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	AUTHOR'S NOTE

	This series combines archaeology with science fiction. Doing so is a hazardous road, particularly with the advent of television like “Ancient Aliens” and the fourth Indiana Jones film.

	This book is a work of fiction, and something to be enjoyed as entertainment. I wholeheartedly believe we are far from alone in the universe. That being said, I am an archaeologist by trade and I know humans are ingenious and resourceful enough to build pyramids and other architectural wonders all on their own.
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ONE
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	Nel glared at the message blinking beside her bracelet. Her nerves were shot. The elevator’s whispering hydraulics sounded closer to sandblasting the hull of a crashing ship. Soft phosphorescence flickered sickly green over fresh pink scars and the white threads of old wounds on her arms. She wished for the comfort of sleeves. 

	The decision to disband audio messages was unanimous, at least until Odyssey’s sonic bloody mystery was solved. Her shaking hand fumbled with the holographic buttons until the unread message appeared in the air above her wrist. Nel preferred texts anyway.

	I’ll be there soon, talking with my mentor. Can’t wait to see your outfit!

	-L

	 Nel glanced at the faux-silk front of her vest. Even without the distortion of the elevator’s curved aluminum, she doubted she’d recognize her reflection. At least the available fashion offered something suitably androgynous—high-collared vest and thigh-hugging pants. The soft faux leather of the boots cupped the aching place where her toes once were. Even if they aren’t steel-toed. Woven translucent pads covered the sand burn and nicks Samsara left across her exposed biceps and forearms. Hopefully she looked closer to Ellie Williams than, well, herself.

	She had hoped Lin would meet her outside the hall—feeling nervous was impossible with someone that beautiful on your arm. C’mon, Bently. Get your shit together. This wasn’t an exploding planet or deadly soundwaves. Her lip curled. She’d take either over a gala any day.

	The elevator passed from its metal tube to a glass cylinder, treating her to a view of the hall. The guests who arrived on time already ranged about, a sea of rich colors and glittering accessories. Nel flexed her hands. Copper and burnt sienna were as subdued as she could go. She was used to archaeology conferences, mingling with too much alcohol and too little professionalism. She could hold her own with glorified shovelbums. Surrounded by space scientists and cultured extraterrestrials? She was a turkey among peacocks. Fake it till you make it. The platform slowed and she plastered her favorite cocky smirk on her face.

	Murmurs and soft laughter filled the hall. Somewhere the sound of water trickled, though Nel couldn’t say if it was recorded. Hopefully not. She rubbed the base of her skull and stepped out. Several gazes glazed over her as she edged through the crowd. Did they dismiss her because they didn’t know who she was or because they did? A handful of folks clustered by what she prayed was a buffet table. Anything to occupy her hands. If it wasn’t for the promise of snacks and getting a moment with Emilio, she wouldn’t have bothered to come at all. Okay, and maybe to see Lin in a fancy dress.

	As it was, she had barely managed to say a dozen words to the secretive Los Pobladores leader since he glitched into Samsari airspace four days ago. And you still haven’t told me that damn story. 

	Curiosity dragged her focus to the glass bubble pressing into the forest at Odyssey’s center. It was shadowed by the mighty boles of jungle trees, vines draping the lower segments of the glass. Two more levels rose above, but Nel cared more about occupying her fidgeting digits than mingling.

	Hors d'oeuvres and drinks drifted by on hovering platforms. Nel maintained strict eye contact with a platter of cheese as she navigated the surprisingly sparse crowd. It’s a gala for the Samsara project. It’s not like engineering should be here. Still, the scarcity may have been as much an illusion due to the sheer size of the room. Someone Nel recognized but couldn’t place offered a smile and wave, but their expression faltered when Nel attempted to return the gesture. Perhaps smirk wasn’t the look to go for. 

	Nel’s attention returned to the table. Edible containers housed each snack, meant to complement the flavors or act as a palate cleanser. While the majority of the protein was made of insects, she was relieved to note not a single prickly leg among the smorgasbord. Fancy suit aside, you’re an embarrassment to anthropology, Bently. 

