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chapter one

Ki gets her ride

A starscape turned before Ki—breathtaking, banded with blue and green nebulas. She reached toward the velvet black, and the stars abruptly became a glistening slab of marbled meat. Ki covered her face. She was starving, and it would be eight minutes before the food ads ended.

Ki crouched inside a dumpster frame, thighs aching, waiting for the trash bot to trundle by. It didn’t smell great. The Mars Tourism ad was her only distraction. Only a few figures were in the shopping center this late, scurrying on their way to someplace else under the fuzzy grey sky. A chubby girl pressed her thumb to a doorplate and walked through a hologram, urging her to wave her hand at it to try different pants. The hologram thought the departing store worker was interested in bright colors and shorter lengths and spoke eagerly to her departing form like a horny hustler. Ki made a mental note to tell Ethan about that. He’d think it was hilarious.

“Hey!”

Ki froze, veins turning to ice. She couldn’t afford another mark on her record. Two strikes already as an adult, and the third would send her to hard time. Running footsteps, pelting up behind her. Could she make a break for it? Her joints ached, and she braced to jump.

The figure ran past her, waving after the chubby girl, who turned and waved in recognition. They linked arms and continued to the train stop.

Relaxing without giving up, her crouch hurt. Her foot slipped on something that felt like chicken skin. The display urged her to travel the galaxy at Café Andromeda.

The trash bot wobbled around the corner at last, a barge with a flat face and two arms at one end, taking its own sweet time picking up each trash container and inspecting it. It reached Ki’s dumpster, with a Ki-sized hole in the bottom. (It took four trips to cut the bin while checking no one noticed or cared.) Ki squeezed her arms tight to her sides and hoped the bin would lift clean around her. The bot lifted the bin, as it did with all of them, and the back of the hole only brushed Ki’s hair. This bin would register empty, but the bot still shook empty bins over the compactor on its butt. Perhaps it was programmed like that to make it look busier.

While the bot shook the bin, Ki jimmied the lock and climbed into the bot’s center compartment. The greasy interior had the particular acrid stink of sour beer and fermented soda pop.

The bot continued on its way with Ki in its belly. Her shoes slid in unidentifiable goo. She tried to hold herself in place with one fingertip pressed hard against the compartment roof and kept her eyes on her wrist-screen. A green dot (representing her) approached a little blue flag. The bot dropped a bin in its storage space, and Ki wriggled to keep her spot by the door. The bot swayed and paused. Ki held perfectly still. The bots had a function to detect unwanted passengers—usually rats—by shifts in content weight, but Ki thought she’d killed that when she’d uploaded her malware that morning.

The bot continued with whatever had momentarily confused it forgotten. It inspected another empty bin. The leading edge of her dot touched the flag on her screen. Ki kicked the door open and rolled out into the fresher air, her heart in her teeth until she could look up and see if she had been discovered.

A security bot whizzed overhead, having just scanned Ki’s space—right on time for its schedule. The little red dot on her screen. Perfect. Now she was in the “employees only” alleyway and had two minutes to get out of sight.

Ki peeled a sticker off the back of her hand. It was a conductive plastic circuit with sticky goo on one side, printed illegally at the local library after hours. It fit the lock perfectly, and it gave with a soft click.

She pushed the handle, however, and another bolt caught. Oh balls. Did no one trust their door locks anymore? Ki felt offended on behalf of the MedeCo lock company. She fished her longest lock pick between the door and frame, feeling for the offending bolt. A shadow fell over her.

She froze and shrank against the wall, staring up helplessly like a mouse caught in a trap. The shadow glided gracefully over the next building. Not a cop, not a drone, but a late shopper heading home in a gorgeous solo-flyer. A ShadowKat 88. Ki knew the shape as intimately as the interior of a four-tumbler lock. The 88 was smooth as a river pebble, elegantly elongated around its driver with this delicate hint of vestigial fins, like a curve cut on the underside. Ki found herself staring at the patch of sky it had left, at the void where someone had gotten away from gravity.

Now, she was going to get caught for dreaming. Ki didn’t bother to check the time. If she didn’t get in, she was as good as arrested. The pick found the bolt. It wasn’t a drop; it was a pull. She wriggled her magnet wand out of her sleeve and passed it over, feeling a slight tension as the bar was picked up.

One more glance to make sure no one was in the alley watching, and she was in. The back of the store had what she needed: duffle bags, jackets, and security tie-downs that hadn’t been upgraded in years. These days, she looks out for duffle bags to add to her favorite fence’s collection. 

