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      Mavall knows his role in life: best friend to the great Dreymond Valenki—the most powerful man on the Pacific Rim.

      But when they travel together into the crystal caverns of Luna seeking answers, their paths diverge.

      Rediscovering the past permanently alters the paths of Drey, Mavall, and the woman they both love as they seek to understand the dreams of crystal.
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      “Welcome to the Crystal Caverns. We’re two kilometers below the massive Tycho Crater—the greatest asteroid blow to ever strike the Moon. Never in all your days…”

      Dreymond tuned out the vendor’s pitch though others stopped to listen.

      Drey had already done the SR walk-through. Heard the vendor state that a Sensorium Reality walk-through could never capture the true wonder but had continued the tour. Both in SR and now in reality—which tried to explain the caverns’ formation and contents that no one had ever been able to explain.

      Spew out enough words and the tourists might feel as if the vendor knew something, even though it was soon clear that he didn’t know any more than a brochure’s worth.

      “Earth, Mars, or Moon, they’re always selling you something.” Mavall’s cheery rejoinder fit Dreymond’s own way of thinking. Or would have as little as six months ago.

      Prima had come for a visit to the Lunar Crystal Caverns with her sister and brother—tritely named Secundo and Tritium. Their parents might as well have chosen Hydrogen, Helium, and Lithium. Apparently they had so little sophistication they hadn’t even realized they’d chosen two different dead languages—Europe had imploded economically back in the 2020s and never recovered—which actually almost made some degree of sense with Tritium being named for a nuclear fusion precursor.

      None of which had dimmed Prima’s light.

      Atypically long, elegant, and sophisticated for someone tracing her roots back to the native Siberian tribes, she’d been a fantastic lover and a joy to live with as a bonus. He’d finally coaxed her to agree to discuss a long-term contract, after she returned from her trip.

      But the woman who had left was somehow shifted by her vacation on Luna.

      I’m…different inside, Dreymond, she tried to explain. She’d always refused to use his nickname of Drey—as if needing to keep a little distance. There’s… I don’t know, Dreymond. I want…something different. It’s not about you. You’re wonderful.

      Last thing a guy ever wanted to hear. It’s not you, it’s me, but go the hell away.

      Not that he’d ever heard it before from any lover he chose. But now that he had, it was worse than someone screaming at him as she walked out of his life—which also had never happened. Women usually faded for him until he didn’t even notice their eventual departure.

      Prima hadn’t given him “the speech” yet, but he could feel it coming.

      They had been like two nearly parallel mag-lev transports coming together, easing ever closer. Just when they were ready to merge onto the same track, he’d discovered there was no switch at the junction. Now their tracks had crossed, at the closest point he’d ever been with any woman, and were easing apart. The further she drifted, the more he realized quite how good he’d had it.

      “Why did you drag me here again?” Mavall must be teasing.

      Drey often had trouble telling with Mavall. It was impossible not to be awed by the caverns.

      Discovered just five years before, the vast subterranean void was the only significant seismic anomaly discovered by the 2091 Whole Moon Survey. The rumors of black monoliths lurking beneath the lunar soil had finally been put to rest.

      But in a display of irony, the caverns were in almost the exact location depicted in the ninety-year-old vid. Their vast reaches had long since been sealed and pressurized, but the full extent had yet to be completely explored. The surveyors swore the dimensions kept changing, but no one had been able to prove that.

      Drey wondered if it was the nature of the caverns themselves that limited exploration—because they were big, but not that big. He’d expected to stride in and be awed. The SR pitch had certainly said he would be.

      Millions, some said billions of crystals lined every even marginally horizontal surface. The walls and distant cavern roof were rough lunar rock, but that wasn’t worth notice.

      The true spectacle here was formed by the crystals. Some smooth and small enough to fill just the curve of the palm, others large and jagged, but still no bigger than a person’s open hand. Paths had been formed among the crystals, apparently by heaping them to either side. Yet though they lay in great mounds, he impossibly felt that he could see each unique one. Clearly and distinctly.

      “We’re here,” he told Mavall, unsure whether or not he was rising to the bait, “because maybe I’ll see here whatever Prima saw. Maybe it will bring us back together.”

      “Before she’s wholly done with your sorry self and gone. You were never tedious about a woman before, Drey. What’s with this one?”

