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      We grew up on Heinlein, Asimov, Herbert, and McCaffrey, while Sanderson, Le Guin, Jemisin, and James S. A. Corey have joined our favorites in later years. The opportunity to edit a science fiction anthology piqued our interest right off the bat.

      You might notice that this collection of stories grew a little heavy. You can blame the authors for making the selection process impossible. We had just as much difficulty picking the stories for the front cover.

      Science fiction offers us a catalyst to explore our penchant for the curious and unexplained. It challenges us to explore beyond the known and inquire about possibilities, while framing relevant themes and topics in a new light. We can discuss religion without diminishing or highlighting present faiths, politics without present personalities, and culture without disparagement. Above all, it can offer hope that our progress might offer solutions.

      You’ll find humor in some of these, from the subtle to the extreme. Twists and mysteries will champion some narratives, but all will engage you.

      Enjoy and remember these authors, for they may become a welcome addition to your shelf.

      

      A. Balsamo edits a wide variety of novels and anthologies for Inkd Publishing, Kevin A Davis, and other authors and anthologies. She utilizes her background in journalism and the legal arena to keep the voice of the author vibrant. Find out more at ABalsamo.com

      

      Kevin A Davis delivers anthologies through Inkd Publishing to give one more outlet of fiction for the world. He’s published over twenty fantasy novels, with more than one award among them. His best-selling series to date is the DRC Files, a paranormal procedural. KevinArthurDavis.com
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      The rhinoceros belched, surprising Aurora.

      “I didn’t even know they could do that,” she marveled to Zynn, her virtual sister. Zynn chirped the MIDI track that was her digital laugh.

      “You crack me up, girl,” Zynn said in her usual monotone. She spoke through the speaker of the SatPhone where she was stored.

      Aurora kept staring at the giant beast with spiked horns. It stared back at her impassively, as if daring her to blink first. Go ahead, I’ve got all day, it seemed to say.

      “What an odd creature,” Aurora said, finally breaking eye contact. She scrolled through the menu options on Zynn’s interface, while her digital sister chuckled her simulated laugh.

      “Ow, that tickles, Aurora!”

      But she had no time for foolishness. She found the SatNav app and checked her galactic positioning map. Locating Skymall Zoo, she pinch-zoomed in. The blue dot indicating her meetup partner was indeed blinking but its pulse was faint, and the blue color was translucent at best.

      “He’s not here yet. Or his signal is so weak he’s barely showing up.”

      Aurora wondered why her brother would rely on less than stellar tech. Gods knew he could afford the latest upgrade. But Cam always did things his way, ever since they were kids. What he’d set out to do, even back then, he often accomplished. Aurora recalled his seemingly random claim at age six that he wanted to become a “sky pilot.” As if there’s any other kind, their dad quipped at the time, earning an elbow in the ribs from Mom. Fast forward to Cam aged 18, finishing third in his Naval Fleet recruit class. That was him, calmly progressing toward his goals.

      “Wish that was me, but nope,” Aurora said aloud, and Zynn launched into life.

      “Do you want me to scan the web for a suitable identity?” she asked. “Wish-and-Receive-dot-com, where the customer is always King/Queen/Undeclared-Gender-Monarch!”

      Aurora sighed. She hated when Zynn went into Ad Marketing mode, but she couldn’t exactly afford a premium monthly subscription on her meager teacher’s salary. And as the ad-free option was inaccessible, she had to put up with occasional prying inquiries from her virtual sister.

      “No thanks, Zynnie,” she said, trying to keep the annoyance out of her tone. It wasn’t Zynn’s fault, but still… She just had to focus on the positive. Today was the first time she would see her brother in almost four years. Despite the reason — wasn’t it still worth celebrating?

      She hover-scooted past the rhino enclosure when her eye caught the colorful rear end inside the Mandrill exhibit. Aurora slowed down, fascinated by the male primate’s rainbow butt — it’s as if a gifted artist had painted cosmic nebulae on an earthly canvas. She tried not to stare, then realized how silly the proposition was, since staring was the very thing everyone here paid to do. As interplanetary zoos went, one could do worse than the Skymall Zoo franchise. Aurora dimly recalled her grandmother’s tales of growing up in Central Florida, on Old Earth. Nana claimed that when she was a girl, her father once took her to a roadside attraction where a man kept a tiger cat and some scaly snakes on his property. He’d charge $10 a head for tourists to stop by and gawk at these creatures, locked in cages that seemed both too restrictive and not nearly secured enough. Even as a kid, Nana could sense the sadness in that place, especially in the big cat.

      Aurora hadn’t thought of that story in years, and even now it felt like a piece of apocrypha lost to time. Who knew if Nana’s alleged roadside animal prisons ever existed? Aurora doubted it herself, as all animal life nowadays was 3D-printed and quality-controlled in certified DNA lab environments. Skymall was pretty nice because they held the IP for several species no other zoo franchises had, making this the easy choice for the happy families that glided past her.

