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“Be out of here when the rain clears.” Their pilot looks out at a gray, sodden sky. Grumpy old fart. Crane hopes he still knows how to fly. His life, his entire family, depends on the answer. 

Most people aboard will never see Earth again. Crane is one of them. He nods to the geriatric astronaut keeping his face into the open air. Some men want to enjoy their last cigarette before a lifetime of nicotine patches. Crane wants to feel the rain. He wants to smell the air. He wants to remember this. It will be a long time before Crane feels them again if he ever does.

The sound of water streaming from the engine bell can’t drown out the sound of protest. Crazies still out in the distance. They wear cheap plastic slickers and wave signs or maybe their arms. You’re making a mistake, they say. You’ll be sorry, they say. Crane’s already sorry. This could have been so much easier.

Rich people rode to the stars on purpose-built spacecraft: Ion drive, leather chairs, with pine-scented air in their respirators. The smart people escaped in security and comfort. His family could have ridden the sturdy, government issue ramjets. They built enough ships for everyone, once they understood the danger. Free rides to space. But not Crane. Not his family.

This rocket is all they have left. Someone resurrected a low-earth vehicle, right out of the boneyard, and got it ready for the Moon. Crane blew his life savings on four seats in the last row. Maybe the engines will fire. Maybe the ship will hold together for the launch. Cross your fingers and pray, kid—all you can do now.

Stop kicking yourself. Plenty of time to do that later. That’s the point of the exercise. You’ll be alive. Your family will be alive Poor, but alive. Safety isn’t guaranteed, but it’s better than what’s happening to Earth.

The old astronaut reappears, having urinated off the launch platform’s edge. “Y'all can’t buy coffee,” he laughs. “You can only rent it.”

“I thought it was illegal to pee in public.”

“You see a cop? Anyway, old astronaut superstition. Goes all the way back to Yuri Gagarin.”

“No kidding?”

“No kidding,” the old man zips his fly. “Or you can call it a test of the water sound suppression system.” He laughs at his own joke, and then his face turns serious. “They still out there?”

Crane nods. “Yeah.”

The astronaut pilot shakes his head in sad disbelief. “Can’t believe it’s come to this.” He checks his watch. “T-minus thirty. I need to get up there. Make sure you get aboard when you hear the boat recall horn.”

“Sure. Just wanted to feel the rain for a while.”

“Know what you mean,” the old man smiles. “That’s what I missed the most while I was up there.” He turns. “Don’t forget. Come when you hear the horn.” He wobbles up the gantry on calcium-deprived legs. 

This is so stupid. I can’t believe I’m doing this.

Don’t think about the risk. Focus on the science. Their ship rides on a mass driver, an electromagnetic catapult. The sled shoots forward at launch, reaching Mach 8.5 by the time they reach the end of the ramp. Then the rockets fire and they reach low earth orbit in minutes. They will arrive at the nearest refugee station in lunar orbit two days later. It’ll work. It has to work.

Protest noises are growing louder now as the crazies overcome their fear of unguarded roadblocks. Someone uses a truck as a battering ram to knock down the roto-gates. The crowd flows forward. Not surging, not plodding like zombies. But they’re coming. The leading edge of the throng is only minutes away.

One man drops his cigarette and shouts into the rocket. “They’re coming!” Panic makes his voice crack. “What do we do?”

“The launch capacitors haven't finished charging,” the pilot calls back, appearing at the entry hatch. “We’re at ninety-seven percent. Need all hundred to release the safeties.” He glares at the protestors. “Check the launch console. They should have some androids on crowd detail.” 

The man who shouted a warning now throws himself forward into the launch engineer’s bay. “Found it!” they hear him yell in triumph. From a splintering woodshed come clanking old crowd-control bots. The machines were meant to corral yesteryear VIPs at a rocket launch, so perhaps they can do something about the advancing mob. 

Androids wave reluctant mandibles in vague circles, and it seems to work. They hear the crowd scream in response, cringing away from them. It’s bought the rocket some time, and the circle of men standing on the gantry applaud their hero’s quick actions. Some kind of tech engineer? Crane wonders, watching the man work. Another skeptic who became a believer at the last second, like me? What made him change his mind?

“Ninety-eight percent!” the pilot, focusing their attention. “We’re almost ready. A few more minutes and we’re hauling the mail.”

“I hope it’s enough,” someone else says, pointing. “Some of the protestors broke through.”

“They armed?” Crane asks.

“Nah, old fogeys. One of them has a sign.”

“I hope they’ve already lost their hearing,” someone warns. “These rockets will blow their eardrums right off.”

Chuckles of dark humor, revealing the chasm between every man and woman on the planet. Some people choose to believe the asteroid on a collision course for the Earth is a myth, a conspiracy. They remain tuned to news channels crowing twenty-four-seven about the mass collusion, intrigue at the highest levels of government. Social media spawned spores of resistance to the escape campaigns. Nobody should go to space. It’s a plot to keep them in power, they said. They want the whole world, blogs explained. Now they found a way to get it.

“Dominion!” they scream. “It’s all about dominion! Earth is our home! When they have us in those floating refugee camps, they’ll have the planet to themselves! Don’t believe the hype. Don’t believe the lies. No asteroid. No space rocks! We’re all going to be fine, living on a planet free of stupidity!”

Crane is ashamed to admit that he was once one of them. In the early days, he followed the siren songs of logical fallacy. People were leaving. Fewer to compete for resources. Who cared if they carry mass tracts of land with them to jumpstart bioengineering in space or the Moon? Eighty or ninety percent of the population is gone. The Earth could rest now. Who cared if they colonize other planets under false pretenses? Now their home could be occupied and cared for like it always should have been.

It wasn’t all bad. The ‘fake’ asteroid expected to land two years in the future. People were leaving now, meaning nearly zero unemployment. Fewer people to compete, doing work for the super-rich who could not automate every task. Caring for their homes, caring for their children. Salaries were astronomical, unthinkable. Economies stabilized, and stock markets soared. Those ordinary workmen finally felt the comfort of compensation for their hard work. Life was good. So good that workers ignored or pretended to ignore discreet escape hatches installed in those opulent houses. 

Some doors lead to hidden rocket launch pads. Other portals disappear
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