      Drey shoved Mavall into a pile of crystals. They fell, rattled, shifted, but none broke—the ad-ware said they couldn’t be. Some let off bright, cheery tinkling sounds. Others dull tones. This one sounded like music, that one like a choir. A small one sounded like a tiny rocket’s roar, back when they were still screwing up Earth’s atmosphere by burning chemical rocketry.

      Maybe it wasn’t the cave’s vastness that had left them only partially explored. Perhaps it was that with each step, Drey found himself moving slower. Everywhere he looked, he wanted to pick up a crystal and stare into it.

      Others were doing that.

      There were scores, perhaps hundreds of people wandering through the caverns at this moment—but so spread out, he could mostly exclude them from his thoughts. Every now and then someone would pick up a crystal, sometimes carrying it for a while, sometimes nervously setting it down.

      Mavall began juggling several of the crystals. Was that how he dealt with the awe of this place, or did he simply not see it? The sheer volume of them made Drey want to stuff his hands in his pockets and cower like a little boy awaiting judgement for his sins.

      In contrast to Drey, who overthought everything, Mavall wasn’t much of a thinker. Not even as a boy when they’d met on the first day of primer school.

      Mavall had been his wingman in a schoolyard game of bandy ball. Hooked sticks like hockey sticks, a knotted ball the size of his father’s fist—something he had the occasion to know the exact size of. And Mavall’s perfect pass had let him score the winning goal at the same time it sealed their friendship.

      They’d been close ever since.

      Also around him, Drey didn’t have to try overly hard. There was no judgement about his grades, his career, his occasional need to binge-watch an entire bandy tournament—Mavall was simply a friend he could count on.

      Even as Mavall juggled them, each crystal seemed to wink at Drey. Without glowing in any detectable way, the entire cavern was lit by their light, pale and bright, red and violet and every color in between. Still…

      He wandered farther along one of the lanes cleared of crystals.

      Mavall followed in his wake.

      “There are stories about these, you know?” Mavall was down to a single crystal, tossing it hand to hand in glittering arcs that reached ten, twenty, thirty meters high in the light gravity. When his aim was off he’d do a lunge knee- or even thigh-deep off the path’s crystal-piled borders to catch it. No one came to warn him off, so it must be okay. Or they knew better than to interfere with a companion of Dreymond Valenki.

      “What stories?”
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      Mavall caught the crystal clean after its highest arc yet—still not reaching the cavern’s ceiling. He kept meaning to let the crystal drop, see for himself whether or not it broke on impact. But each time, he found himself reluctant to take the risk.

      Also, if it did fall to the side, it might get mixed in with the others and he’d never see it again.

      He liked this crystal. The smooth feel against his palm. The slight pulsing warmth. It made him think of a woman’s thigh. Not during sex—the way he’d usually think of it—but after, when it was draped lazily over his hips and his hand rested so that he could just feel the pulse ticking away behind her knee. A time bomb, or a timing of some passage anyway, that eased back from the explosion of release until it drifted as lightly as an ocean wave…or a crystal falling through air under lunar gravity.

      “You know that they sell these? The guys who first cored down here and pressurized it.”

      “Hard to miss,” Drey waved a hand back at the vendor who was calling his pitch at a new set of arrivals.

      “They say that no one buys more than one. And anyone who buys one, never shows it to anyone else.”

      “Who the hell are they?” Drey always asked things like that.

      Mavall never cared. They was good enough for most people, why not good enough for Drey? It seemed nothing ever was.

      Vinka hadn’t done it for him.

      Nor Melafane.

      And now he was losing Prima. At least he was fighting for her enough to come here. Not his usual style, but past experience didn’t bode well for his friend.

      “These are stories, okay? I hear things. You never listen.” Another thing Drey had never been strong on.

      “I never have to. You listen to everything, then you always tell me what I need to know even if I don’t want to hear it.”

      Mavall tossed his crystal. Less high now. Less chance of it going astray.

      Was that his role? Translator of the world at large to the great Dreymond Valenki? Didn’t sound like as much fun as it should. Drey was old money and old status reaching all the way back to the Chinese Fracture. In the three ugly years it had taken the People’s Republic to break into seven countries—of which four had mostly starved to death—the Valenki Clan had run south out of Vladivostok buying most of Nanjing at rock bottom prices. By then Shanghai and the other coastal provinces had been underwater and were little more than a shipping hazard to the new Valenki stronghold.

      Drey wasn’t his patron, but Mavall wasn’t sure quite what he was either. Perhaps the closest thing Drey had to a friend? Outside of their friendship, Drey was always conscious of his image and his position as
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