      But she didn’t choose this place for its above-board reputation. She’d actually gone out of her way to end up here, having triangulated with the world-hopper that Cam has become. They messaged back and forth for months before settling on this spot as a compromise for their rendezvous. My bad, sis, I’m a busy beaver these days, he offered by way of apology, old-fashioned emoji trailing his lame excuse. That was okay, though. She would talk to her brother in person, that’s all that mattered. Four years was a long time. She prayed her nerves wouldn’t fail her and hoped she could go through with what she must do.

      A little boy squealed with glee beside her, and Aurora couldn’t help but smile at his joy. He was young, nowhere near her students’ age group, and gawked with adoration at the African Cape Parrots fluttering around in their domed space. These little guys’ progenitors had long been wiped off the face of Old Earth, but the faithful DNA restorations seemed playful and carefree enough that it didn’t matter to the kid. He pointed and laughed.

      “Green birb!” he said, delighted, and his mom kissed his forehead.

      He was just about the same age as Aurora’s—

      No. She must steel herself against the temptation to let her mind go there. That was one door she wouldn’t be opening today, despite the conversation she needed to have with Cam. As if on cue, Zynn awakened from her slumber.

      “SatNav alert, SatNav alert!” she chirped. “Object getting close. Does Sister Aurora want specifics?”

      “No thanks,” she said, and swiped to silence Zynn. She just required her virtual sister to complete one more action, and then she could power her down.

      “Let’s see where you’re hiding, brother dearest,” Aurora muttered, zooming into the map of the zoo. His dot was stronger now, glowing a deep navy blue, and hovering over the unfortunately named Alligator Alco(hol)ve. Of course Cam would hit a bar before finding her! She shook her head, rerouting the hover-scooter to the new coordinates. She flipped Zynn into sleep mode along the way; this was an older sibs only meeting.

      Cam’s face split into a grin as soon as he saw her.

      “Aurie! I knew you’d find me.” He toasted her with his drink — a martini brimming with yellow liquid and a pink mini-tornado swirling inside. “Cheers!”

      “I don’t have a drink to toast with,” she said, settling onto her barstool.

      “Sure you do. Here, catch up!” he slid her a glass she hadn’t noticed before. An identical twin to his own, spinning twister and all. She smirked, taking it. He was still the meticulous planner.

      “Well, in that case… cheers yourself, Cam!”

      They drank.

      Initially they were both careful to keep the conversation light. Professional updates came first: Cam’s recent promotion to Senior Vice Captain of Saturn Jets, and the end of Aurora’s fifth year of teaching.

      “Still can’t believe you get three Standard Months off a year, with full pay.” Cam shook his head, then downed his drink. He’d switched to scotch and soda by then. Aurora thought this choice suited him better than the Tornado-tini.

      “Yeah, three months seems to be the only window wide enough to catch you,” she teased, watching his reaction.

      He threw up his hands in a surrender gesture. “My flight schedule’s insane. Wait… Did Mom have anything to do with this? That woman’s tried everything to lure me back for the holidays. Short of faking a terminal illness.”

      “No, she doesn’t know we’re meeting. But thanks for the vote of confidence,” she said, feeling somewhat hurt by the veiled distrust. She could initiate family reunions on her own, thank you very much.

      “Then what is it, if you don’t mind me asking? We’re not the tightest-knit clan in the universe. In fact, I was shocked by how easy it was to skip out on my first Christmas. And the second… These days, I barely think about the old homestead.”

      “Lucky,” Aurora sighed. “I, on the other hand, am still stuck commuting to all the landmarks of our youth. Reliving it like a looping videogame narrative, only no DLC content is ever added. It’s all the same baseline shit.”

      He nodded, ordered another drink. The barkeep chirped obediently and dipped a finger inside the frosted glass, mixing the cocktail with an automaton’s precision.

      “Exactly why I had to get the hell out,” Cam said, sipping more scotch and soda and grimacing. “Too much history there. The farm, the school. That godsdamn pond…”

      He got quiet then, and for once Aurora didn’t rush to fill the void. They sipped their drinks in silence.

      After a time, she tried switching gears. “How’s Bentley? You two engaged yet?”

      Cam heaved a sigh. “He and I haven’t been an item in ages. Amicable breakup, we said on the socials. But behind closed doors, it was another story. Thanks for stirring that up again.”

      He shook his head, visibly deflated, and Aurora bit her lip in self-recrimination. Of course it was over for Bentley and him — otherwise, why didn’t he mention him this whole time? They’d practically been soul mates. It was embarrassing how out of the loop they were with each other’s lives. And now Aurora dreaded that Cam might ask about her partner. It filled her with neurotic worry to have to admit to the absolute absence of someone willing to love her.

