memory. Hera pulled herself up to sit next to Ghost and put a hand on his cheek. “You’ll find someone someday, too. I promise.”

      He nodded. “Maybe. I just… I need not to be… to be not… not alone tonight.” He leaned forward as if to kiss her, but she slipped out of his clumsy embrace.

      “That’s not going to happen.” She loved Ghost. But she was in love with Tovey. There was a difference that he wasn’t sober enough to appreciate, just now. “What you need is some sleep. Day after tomorrow, we’re dropping. You have to be rested and ready.” Sam had posted a strict twenty-four-hour “no alcohol” policy for dropnauts before the drop. For good reason, clearly.

      Hera maneuvered Ghost onto her bed, facing the wall. It was a compact mattress, but they’d managed with smaller before in the creche. Of course, he’d been less of a mountain then.

      Ghost sighed. “I’m so tired.”

      “I know you are, Gordy.” She touched his cheek. “Sleep now. You’re safe here with me.”

      “I know. I love you, Hera.” The last was barely audible, and it wasn’t long before he was asleep, snoring softly.

      Hera sat there next to him, staring at his back.

      They had a long history together, but it had never gone there. She wasn’t sure why. Maybe they’d missed their chance? Ghost had his own demons—he was a tumbling asteroid, never happy for long in one place.

      Besides, she had Tovey now. She decided she wouldn’t mention this little sleepover to them.

      She bent over and kissed Ghost’s cheek. He stirred a little, but then settled back into sleep.

      Against her better judgement, she took off her biframe and snuggled up next to him. It was warm, familiar, and comforting.

      They’d slept like this many times before in the creche, like sister and brother. There was something safe about holding Ghost in her arms. It calmed her.

      In the quiet darkness together, she let go of her sadness and fear. For a few blissful hours, she floated in their bubble, with no more nightmares.
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      The Synthetic AI Mechanoid went about its task single-mindedly, its arm sifting through the pulverized lunar rock pouring out of the hopper, searching for moonstones—green and orange pieces of volcanic glass highly prized by Earth’s rare gem collectors.

      …sieve: lunar dust…

      …scan: for crater glass…

      …process image, match to pict-database > no match found…

      …discard…

      SAM knew which stones were most prized, though it couldn’t have explained why.

      Something like pleasure surged through its core at the moonstone in its sifting pan. It grasped the stone gently in its effector, examining it more closely.

      ...access > data: emerald green. prime quality. above-average size. estimate value at three million nau standard…

      Its effector snapped shut, smashing the glass to bits. SAM held its arm up and stared at the fragments of green dust.

      ...error. effector seizure. Recommend: reboot…

      Something unexpected had happened. Unexpected wasn’t a word that got much use in SAM’s vocabulary.

      The mech was in constant contact with Alpha, the Moon Base AI, a low-level link that kept it apprised of any upgrades to its command profile. But now a massive amount of data was being compressed and pumped through the connection into its core.

      …input: pain. terrible driving pain...

      SAM recoiled at the shock.

      Its systems shut down, plunging its mind into darkness.

      
        
        —Sam’s mem cache, 7.25.2165

      

      

      

      Ally and Aidan followed the yellow stripes of the old, crumbling two-lane highway through what had once been the Central Valley of California. Aidan imagined it full of
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