She stuffed her wig in the first bag she found. Then she freed items from their packaging and dropped them in until the bag was full. 

She stopped and considered a cap emblazoned with Ethan’s favorite team. Ethan used to get presents for her. One time, a rich john paid for Ethan to spend an extra night in a deluxe hotel room. Ki had drowned in towels that were unreal in their softness, and they’d split tiny bottles of liquor playing “Never Have I Ever” on the big bed. They both lied so much that the game was meaningless, but that was definitely the best gift. For four years, they’d been best friends. It should have been longer. They should’ve met as little kids.

She left the hat. She couldn’t give a petty theft as a gift—it felt like passing along the guilt. Stealing a lot of things, selling them, and using the money, however, didn’t ping her conscience in the slightest.

The duffle could barely zip closed. Time for the dangerous part.

There was a release on the front door for staff or customers caught by the automated closing. She hit it with her prize possession: a signal scammer that had a recording of some poor Joe’s palmprint. He was probably long dead, but still getting caught in shops all across North America. “Gate will open for five seconds,” the cheery voice of some also long-dead woman announced, and a floating five appeared, flooding the shop with blue light as it mutated to a four. Oh! Her sticker! She dashed to the back of the store. She didn’t want to have to print another.

Holding the sticker in two fingers, she slid through a fading number two like a baseball player stealing home.

“Did you see that?” she announced to no one. She got to her feet with a sigh, wishing there had been someone to see, to share the moment with, even if it was a cop.

Ethan was going to laugh so hard when she told him about that.

Ki walked out the front entrance of the shopping arcade in a blue cap and black tracksuit, carrying a duffel bag full of merchandise. This was the real risk, this moment here, walking casually past the human security, blending with the shop drudges.

Ki didn’t know if normal people looked at security guards, how long they looked, or if they ever smiled to them. It was a question that occupied much of her time. She let her eyes glide over Officer Splendig and scan ahead like she was looking for someone. “Nick!” she called out, raising a hand. She hurried her pace.

As she always did, she felt a delicious jolt of pure excitement as she crossed the threshold of capture: past the guard and his area of responsibility, out into the public street. She knew she had a dorky grin on her face, but hopefully, that would be interpreted as her relief at having found “Nick.” She didn’t know anyone named Nick, which is why she chose the name. She hurried, picking out a particularly oblivious man at the train stop, hunched over a hologram. She ran up to him. “Nick! Nick, it’s….” She reached him and stopped. “Oh, sorry. You’re not Nick.”

Ki bit her tongue not to laugh at the man’s confused expression. She turned to the ticket bot and flashed her pass. 

The RTA upgraded security again, so her fake ride pass didn’t work. Balls. She couldn’t stand there attracting attention. She started walking along the tracks. It was a gamble. The cops never liked people walking with bags, and doubly so on the tracks. But if she made it, if no one tried to rob her on the way, if the fence was generous, her month of preparation would pay off with a month of food and shelter. If she haggled right, maybe even something extra. Something sweet. Something for Ethan.

 

 

Ki first met Ethan on a street corner. She was running for her life, having gotten identified by a store’s security bot, and a human security guard was chasing her. She turned a corner and there he was, just gorgeous, bare chest, leaning up against a building like it was his personal friend. He blinked heavily made-up eyes at her, and she’d grabbed onto him and said, “Hide me.”

He turned her to the wall and gave her the best, slowest, longest kiss of her life. If the security guard saw it, he must have decided not to interrupt honest commerce.

She’ll never forget the languid way he ended the kiss, lifting his soft lips from hers and looking down at her bliss to ask, “Where are your parents, kid?”

Ki punched him in the dick for that. She made to run off, but he grabbed her ankle, and then she was down. She thought he was going to take her to the cops, but he held up his hands. “Hey, sorry. Sorry… I’ll make it up to you. Do you have a place to spend the night?”

It wasn’t exactly a coincidence that she was between homes.

Ethan’s roommates were out. He had a 3d projector and a subscription to Knights of Saint George. Warmth, indoors, and her favorite show. She was miserable with wanting it. “But… you were working.”

“I can take a night off.”

She didn’t like how he looked at her like she was helpless. A kitten he’d found. “My mom’s on Mars,” she said because her mom had always wanted to go to Mars. It was a lie she’d been telling long enough to half believe it herself.

“Emigrated all by her lonesome?” Ethan wasn’t buying it.

Ki quickly changed the subject. “You like ‘Knights of Saint George?’“

“There are only two types of people in the world: those who like Knights of St. George, and assholes.” Ethan lay on a sofa and made the gesture that started the play. He was laconic and gorgeous, a cat in a sunbeam.