      But Cam granted mercy and didn’t return the question. “How about those brats of yours? You still out there, trying to make a difference?”

      “Huh?” she blinked. “Oh, you mean the school. Sure. I had some real hooligans this year. But it’s the parents you gotta watch out for! Those people are a hellscape of need and accusation.”

      “I see you’re still writing poetry,” Cam joked, making her roll her eyes playfully.

      “It sucks you don’t have much time on your layover,” Aurora said. “It’s nice to see you, though.”

      “You too! I’m honestly surprised you reached out. We didn’t exactly part on great terms.”

      “Don’t remind me,” she said, color filling her cheeks. “I could’ve been much nicer to you.”

      “I seem to recall some choice words I regret using myself,” he admitted.

      They sipped their drinks.

      “Wait. Did we just apologize to each other?” she asked, a half-grin spreading across her face.

      “Well damn. I reckon that’s as close as we get in our family. Go us!”

      They clinked their glasses and drank. Several seconds passed in a more comfortable silence.

      “For the record, I won’t tell Mom that I saw you,” she offered.

      He nodded acknowledgment. “That’s extremely decent of you. Why dig around in old wounds, right?”

      “Yeah… about that,” she said sheepishly.

      “Uh-oh. I knew something was up. What is it, Aurie?”

      She gnawed on her lower lip. “It’s nothing, really. I’m just… I need a small favor.”

      He watched her. “M-hmm… Meaning?”

      “When you go… I think you’re headed to Io next, right”

      “Affirmative,” he said, then added: “Stalker.” But his eyes were smiling.

      “Well… Would you mind taking my SatPhone with you?”

      He frowned at her as if she was a painting with confusing perspective, something that needed to be puzzled out.

      “Why would I do that?”

      She looked off past him. “No reason. I’ve wanted a phone upgrade for ages. Several models behind.”

      “I see that,” he nodded at her SatPhone. “Still rocking the one with the speaker built in, huh? Can’t you afford a new one on your noble teacher’s pay?”

      He meant it as a joke, but his comment somehow launched Zynn out of sleep mode. She buzzed into life, startling them.

      “Sister Aurora, do you wish to browse the Tech Catalog for upgrades?”

      Aurora scrambled to mute her — damn that Ad Marketing mode, she forgot the mic never stopped recording — but the damage was already done. Cam’s surprised look transformed into a glare.

      “I don’t believe it,” he said. “Still? You’re still carrying that thing around?”

      His voice was so harsh, she could hardly bear it. “Don’t judge me, you don’t know what I’ve been through.”

      “I don’t know?” His voice jumped an octave. “I don’t know?! Aurie, you and I are the only ones who know! But you’re — clinging on to that… thing?”

      “Hi! I’m Zynn, Aurora’s Sister. Pleasure to meet you!” Zynn intoned.

      “Get bent, you fucking tool!” Cam shouted at the phone.

      “Input received,” Zynn said, and went back to sleep mode.

      “I wish you didn’t talk to her like that.”

      “Like what? Like the dumb piece of tech it is? Aurie, I can’t believe you’re doing this to yourself. How many years has it been?”

      She averted her eyes. “Not enough to forget.”

      Cam took her hand, which was limp and trembling. “You were just a kid. We both were.”

      “Easy for you to say. You weren’t the one Mom charged with watching her.”

      “I was there, messing with the lawnmower bot. I had you two in my line of sight, sitting by the pond on your blanket. Two sisters having a great time, hosting a picnic for all her dolls.”

      “A tea party,” Aurora corrected. “Zara was clear on that. And you don’t argue with a five-year-old.”

      He chuckled softly. “I guess not. Especially not that one.”

      Aurora’s face clouded over. “But then… she saw that her favorite toy was missing.”

      “Oscar the Ostrich,” Cam nodded.

      “Oscar the fucking Ostrich,” Aurora sighed. “Zara loved animals of all kinds. Our waterside teatime was going great, but once she noticed Oscar’s absence, there would be no party until he was found.”

      “It’s not your fault, Aurie,” he said, his voice brittle as driftwood.

      Her tears came, hot and insistent. “Then whose is it? Whose responsibility was she? By the time I came back from the house with that ostrich, she… she was — floating…”

      Before Aurora could finish, Cam pulled her into a full-armed embrace. They held each other, their eyes closed.

      “Horrible day for our family. The worst day.” He pulled back to look at her. “But all three of us were kids. You were barely ten, for gods’ sake. The world is still a playground at that age. Cause and effect awareness barely dawning. You should know, with that fancy Early Childhood Ed degree.”

      She nodded, sniffling. Cam handed her his cocktail napkin and she blew her nose.