	Nel glanced at her wrist and thought about typing Lin a message. Instead, she let her alien boots wind their way through strangers and plants. She paused by another buffet table just long enough to shove some sort of tapenade into her mouth. She apparently dawdled too long because a figure loomed over her when she turned to make her exit. “Annelise!”

	Nel cringed, wiping a hand on her pant leg quickly before offering her hand. “Ah, Nel, please. Or Bently. Anything really, but that.” 

	“Yes, yes.” The man pumped her hand repeatedly, grin vacant. “I was just speaking to your colleague there, Dr. Arnav Patel. He said you were present for the planet’s ah…rearrangement.”

	“Rearrangement,” she responded, voice flat. “Yeah, I was. Didn’t feel like rearrangement from there, though. More like Armageddon.”

	“I can imagine.”

	Her eyes narrowed on him, doubting very much that he could imagine anything like Samsara’s implosion. “Who’d you say you were again?”

	“Apologies! I’m Komodor McNally.” He shook her hand again, gaze pausing on her bolo. “Oh, that’s delightful! Meteorite, yes? Do you know which one?”

	“Not a clue. But yeah, meteorite. My—Letnan First Class Nalawangsa gave it to me.” She seized the excuse, still trying to extricate her hand from his. Sweat dampened her palm. “Have you seen her, actually?”

	“Last I saw she was with the Nalawangsa boy.”

	Dar hasn’t shown his face all night. “Gotcha, thanks! Better catch up, she wanted to show me the,” she glanced back, searching for anything to fill the blank drawn in her mind, “forest. It looks amazing. Great to meet you!” 

	She wove through the crowd, annoyed enough to don a furrowed brow in hopes of preventing further conversation. She didn’t trust slimy, middle-aged men at archaeology conferences—or any conference, really. Space conferences were no different, it seemed. 

	“Scuse,” a low voice remarked. An arm reached across her to a bowl filled with vials of clear and faintly orange or blue fluid. 

	Nel glanced up into an open face under an elaborate swoop of pale blonde hair. “Hey, you’re one of the tech people, right?”

	“Yep! Teera.” The smile was bright. “Want one?” She offered an alarmingly large tube.

	“No port,” Nel explained, showing her bare arms. Curiosity warmed her gut. “What are they?”

	“Mingle-ease. Calms the nerves, lowers inhibitions, settles the stomach a bit.”

	“So, IV beer?” Nel suggested. “Guess my awkwardness is that obvious, eh?”

	“No, but I remember my first gala. They don’t get easier.” She wrinkled her nose.

	“Thanks for the thought. I’d kill for Black Pond’s jalapeno saison though.” As if in answer, the pastry she popped into her mouth smacked her tongue with smoky heat and a sweet bite. She hummed in approval and grabbed another. “Man, the food is almost good enough to keep my feet off the ground forever.”

	Teera laughed and cringed. “Doesn’t make me feel any better about whatever I’ll be eating once we’re planetside.”

	“I heard something about beer.”

	Nel turned to see Arnav hum up. The rims on his wheelchair were decorated to match the elaborate caps to his sleeves. Angular structures rose from either side of the back of his chair, framing his head. 

	“Dude, you look badass,” Nel remarked. 

	His mouth quirked. “Thanks. Just for your kind words…” He opened the draped front of his jacket and produced a heavy flask. It was battered, the metal covered in dings and the wrapping soft and warm. 

	“Shit, this what I hope it is?”

	“If you’re hoping for grade C recycler distilled starshine, then yes, yes, it is.”

	Nel knocked back a sip, then a second before returning it with a pleased shudder. It was burning ice in her gut, setting off the fire of whatever spice she ate a second before. “Fuck, that’s good. You’ve made a best friend of me, that’s all I need tonight.” 