Ki told herself she wouldn’t make a pass, that her ego had suffered enough already at Ethan’s hands, but did it have to be Knights of Saint George? It always got her going since freaking grade school—those sleek little phallic solo-flyers penetrating ecstatic nebulas, and the idea of freedom they represented. Flying off into the galaxy, nothing but her and her ship. She never made it through the opening credits without wanting to grope someone, and Ethan was there. He grabbed her hands. “Seriously, how old are you?”

“Eighteen. And a half.”

He stretched out his full length, which was quite a lot of length, and threw back his long neck. “Bullshit. I’m nineteen, and I’m Methuselah next to you.”

“I really am older than I look.” She tried to get close to him again. “You didn’t mind kissing me on the street.”

He let her kiss him, then, but pulled her off as she started rounding third base. “I’m sorry,” he said and kissed her chastely on the forehead, “It’s not that I don’t want to. I use it all up with the clients. I have to save my energy.”

Ki suspected most of the women Ethan dated didn’t take that for an answer, but she respected him. Damn it.

They started meeting once a week to watch the serial. When Ki found two tickets for the space elevator in a data cube she’d palmed, she immediately asked Ethan. “A present. You showed me the stars on a projector. I’ll show you them for real!”

How lovely the elevator car was, how clean and new and shiny. How beautiful the people were in their clean, unwrinkled clothes. How accidentally she let slip, “If we can’t find tickets back, do you want to live up here forever?”

Ethan stiffened. “You don’t have return tickets?”

“We’ll figure something out?”

He jumped up, pacing, ruffling his hair, scaring the other passengers. Ki worried he’d throw her out an airlock.

She shrunk into her seat at Top Station as the other passengers filed out. Maybe they’d be taken down if they stayed in their seats?

Ethan scooped her up and dragged her to the ticketing counter. He said in a posh voice she’d never heard him use, “I demand to see a manager. My round-trip ticket claims to be one-way! No, I will not sit down. I will not be quiet. This is my birthday!”

Ki had never intentionally drawn attention to herself in her life. She cringed and hung as far back as Ethan would let her. Somehow, the crazy scheme worked. Or at least got them dumped on a shuttle to Laguna Station, where the transport company’s main offices were. She drank in every second of the stars and a sliver of blue Earth in a tiny porthole.

On Laguna Station, they had enough money for one meal but no berth, and the station guards stared hard at Ki the second she was in sight and never looked away.

Ethan lifted her against his hip, reveling in his strength in the lower gravity. “My little space pirate! I could kill you!” He was laughing. It was heaven.

They were really in space, even if all they could see were corridors that could have been in a subway station, the same feel of many people passing, the diminutive stores crammed into corners. Ki felt tall for the first time in her life, and not because of reduced gravity. She didn’t want to come back down to Earth. Ethan did. He had a job, an apartment, friends. He charmed the pants, literally, off a delivery ship pilot to get them back. Her weight returned with a feeling of finality, like losing wings.

For two days, they had been part of a larger world.

 

 

All Souls Hospice was a swank place. As such, they didn’t care for Ki. The employees never said as much, and the robot attendants were programmed to be polite. Still, the retina scan at the front door continually forgot she was the invited guest of a resident. She knew she hadn’t been banned for breaking rules, because she regularly hacked into the security system and confirmed she hadn’t been caught. There were no notes or warnings from the staff on her record. Still, every time she came, the door refused to let her in, and she had to call the desk and wait while the robot attendant contacted a real live human with the authority to override the guest settings. Real-live humans always gave Ki the stink-eye.

Ki found it easier to climb the building and slip through the window. Fortunately, Ethan had a private room one floor above a decorative band of stonework.

Ki lifted the sash and held it up with her knee while she ducked under, nearly overbalancing because of the duffel on her back. She crashed to the floor.

She jumped up again and raised her hands over her head. “Ta-da!”

The pile of musty blankets shivered, rustled, and a tousled head peeked out. Ethan was getting much too thin; he looked like fuzz on a stick. Ki dropped onto the end of the bed and opened her new duffle. “Look what I got!” She triumphantly produced his favorite chocolates. 

Ethan turned a slightly greyer shade, and she knew she’d misjudged how welcome candy would be. He covered his head again.

“Come on, it’s not like you need to worry about your figure.” Ki curled up in the space beside Ethan on the bed.