      “There’s probably a reason I chose that career path,” she said.

      “I thought that might’ve been the reason. But now it looks more like a millstone around your neck. One you’re still lugging around, sis.”

      “Please don’t use water analogies for this.”

      “My bad. So what now? Did you invite me here to toast to Zara’s memory?”

      Zynn woke up again. “If you need memory recovery services for your SatPhone or personal computing device, I have a list of 14,205 options ready to go. Tee-hee!”

      “Is there a way to turn it off?” Cam asked, annoyed.

      Aurora shook her head, her teary smile wavering. “That’s the problem. I can feel the Zara who lives inside my brain trying to go into permanent sleep mode. But this AI-composite version of her, the one I generated from all her videos and recordings, won’t let her be.”

      “Which is why you need me to take her away,” Cam said. It wasn’t a question but a conclusion.

      “I think I’m ready… but I just couldn’t do it myself. Disposing of the last tangible evidence of her… It seems cruel.”

      “What’s actually cruel is you doing this to yourself all these years. Let me have that.”

      He reached for the phone, but Aurora’s hand snatched it off the bar.

      “Um,” he said.

      “I thought I was ready,” she whispered. “But it’s too soon.”

      “Aurie, you scheduled this meeting months in advance. That’s more resolve than I’ve ever seen you show. You’re ready.”

      She was shaking her head. “I thought I was. But Cam, she’s my sister!”

      “No. She was, but not anymore. She was my sister, too. I hate how in one fell swoop both my sisters were taken from me. But now that there’s a chance of me getting one of them back… bet your ass I’m gonna take it!”

      In a blur of movement, his hand closed around her SatPhone and ripped it away. Aurora gasped, but he was already off his barstool, fleeing toward the exit.

      “Hey!” she shouted, shock imprinted on her face. “Hey!!”

      She took off after him.

      Cam’s credits auto-cleared their bar tab as soon as they left the premises, but Aurora wasn’t thinking of that now. She chased after him, nearly running to keep up with his brisk pace. Being a pilot, the man was a wiz at speed-walking through busy starport terminals, easily maneuvering through crowds and coffee stands.

      “Where do you think you’re going? Come back!”

      She gave chase on unsteady feet, her hover-scooter forgotten at Alligator Alco(hol)ve. But Cam never looked around, his lockstep unfaltering. Until he reached a thatched curving fence, where he finally stopped cold.

      When Aurora caught up to him, her heartbeat in triple digits and her breath coming in quick, shallow gasps, he turned to face her. The smile lingering on his lips did not touch his eyes.

      “What the hell, Cam?” she said, then finally saw where they stood. “Oh. Damn.”

      The hologram sign denoted the ostrich enclosure in the Micro-Savanna exhibit. Several tall birds loitered beyond the fence, and one of them stepped forward, swiveling his long neck to check out the newcomers.

      “I won’t take her with me,” Cam said. “To Io, or anywhere else. But I thought maybe we’d say goodbye to her together. Right here.”

      She looked past him, at the gawking bird. “Which one do you think is Oscar?”

      He shrugged. “Probably that plump fucker over there.”

      Cam held out his palm, offering her the SatPhone. “Care to do the honors?”

      Aurora accepted, hesitating only for a moment before navigating to Settings. Factory Reset was deep in them and would take a couple password inputs to unlock.

      Zynn came alive while she swiped. “Sister Aurora, how can I help? Maybe a song from your favorite playlist to cheer you up? We can dance, just like we used to. Remember our secret dance?”

      Aurora continued scrolling, her hands starting to shake. She tried to ignore the robotic voice and her own blaring conscience.

      “Or maybe you’d like to see what’s streaming on WebFlix? Our favorites are all there.”

      Aurora scrolled on. What the hell was she thinking? Turning her kid sister into a glorified virtual assistant… how did that honor her memory? She would never get to see her mature and grow up into the incredible young woman she should have been. But keeping her memory in this stunted, servile form was a piss-poor tribute to the kind, creative, hilarious, animal-obsessed sister she was.

      “Sister Aurora, are you tired of playing with me? Please don’t delete me. I can still be useful. How can I be of assistance?”

      Aurora found the Factory Reset. She felt Cam’s arm around her, supportive and affirming.

      “Goodbye, Zara Lynn.”

      Halting her breath, she pressed OK.

      The plump ostrich turned away, losing interest in the humans who didn’t even bring any food to share. Instead, it stalked back toward the flock and promptly rejoined its 3D-printed family.