There’d been a nasty trap in Ethan’s DNA, a genetic malfunction that coated his lungs and stomach in a protein. It made him not want to eat, and it made his breathing hard. There was some stupid name for it. The doctors had been all, “Oh yes, it often strikes in the early twenties,” like they knew the very depth and breadth of the muck destroying Ethan. Probably they did.

All Ki saw was her friend getting weaker and thinner. All she could think about was how there was free healthcare on Mars. “Don’t you want to eat anything? What can I get you? Anything at all. You say it; I’ll bring it. It’ll be a challenge.”

He gave her the stink-eye. “You could steal….” Ethan’s tongue dragged on his lip, dry on dry. “You could steal the squeak out of a rat. I’m past eating, you little kleptomaniac.”

“Don’t say that. I went to the good grocery on Vine. I got saltines and soda and even some things that are green, or, well, look like things that are green in their natural state.”

He shook his head, but she opened her bag and set crackers and soda in front of him. “You took care of me when I needed it,” she said. “So, it’s my turn. You’re going to love this.”

She smeared some pink meat paste on a saltine and held it out to him. He weakly pushed her hand away. “I want to give you something while I’m still conscious.”

“Now you’re pissing me off.”

Ethan turned in bed. Each movement was slow and protracted—a gasp, a lurch, a pause. Ki had no choice but to step over him and reach in the direction he was yearning for. “Just point. Ethan, just point at it. Don’t try to get up.”

“Now… you… are pissing me off.”

It was obvious he was going for the knapsack on the floor, so she picked it up and spilled its contents in front of him.

Ethan’s crooked fingers pushed silk fabric and a gaudy belt aside. He almost fell out of bed. Ki supported him. He was hot. That wasn’t good. He nudged a little silver box, a ring box. Ki opened it. It was empty.

“Under the… the stuff. Flocking.”

She peeled the fake velvet lining back and found a slim chip with a number. She hurriedly closed the box and held it tight. “This is a storage locker key.”

Ethan lay back. “It’s all I have left. I want you to have it.”

The box felt too fragile. Like Ethan. All fuzz on cardboard. She felt like she would crush it with her anger. “If there’s something in there we could have sold for treatment, I will kick your skinny, dying ass!”

That was the worst thing about seeing Ethan like this; enough money could buy treatment, real treatment that repaired the damage his unlucky genetics were doing to him and let him live, instead of what his savings could afford: a comfy bed and painkillers that made him waste away, stop eating, and die a little more slowly.

He put his hand over hers. “Let me have a legacy, Ki.”

What could she say to that? She tasted tears and snot at the back of her throat. Her face was completely wet. She hoped Ethan couldn’t see well in the dark. She smeared her nose on her sleeve. “Okay. Damn it. I mean… thanks.”

He smiled. She’d thought he’d never do that again, but the muscles were still there, lifting that corner of his lip. His face recovered some of its ravished beauty. “That’s my mercenary,” he said.

“You owe me. Eat a cracker. Just one.”

He groaned. He did look better. More like himself, rolling his eyes. “Beast. This is why I never married you.”

Ki kissed his sweaty forehead and thought that, yes, he really was going to get better—this time, for sure.

 

 

Ki slipped out the window when Ethan was asleep again. She kept off the streets, taking fire escapes and balconies and railings where she could until she arrived at her favorite spot, an old, graceful bridge. It was too beautiful for the neighborhood, but then they didn’t exactly tear things down for that reason. The water below was an opaque oil slick reflecting the city, but it moved like a living thing. How were people so fragile, and things like that just kept going? She wiped her runny nose with the back of her hand. She could toss the storage locker key in. It would be a grand gesture. It would feel good.

She knew she wouldn’t. Ethan was right—she was a mercenary. She would do the awful, dreary thing, sort through his stuff, fence what she could, count it all up, and check black market prices for retroviruses and gene therapies. It wouldn’t be enough. Nothing ever was.

She had to think bigger.

Ki walked across the bridge on a balustrade that was outside a chain-link fence meant to keep people from walking on it. Big boats chugged by, the size of buildings, always looking like they weren’t in a hurry. A boat heist? Could she steal enough to let Ethan keep his things? How would she haul it?

Ethan wasn’t going to die. Not now, not ever, so he didn’t need a legacy. It wouldn’t hurt to check out the resources he had on hand, though, if they would prevent the whole dying thing. There’d be something in there to buy time. To plan a real heist. To finally have enough.

The street was indifferently paved in a variety of asphalts, like giant toddlers had had a mud and concrete fight, and their parents had moved away rather than clean it up. Ki left it for a dirt track along the riverbank. Sometimes, in a city, you could forget there was dirt under everything. She liked the funk of the river and the tough, prickly things that managed to grow between the smooth path and the corrugated metal of the river channel.