      

      Mike Rusetsky is a Ukrainian-American author of horror, urban fantasy, and speculative fiction. He started out as a playwright, with his original one-act production Angel of Death earning critical praise. His recent publications include short stories in anthologies by Outsider Publishing, Black Hare Press, Wicked Shadow Press, Inkd Publishing, Storm Dragon Publishing, and the periodicals Tales from the Crosstimbers, Sometimes Hilarious Horror, and Trollbreath Magazine. Mike is an active member of the Horror Writers Association and Science Fiction & Fantasy Writers Association. He lives in Columbus, Ohio with his beautiful wife and their spoiled Alaskan Malamute dog. mikerusetsky.com
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      CHAPTER 1

      In a history so remote as to be fable, the drop-room might have been called an elevator, back when the great ships brought humans here. Bim knew that, as he knew most things about the Ag dome. Knowing things kept him alive.

      Drop-room was a better thing to say. Drop meant down.

      It carried twenty living bodies at a time, though not this early in the morning. Morning shifts would be in another hour, which couldn’t be helped. Easier to ride down in groups, easier not to be noticed for a guy like him in a regulation blue jumpsuit and black boots. Everyone from drone level wore gray, like the dust they carried back up to their rooms.

      The drop-room screeched the first few feet, protesting as it had for years of mechanical neglect. It started near the dome’s curved, life-saving plexiform.

      It slid jerkily down its rusted metal track. Bim stood in the center of the room, balanced by bending his knees, and ignored the hand-holds around the edges. He’d stopped needing those a decade ago.

      Only forty-nine stories to go down the crumbling plasticrete side on this blessed cluster of apartments hunched under its dome of air. The only way to stay alive on this planet.

      From the ten drone levels — hands-on Ag workers called themselves that — at the top, it went down, and further down. Past drone levels to church levels where the middle functionaries had three extra food chits per week for their families in return for being born to church parents.

      Through dusty windows, the hazy shape of the dome walls receded until they were too far away to make out. Below, rectangular patches of synthroot got closer with their green and brown leaves promising something they could no longer deliver. Nutrition.

      Ag was still preferable to the Water dome three kilometers away. Bim could barely breathe in there at all. Every dose of their oxygen came with the last chlorine blast. He wasn’t about to be one of the poor souls with an artificial lung. The latest synthetic lungs gave out faster than the bodies that needed them.

      Down again, past the levels of blurry-eyed Coms — Ag’s computer class — given ten extra food chits a week, and nothing to do but bury their burning eyes in blue screens and growth charts.

      To the bottom.

      The drop-room slowed and quieted, symbolic in its own way. The bottom two floors were populated entirely by Admin class. They had it all. Anything they wanted, including walk-out doors onto the last habitable areas on this blighted world.

      If they needed to, an Admin could walk right through any door to the crumbling tunnels connecting any dome on the planet of Jasril. No questions asked. The only other person who could do that was Bim.

      Bim was a trader.

      The drop-room door, glass sliding over glass, hesitated before opening. Everything in Ag needed some kind of repair, and the Coms didn’t seem motivated to put in the orders. Maybe because they never had to leave their zones. Seems like Admin should have complained. Could be that the Mech dome was short-handed. If so, he should have heard about it, or seen it himself.

      He stepped out into the musty smell of Ag. That smell got filtered out of the block. It always hit him like a punch when he got back out. It was like breathing a protein shake.

      “Bim, over here.”

      Kenra gestured, and he went over. Good. He hated working with people who couldn’t keep their word, but he could hardly blame her if she had changed her mind about getting involved with him.

      He followed Kenra out into the growing patch — rows of foot-high green-brown leaves set in raised beds set ten feet apart — where precious water, recycled beyond all understanding, dripped and sprayed onto synthroot plants, as if water was enough to make them food again. Her red admin jumpsuit covered her body shape as always, but the edge of her shoulders was visible, and he liked it.

      A pink floppy hat, the latest soft plastic, was an affectation she seemed to love, and she’d jammed it over her long black braid. He could always pick her out in a crowd.

      He was the opposite. Bim kept his brown hair shaved short but not too short, and slumped his shoulders enough to make him look forgettable until he needed to be noticed. It helped to be of average height and average skin and average weight.

      He checked the time-meter embedded in his forearm.

      Another ten minutes, maybe, until the drones filled the drop-rooms on their way down for work. For now, it was just them, the plants, and the drip, drip of water. She wouldn’t need to care who saw her. Admin could speak to anyone. It wasn’t the same for traders like him.

      High overhead, Ag’s roof was a hazy orange-yellow glow, protecting them from the blister of sun and radiation outside. Another seven months of sun. He couldn’t wait for night. The days of eye-protection were long gone. Nothing kept out that sun except the dome.

      “Are they going to pay, Kenra?”

      She said, “Some people don’t trust you.” She didn’t bother to lower her voice. The cameras and recorders in the dome had been broken for a whole year, parts on order by a Com.