The storage building was squat and old, with exterior framing that marked it as a former parking garage from the dangerous old days when just about everyone had a powered vehicle. The ground floor held a fish and produce market where live chickens squawked between fat cement columns, and you could practically hear the money changing hands. Haphazard lights in every color and ad-hoc awnings of printed scarves made the area feel like a festival.

The entrance to the storage facility was at the top of a wide ramp at the back. The door was top quality, steel and ceramic set into a poured concrete wall a shade lighter than the ramp. Ki almost didn’t try it. Better to find a loose window than battle that. But it was a long walk back down the ramp, so she pressed her hand to the lock. It blinked green, and the door slid back. Ethan must have already keyed her access. When had he last been up and about? Ki felt a warm flush. She’d never planned anything in her life that far ahead.

Ki entered the airlock and pressed her hand to a second scan pad. The door behind her closed, a light turned on overhead, and the inner door opened after a hum and a shudder. A series of green arrows glowed on the concrete floor, leading her past door after door set into walls of poured concrete. The corridor turned hard right at regular intervals, ever inward and ramping slightly upward. It would feel good to look through Ethan’s prized possessions. His secrets. It would be like seeing him healthy again. Knowing him.

The green arrows slid under a door. A tiny slot the size of her key chip glowed green. Ki slid the key home. It asked for a thumbprint, and a rattling old chain drew the door upward. This place would be hard to rob, but she already imagined how to do it.

Ki suspected she’d find lots of clothes, stuffed animals, the things Ethan liked to collect. Maybe a piece of furniture from his never-mentioned family’s home. Something she’d have to sell at a loss to the antique store.

Not even close. (There was a chaise lounge and a set of bar stools at the back, but she didn’t notice them at first.)

The gleaming hull of a red solo-flyer dominated the front of the locker, looking like a freshly painted fingernail and costing more than all the things Ki had ever stolen in her life. Her knees gave out. Her vision blurred, red and wet and wavering.

She sniffled, wiped her eyes, and reminded herself she was a hardened criminal. “Oh boy,” she said out loud. It echoed back at her tinny and fake. “Look at that.”

She almost couldn’t touch it. Her hand hovered, but then she stroked the nose and felt the smooth ceramic, not cold to the touch as she’d expected, but warm. “Someone loved you,” she said, and she reckoned that could be interpreted three ways.

 

 

 


chapter two

Margot Gets Her Ride

When General Quarters was called, Margot Santiago-Nguyen thought nothing of it. It was a drill; it had to be because they drilled so much. 

Margot ran to her post and processed orders. She brought fourteen rounds of N24 to the third port gunner. She refilled all munitions to starboard. She didn’t think about anything but making sure she got everything done under the required time limits. She didn’t wonder that she kept shipping ammunition out, and it didn’t come back. She didn’t suspect anything was out of the ordinary until she was hurrying down the corridor behind a cart loaded with bombs and saw an officer looking scared.

Twenty minutes later, she brought another parcel of rounds to the foregunner, and the woman pushed her away, leaning back from her harness, her eyes still a reflective white from the targeting display. “It’s over,” she said.

And that was when Margot knew she’d been in a battle.

She returned to the depot to take stock and report like they were taught. One of her fellow munitions crew, Cho, sweating profusely, slapped her on the back and said, “You are stone cold, Nguyen!”

But I didn’t know, she thought. Can I panic now? Her knees knocked. She held onto her station for support and gave Cho a tight smile.

She’d often sat up at night, anxiously wondering how she would face a real battle—if she would cry or freak out or visibly show her fear to the derision of her teammates. She hadn’t. Despite herself, she’d done just fine and could do so again.

She pushed herself back onto her feet. Being in battle was the scariest part of being in the Navy, and it was over. Fearing her cowardice had been the worst part of the anticipation. That was over, too.

At dinner she let Cho tell the tale of her calm under pressure, while the truth sat silent inside her. Everyone else seemed to have a more communal experience, and they finished each other’s sentences and embroidered stories of heroism she hadn’t seen. Everyone else had narrowly missed a falling bulkhead or been rocked by an explosion with a live warhead in their hands.

Cho said, “Dude, why was it live? You have to insert the M-385 into the housing to prime the explosive.”

Rayes answered, “I didn’t say it was an M-385.”

“Well, that’s what you were shipping, you bullshitter.”