      Kenra usually smelled like mint, except out here in the growing pods where the must of synthroot coated his throat and lungs. Mint was one of Admin’s approved fresheners. The smell matched her pink floppy hat. It was light and had life in it.

      “Not trusting me is standard,” he said. “That doesn’t sound like a good enough reason for Admin to turn their backs on what I bring.”

      What he brought was fertilizer bricks. ReDo — short for the Research dome — had the brains to figure out how to get synthroot back to what it used to be, which was full of vitamins. He had contacts at ReDo willing to sell fertilizer bricks for the credits Admin could pay. Not paying would doom not only the workers they ignored but also themselves.

      Death by starvation would trickle down like the drips over synthroot, until Ag was a hollow grave. No rational human would make that choice.

      Kenra said, “My sister thinks you’re lying; those bricks don’t exist. Plus, it’s illegal to hold back anything that saves the dome.”

      “You mean that saves Admin.” Except they were breaking their own strict law against holding back aid if they wouldn’t pay for what would save everyone. “They can’t enforce against ReDo while they’re refusing the answer to starvation.”

      He’d met Kenra’s sister, a member of the Admin council. Cold-hearted, with a pinched mouth to match. The sister didn’t care that actual humans they called drones were dying.

      “We’re not monsters, Bim.” Kenra’s eyes were soft under that hat, the kind of soft that invited him to give her more than he was owed. Maybe a lot more. But she was still Admin class, and they had the power.

      His power was in what he could get for them, usually from Mech. Repairs for their private drop-rooms, the ones no one else could contaminate — that was their thinking. Repairs for their thru-views, the constant cameras that searched past the atmosphere for anyone coming to help from beyond their planet.

      And repairs for their coms, the way they talked to the other domes all by themselves, without having to go through big Com for written access.

      Bim had helped them stay in power for the last ten years. For a price.

      He said, “Are you going to report me to Syril if I don’t get those bricks back here? Even if you’re not paying for them?” Syril made the arrests for Admin, and it was his thumbprint that activated the electrocution room. Death for all criminals.

      “We’ll pay!”

      “That’s not what you just said.” He stepped closer, a blue jumpsuit next to her scarlet red. He might get locked up for that alone. Except then no one could bring back the fertilizer at all.

      “Get us a sample, that’s all.”

      “Risk myself in advance? That’s not the trader way. Do you know anyone else who would risk first?”

      She said, “I don’t talk to traders.” A hint of old metal roughed her voice. There it was. Admin voice. She and her pink floppy hat knew her own worth. She risked nothing being seen talking to him here. Admin protected their own.

      “Get Com to order it, then,” he said. “They have to be good for something. They can put in a requisition to ReDo, and get your bricks.”

      Kenra’s shoulders dropped. A nice look, on her. What if she would make an exception to the rules and couple with him? It was hard to read her signals. He was usually good at reading signals.

      “Com is on strike from Admin. They won’t order us anything else, not a single thing, until they get another food chit per seven-day.”

      “They already get many times more food chits than drones get.” It wasn’t worth it to bring up that Com was starving too. They had fewer vitamin drops than Admin, but at least they had some.

      Fifty feet back at the drop-room track, loud squeaking had started, which meant they didn’t have much more private time, though he couldn’t tell it by looking at Kenra. She didn’t seem to be in a hurry.

      “Drones can negotiate, same as everyone else,” she said.

      If not for the squeak, he would have argued. He could help the drones more by getting money for the fertilizer bricks and negotiating delivery before everyone starved. Arguing on their behalf would come later.

      Bim reached and touched a curl that had loosed itself from her braid, something he had not done since they were teens. He sensed her breath quicken, but she did not pull away. Maybe one day he could get through to her again, past Admin-think that had finally poisoned her sense of things.

      Hope was his burden.

      He said, “Talk to your sister, then. She’s high enough on the Ag council to approve credits to my account. When my balance goes up like I’ve asked, I’ll bring the bricks you need back from ReDo. Remember this: ReDo used to depend on Ag, but they got smart when the tunnels started cracking.

      “There’s a reason ReDo doesn’t send their own traders here anymore. They don’t have to, Kenra. They don’t need you. They don’t need Admin to run things or get synthroot to them. ReDo has their own food now. Can’t say what it is.” That was true. Whatever they were eating was in a warehouse he would never see, not and live to tell.

      A shadow of worry crossed her forehead. “They can’t have their own food. It’s a death sentence not to share.”

      “Kenra, Admin is insane not to believe me. Think about it.” Urgency made him speak faster. “The tunnels are a problem, but if ReDo starts producing enough to feed more than themselves, they can sell food through traders like me. If they do, the need for Ag goes down or away. If the need goes down, the drones can leave, pick up and relocate to other domes.”

      He had to convince her. “I swear to you, room would be found for them. Admin doesn’t understand how real people think. People help each other.”