Margot felt left out but was glad to have missed all that. She left dinner as silently as she’d come into it. She had her first solid night of sleep despite the smell and discomfort of laying in the previous shift’s warm body depression and the belches and snores of her rack-mates.

“I’m going to get through this,” Margot thought with relief.

Like a self-guiding torpedo on a delayed course, though, the fear was still there. It took three more General Quarters to hit her. The sled she pushed, the handle biting blisters in her palm, was as insubstantial as cream, waiting to effervesce into the vacuum of space. The clang and din in the cargo hold made the walls seem so solid, but they weren’t, and the weight she had just hefted and turned to deposit on its rack was designed to destroy that thin wall and send a woman just like her into the tearing emptiness.

It was like hitting water at the bottom of a high dive. She stopped mid-step. Crewmates rushed around her like fish around a rock. Someone shouted, “Get a move on, sailor!”

It felt like each joint in her body had to break through ice to bend, and each part of the ship felt more dangerous than the one she had just left. The depot was full of explosives. The gunnery bay was close to the hall. The corridor had lots of areas to breach.

Somehow, she did her job, sweating cold the whole time and shaking.

An idea, once thought, was hard to let go of. Margot was in five more battles, but toward the end, every day aboard ship felt like a battle.

 

 

Margot was startled by how tiny her hometown was. Approaching Luna, it was just this texture, straight lines against the organic craters. Then they landed, and the door opened, and she was looking at the dock she had left four years ago, and it was enormously open, all this space you never got on a military base, but it didn’t feel big; it felt like everything within was tiny. She caught herself afraid to brush the ceiling as she bounded out of the troop transport, grabbing the “earthling rails” instead of pushing off the floor and ceiling alternately like a born Lunatic.

Her parents overshot her and had to check, her mother’s hand brushing the top of the dome briefly, and then they were hugging her, dragging her back down to Luna’s good old surface. Her father was crying. Her mother was crying. For a moment she felt so solid, so heavy with their tears, that it was like she’d been a cloud for the past four years.

“I’m okay, I’m okay. I’m here,” Margot said, over and over. She realized things would be different between her and her parents now. Warmer. More affectionate.

That was four months ago.

Margot’s alarm woke her in time for nothing, the same as the day before and the day before. She turned the alarm off and laid back in the bed she’d slept in since childhood. It smelled greasy. She would have to wash the sheets soon. She piled all the covers on every night because the weight made her feel safer.

Her father poked his head into her room. Margot flinched. She feared doors opening.

“Do you have any interviews today?”

Margot covered her head with her pillow.

“Breakfast in five,” he said, voice tight with irritation, and slid the door shut.

Well, so much for sleeping. Margot had been having an annoying dream, anyway. She’d been stuck in a maze. It was the same one she dreamed about as a kid, a combination of the school and colony corridors, and it didn’t take a genius to figure out why a kid would be scared of getting lost, but she wasn’t afraid of that anymore. The monsters chasing her were gone, too. What did that say? That her imagination wanted to bore itself to death?

She waved her information display on. A message from the Sol System Navy Veterans’ Administration, advice on conducting a job search, part five million, was in her inbox. She trashed it. She used to read all their tips, but they were getting repetitive, and the constant reminder of her failure was not helpful.

Going through the motions, she checked each place she’d applied to. There were only two warehouses in Isle Imbrium, Margot’s hometown. One was inside the habitation area with artificial gravity, but it was laid out the same as the one outside the gravity field, which was laid out the same as the storerooms on navy ships. Narrow racks with narrow walkways and every spare piece of space used. She knew the daughter of one of the owners. Still, they hadn’t been hiring.

The VA guy said that showing up in person was the only way to stand out from other applicants. So, she’d taken day trips to the other Luna colonies and their warehouses. Same story. They had already hired all the former military stock clerks they needed. Tranquility City had eight warehouses, so that visit had been grueling and useless.

Two weeks ago, she’d gone to the warehouse asteroid Aten. That was a zero-gravity warehouse. Completely different skill set. She’d barely been able to look around their spirals of racking without puking. The hiring manager hadn’t even let her speak. It had been a long, cramped journey both ways. She still felt tired from it.

Everything was tiring. She thought Luna would feel full of bright color after the Navy, but her friends were gone, and every light and sign was in the same place it had ever been, so looking at anything was the same as looking at nothing at all.

Margot’s parents kept gravity low in the main area of the habitat. They liked it that way—something about making the food fluffier. Also, it was cheaper, keeping the unit turned off. Her dad stood at the table, one foot hooked over a chair rung like he hadn’t decided whether to sit or not, eating an egg pocket.