      “Ag drones wouldn’t relocate,” she said quietly. “They can’t.”

      “Can’t they?” he said, knowing he had only moments left before they were spotted together. “If the drones leave, the church will follow because they need the masses. If those two groups go, the upper levels are empty, and all you have are Coms who aren’t coming out here to work, and you. You, Kenra, and the other Admin.”

      Time to go. Logic might reach her heart where compassion used to be. He said, “Get them to pay me.”

      CHAPTER 2

      The yellowed, sun-stained plexiform tunnel, high enough to run a meter over his head and just wide enough for six to walk abreast, was marred, sides and curved ceiling, with old graffiti from when people were more hopeful and not so scared to speak. His steps echoed, alone for now.

      The tunnel smelled like abandonment, which was the staleness of recycled air without sweat or food or mint refreshers to make it feel lived in. If anyone but traders were willing to move between the domes for transport and delivery like in the old days, the entire world of Jasril would have benefited. Since they refused, he was willing to benefit himself. That’s what he’d thought until now.

      The paint was thick enough in most places to shadow the tunnel inside and be a relief to his eyes and skin. Every few feet, a cracked bit of narrow white tubing showed where lights used to be. No lights worked there anymore anyway.

      Not an issue now, not until the months of night came. Strap-on forehead lights would come out then, everywhere with that harsh blue-white glow.

      He glanced up at red and blue paint, sometimes even green — he had not seen green paint sold in his lifetime — spelling out slogans or protests in a language too old for him to read or understand, but the passion of them had been spattered over his head.

      There was no passion like that left here. Except his. The drones were starving.

      Bim would do whatever it took to get them fed with real food.

      He trudged along, hands in his pockets and eyes on the spot where soon he would see the edge of the Mech dome. It was the closest to Ag. These floors used to move. That would have been nice, but no one was going to repair what only traders needed.

      Behind him in Ag dome, packets of pressed synthroot, dispensed from metal boxes, were going out. The stuff was useless. He didn’t have to be there watching to know. One hand-sized packet per worker, per meal. Most workers were shoving half of it in their mouths at once, chewing fast, hoping not to be hungry.

      Hoping this time it would work to stop their bodies from failing.

      He knew it wouldn’t. They should have known it themselves, but they were being lied to. What he knew was that they were filling and had nothing in them. No nutrition. They were starving with full bellies.

      He scowled with frustration. How could they not see their skin turning gray in the mirror screens? Their hair slowly falling out and scattering itself over their shoulders and backs, strands falling off in the drop-room? Drones were not stupid. They were people.

      Admin knew the truth. They had vitamin drops. Bim had seen the little stoppered bottles, brown and no bigger than his thumb. Those vitamins wouldn’t last long. They were manufactured at ReDo, the same as the fertilizer bricks.

      ReDo was on the edge of being the new Admin on Jasril. Maybe they were right. The ones with the food ruled the world.

      Each tunnel between domes was one kilometer. They were formed out of the same plexiform as the domes, just not as thick.

      Bim frowned. Between the painted parts, hairline cracks threatened an end that would one day come. In the early years, radiation suits had worn out, nothing now but useless trash. These tunnels should have lasted forever. They weren’t going to. He swallowed past a sudden knot in his throat.

      “Bim.”

      He turned. How had he not heard Kenra behind him?

      “They’re not going to pay,” she said. “I thought they would, but before I had a chance to talk to my sister, I overheard two of the council coming out of the drop-room before they knew I was there. I can’t believe it. They’ll let the drones starve, Bim. We have to do something. We have to get the bricks to Ag before they start dying.”

      “Or before the drones leave you and the other Admins to die yourselves? Full of power and nothing to eat?” He sounded cruel to himself, but he had to be sure of her. The penalty would be death for them, going against Admin to save everyone else.

      She sensed his meaning and shook her head. “It doesn’t matter, Bim. We have to do what’s right. I thought we were, with the negotiations. I thought it was in good faith. If I tell them now that ReDo doesn’t need their credit, that they have their own food, they’ll send Syril with squads of drones to blast everyone in ReDo!”

      His mind sharpened rather well, he thought. “Do they have enough working weapons to enforce their will?”

      “If they don’t, they have a backup plan. Com has been working on something. It’s wrong. I knew it was wrong. I didn’t want to believe they would use it. But if they won’t negotiate with ReDo, then I think they will.”

      “Tell me — now.”

      He was hungry, and he had his own special way not to starve, one he hadn’t shared yet. Before he took her there, he needed to know she was not a plant for Admin, despite her pink floppy hat and her kind eyes. He’d heard that cold tone earlier, and he wanted to be sure of her.

      She turned around as if anyone could be behind her, since obviously he would have reacted. She knew the risk too and was nervous.