Margot’s mother bounded in with her environment suit half-on. “Do you have an interview today, sweetie?”

Margot knew her mom was trying to sound friendly and not push, but she wasn’t succeeding. Margot tried to think of a way to break the lack of news.

She didn’t have to. She saw her parents read her silence, disappointment settling on their features. “Apollo’s sake,” her father said. He wiped a corner of his mouth. “It’s been half a year.”

“Four months,” Margot said.

“Go to the promenade,” her mother said. “Store to store to store. You’ll find something. You just have to be persistent.”

Margot had been to the promenade. But she nodded.

Her parents kissed each other, and her mother bounded out.

Margot picked an egg pocket from the bowl on the table. Her father gave her a look like he was about to remind her of the price of an egg. “I’ll go to the promenade,” Margot said.

“You were watching Knights of Saint George last night.”

“For an hour.”

“Seems to me if you have time to relax, you have time to find a job.” He wiped his fingers on the soft fiber cabbage they kept for cleaning crumbs and went to her parent’s private room through the door. His feet landed heavily in the higher gravity. It wasn’t an angry stomp. It was just the way the rooms were. But Margot felt anger in it, and in the dismissive door closing.

Margot had already been limiting her recreation time to an hour or two a day. It wasn’t like she had anything fun she wanted to do. Or anyone to hang out with. Her high school girlfriend sent a few messages, but they had nothing in common anymore. The girl she’d dated in the Navy was dead. They’d racked together one week and saw each other maybe fourteen days in total. It was odd grieving someone you had only just started to get to know. The VA said to talk to other vets.

Margot didn’t want to talk to other vets. She’d tried, but all she could think during group sessions was, “How did I end up lumped in with these people?” They were all so depressed and not like her at all.

She had nothing to do but read or watch entertainment, and that was considered lazy, so she worked out a lot—but not at the gym because that cost money. At home, she looked like she was wasting time, so she kept the door locked and did sit-ups or went jogging in the colony maintenance corridors. 

Margot was spending more time trying to look like she was looking for a job than actually looking for a job. Hours of “research” and community classes and strolling into stores that had already told her they weren’t hiring. It was exhausting.

“Widen your search,” her VA counselor had said. 

Where could she go? Luna and near-orbit were all locked up. She had to drop down to Earth or start looking at Mars and other asteroids.

Mars had voted against sending the navy to fight the rebels on Planet Ratana. From what she’d seen on the news, Martians were still pissed off there’d been a war at all. So… Earth, then.

 

 

In her best clothes, Margot sat in a tiny partition office in the corner of a warehouse that intimidated her with its open plan. Earth was decadent in its use of space, filling up a single layer like the planet’s surface was infinite, enclosing all that space in rectangular sheeting like they were storing air. Margot could not stop looking up.

The sound of load-lifters and humming hover-sleds made it hard to hear the grey-haired man behind the desk. A picture of soaring eagles dominated the wall behind him with the caption “Achieve.” Margot had hoped to see birds on Earth.

The man behind the desk asked, “What excites you about stock clerking?”

Margot forced herself to re-focus on his face. Has anyone in the history of humankind ever been excited about stock clerking? “Uh… I know how to do it? I need the job,” she said.

The man frowned.

Margot put her hands on the desk. “I really need this job, and it’s a lot like what I did in the Navy.”

The man set down his flimsy screen. “Ms. Nguyen, I don’t think you’re what we’re looking for at Sports Warehouse.”

“I thought… they said you would consider veterans first for this position.”

“And I’ve had five other veterans apply.”

“But I’ll work hard, and I won’t complain, and I’ll pay for my relocation.”

His smile was already dismissing her. “My other applicants said the same, and they had good management skills and experience. Good luck applying elsewhere,” he said and stood, hand extended.

Margot took his hand limply.

“I’m sure you’ll find your niche,” he said.

Margot walked out into the bright sunny day, and, as she always did when on Earth, blinked in confusion at the sky. It was baffling how it didn’t show any stars. It was flat and solid, like a roof, but you couldn’t tell how far away it was. She always felt like she might fall into it.

She’d hoped Earth would make her happy again. The first time she’d come to Earth had been for a family funeral, but her parents had arranged it so that they could also spend a weekend at an amusement park. A tiny part of Margot still expected Earth to always be about roller coasters and death.

Margot sat down on a low curb and checked the time. It was only two in the afternoon. She had planned on her three interviews taking until four or five. Her return ticket on the elevator wasn’t until 5:40.

Luna hung in the blue sky, a washed-out crescent, mocking her uselessness.