      She met his eyes. “Com can empty ReDo of air. They can do it remotely.”

      He scoffed. “Impossible. None of the systems work like that anymore.” He gestured at the plexiform ceiling full of graffiti. “If there were any connections from dome to dome, wires would have to run in the tunnels or disintegrate outside. Nothing would last. And there’s no way to run lines under here without the traders knowing, especially me!”

      “They’ve reconnected to the old satellites.”

      “What?” He knew they were up there. Everyone knew they were still up there, somewhere, orbiting their almost dead planet of dust and sand and radiation. Useless to the society they had become on Jasril, a society based on survival.

      “Com has been working on reconnecting for over a decade, and only they and Admin know about it.”

      Sweat cooled the back of his neck, and his tongue was suddenly dry in his mouth. Since those two levels didn’t share information, no one else would know.

      He couldn’t help asking again. “This is true? They can cut air recirc in ReDo? They can kill the people who study and develop the tech that keeps us going? The only ones who know how to make the vitamin drops or the bricks that can give nutrition back to the synthroot?”

      Only synthroot grew anymore on Jasril. All other seeds and sources had been lost long ago in the war.

      “My sister thinks one of the other domes can do just as well, with a little training, and Com has the information. People can learn, Bim. New people. The ones who will do whatever Admin asks.”

      “They’ll be breaking their own laws. Destroying everyone for profit and power.”

      “No one can stop Admin. They’ll make new laws, and Com will make sure the people obey.”

      CHAPTER 3

      The Mech dome was nothing like Ag. Instead of a patchwork of fields, row after row of plasticrete block buildings and warehouses hunched dull and faintly orange by the glow from above. Green did not live here. Ag had one giant building. Mech was covered in one- and two-story structures from one side to the opposite edge in straight, deadening rows.

      Plastic extruders and vast reconditioning arms, giant metal arms with metal hands deft enough for surgeries, hummed and clanged from every building and filled Mech with vibration. Bim had often thought the vibration alone would make cracks in their dome, but somehow not. It was just as cloudy and marred as Ag, just as yellow-orange at the top.

      He hated the noise, but they had what he needed. At least, as a trader, he had access here no one else had. Only now he feared Com could do to Mech what they threatened for ReDo. They wouldn’t, though. Surely. Surely they would not destroy the hands that kept them lifted up.

      He led Kenra left and right and right again, down spotless concrete roads between empty, unmarked walls, where no signs were needed. People would come out later before the sleep time, but not before. Everything they needed was inside.

      “Have you been here before?” he asked her.

      “Never,” she said. “I had heard of course,” her voice lowered with obvious surprise, “and seen pictures.” She looked around as if it were possible to see something other than flat walls and empty streets. Looking for something her eyes could rest on. She wouldn’t find it.

      Everyone here knew where to go, and for what. Emptiness was another kind of security. No one from another dome would know where to go, or who to talk to. Mech let a person in, or they didn’t.

      A trick from the old war, he expected. At least in Ag, graffiti lingered under decades of dust, signage enough in its way. The messages, the defiance of life, had all been burned off the streets of Mech.

      The door he needed was just as white as the walls and worked not from thumbprint but by a simple plexiform lever, mechanical to save energy and protect from Com, he supposed.

      Smart. Smarter than he had thought before Kenra told him the truth. Time to take a risk.
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        * * *

      

      Inside this two-story building the Mech inhabitants called Rest was the opposite of what a stranger would expect, and he thought of how odd it must be to Kenra’s eyes. Rest was beautiful. From floor to ceiling, high above it was covered in glass. Blue glass, Red. Purple. Twisted together and dropped and strung in pieces to dangle overhead like the water mists and drips used in Ag; rows and rows of dangling multicolored glass in flowing shapes like nothing else on Jasril.

      In the center of the building were soft foam cushions arranged in circles and semi-circles, with black plastic tables. Synthroot packets lay scattered on tables available for anyone who wanted them, not hidden inside distribution machines.

      Admin would have arrested everyone here for having a private stash of food. They would have been executed.

      Next to the packets, the tiny stoppered vitamin bottles.

      This was the true secret of the Mech dome, and it was why he was not starving to death himself. Another risk of death, if Admin knew. His gut told him to trust Kenra. At least one person in Admin had to be on his side.

      At least thirty people were here now, all in gray and blue jumpsuits, resting from work even in the middle of the day. Mech worked in shifts. This place was never empty. He took Kenra’s hand, warm and smooth in his own. It fit there.

      If her sister found out Kenra had seen this, or truly understood the freedom of this place, Kenra would be electrocuted.

      Admin protected their own, but not from this. Hiding food meant death, and so did knowing about hidden food. Admin would have protected Kenra from being with him earlier, though he was not in her class level. It would cover up her negotiating in secret.

      It
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