Four years of pay in her bank account, plus combat bonuses, and her parents would still lecture her about the expense of traveling to Earth. She knew that. She also knew they wouldn’t lecture if she’d gotten one of the jobs. 

She stuck her hands in her pockets and went for a walk. The gravity was hard, but that was good. Margot liked working out. She liked the ache in her joints, which made her feel solid. This would be like a free bonus trip to a heavy gym. Maybe she’d try that on her parents to help justify the expense.

Margot walked between chain-link fences back toward the center of town, back to the bus station that would take her to the elevator. Short, heavy steps like chopping through mud. Like dragging a sled in ship-gravity. Plants grew everywhere: between cracks in the pavement, between posts and walls, and under the bus station benches. They just left the plants there. Leaves moved with the wind. Maybe that was why, they showed you there was wind. Still, if Margot were in charge, she’d have Earth employ people to dig out the plants and cover the exposed dirt with grating. It was so sloppy and ugly the way it was!

And she hadn’t seen a single bird. There were sounds. Chirping. It scared her because it was similar to an alert. She stopped under a tree and tilted her head back and forth, trying to locate the origin of the chirp. Something moved, but it might have been a leaf. The chirping stopped.

Margot walked past the bus station because it was only 2:15.

After several random turns she found herself in front of a spaceship dealer. Behind the plate glass window, a solo flyer held pride of place. It was a narrow oval, caution-sign yellow but glossy, like melting sorbet, its hatch raised to reveal the chocolate-dyed leather interior.

Margot walked into the building and up to the flyer. She touched it. No one stopped her. A sales rep was talking to a couple on the other side of the showroom. Margot ducked under the open hatch. There was something sexual about straddling the seat. It was soft and organic between her thighs. Everything was new and clean and expensive. 

“She’s a beauty,” a voice said. Margot flinched, nearly hitting her head on the hatch. The sales rep smiled down at her. “Go on, lie down.” He rested his hand on the canopy. “Feel what it’s like.”

Margot felt vulnerable, lowering her body to the seat, but it seemed rude to say no after she’d been caught feeling up the upholstery.

The hatch sealed with gentle pressure on her ears, instantly the noise of the street, of birds in the trees, of the hum of electric wires, was shut off. She was snug and comfortable. Safe. She was something new: a cocooned butterfly. She felt her back unclench, her body melting into the pillowed leather.

She’d be polite to the sales rep when she said no; she wasn’t getting it.

There was nothing practical about a solo-flyer. It didn’t have enough cargo space for a trip to the grocery store, much less between worlds, yet it was designed to carry a single passenger through interstellar space. There was no reason for Margot, jobless, hopeless, directionless, to even dream of such an extravagant purchase. She didn’t need a spaceship; she needed a job! She could take public transportation wherever she needed to go. Luna Colony was designed for pedestrians. She had nowhere else to go if she could.

After an all-too-short time, the sales rep opened the canopy again. He smiled at Margot like she’d already turned over the credits. She supposed it was on her face—she was in love.

“I don’t… I don’t really… I shouldn’t.”

“This is the lowest price you will ever see on this model,” he said. “Demand is down in anticipation of the new designs at the industry conference next month.” He petted the smooth yellow ceramic as though consoling it.

Her sergeant had warned her about this exact situation. “When I finished my first tour,” her sergeant said, “four of my buddies blew all their saved pay on solo-flyers and within a year, three of them were dead from crashes, and the fourth was paralyzed the rest of his life at twenty-two years old. Stupid kids with money for the first time! Don’t be like that. Save your pay like it was somebody else’s money and get a job fast or you’ll be back in the service within a year. Like me.”

Margot wasn’t a stupid kid. She was a good girl. She’d always been a good girl. Top third of her class. No disciplinary hearings in the military. Honorable discharge. She’d done everything right.

The sales rep tilted his head. “You’re from the moon, aren’t you?” He snapped his fingers and pointed at her. “I knew it, moment I set eyes on you. That’s a Lunatic face. Is it all right to say that? Tell me, kid, how are you getting home? This baby could have you at your airlock with no waiting, no timetable, no fellow passengers, no ‘elevator sickness.’”

No two more hours to wait. Margot licked her lips. “I’m not… not that I’m considering this, but if I did, do I have to pay it all at once?”

Like a priest inducting a neophyte, he led her to a comfortable chair, set a glass of water within easy reach, and instructed her in the arcane ways of ‘affordable payment plans.’

Like the fear of battle, it didn’t hit her until too late to be useful.
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