	“You’re welcome to it, I’ve another in my pack, but I’m starving—what do they have out? Anything good?”

	Nel shrugged. “Don’t know what half of it is, but this spicy stuff is nice. I’ve my eye on that fruit thing that looks like caviar.”

	Arnav laughed. “I honestly wonder what the Nalawangsa girl is doing with you, upbringing that she had.”

	“Opposites and all that—maybe I’m good for her.” Nel offered a wink, belatedly realizing she was already slipping up on the professionalism. She scrubbed a hand through her gelled hair. Dammit, now I’m gonna look like a cockatoo. 

	“Where is she?” Teera asked. “I’m always dying to see what the elite end up wearing.”

	Nel’s gaze was pulled up to the upper levels. “Haven’t found her yet. Sure she’s busy though. I’ll rescue her later from some boring intellectual nightmare.”

	“Oo, well it looks like the department heads are already at it,” Arnav groaned. “I swear verbal sparring over ethics is the only joy Dr. Ndebele gets these days.” 

	“Best be off before she realizes I’ve holed myself up over here.” Teera flitted off, gossamer cape and fascinator bobbing above the crowd. 

	“This is all very space fairy,” Nel decided. “Odd food, ephemeral costumes, highly educated.”

	Arnav laughed. “I don’t know, this is just a piece of it. Everything looks pretty on Odyssey. How well do you know your Homer?”

	“Enough, why?”

	“Well, the Odyssey? It wasn’t easy. Took a long time and a lot of blood.” His gaze followed a cluster of people that seemed to move over the crowd instead of through it. “And more than a few monsters.”

	Nel followed his gaze, caution flitting up her spine. She was tired of distrusting, but nothing surprised her these days—warring space factions? Sure. Exploding mechanical planets? Just another Tuesday. “I hear that.” She itched to ask him more, but surrounded by gleaming strangers made her feel more than a bit out of place. “Except I’m pretty sure the fae have to tell the truth.”

	“Only if you’re asking the right question,” a deep voice rumbled from behind her.

	Zachariah leaned on the delicate metal support beam. His bare arms were decorated in gleaming phosphorescent paint, and his collar vest seemed to be of the same style as Nel’s, if several sizes larger and made in black. The top half of his hair was caught back in a clip, but the bottom half was loose, one finger already twirling a lock absently. 

	She flashed a smile. “If I remember undergrad correctly, the only question I asked was ‘you want a drink?’”

	“Seems like it’s the only one you ask now, too,” Arnav quipped. He nodded to Zach. “Ramadan Mubarak.”

	“Thank you. You ready to return to Samsara next week?” 

	Nel blanched. “We’re going back? It’s a gate—how’re you going to excavate anything? Plus, I thought we’d be locked in debates with the Flounders for the next month at least.” She glanced at the ceiling as if the artificial sun would tell her the season or time. “Or whatever.” 

	“I’m going back,” Arnav clarified, “with a small forensics crew and a lot more weapons.” 

	“Plus, noise-cancelling headphones, I’d hope,” Nel sneered. “I envy you.”

	Arnav grimaced. “I’d rather have the time to breathe, to grieve.”

	Nel flushed. Apparently even space alcohol didn’t prevent her from awkwardly inserting her foot into her mouth. “Right. I guess I’m a throw-myself-into-work griever.”

	“That’s fair,” Arnav offered, though his next smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Just makes me think they’re more scared than anyone is letting on, if they’re risking even more of us to look for answers.”

	Zach hummed in response. “I think after this performance is through, we’ll all be headed somewhere. I was called in to discuss my workload and remote service capabilities a few days ago.”

	Whatever question she had for Zachariah stalled on her tongue when a tall figure ascended in the translucent cell of the elevator. She moved into the crowd, hand relaxing around the flask until Arnav caught it from her limp hand. Only after a dozen steps across the crowded lower level did she realize she was moving at all. A patch of darkness moved through the soft greens and gentle mints of most of the other guests. Apparently, she wasn’t the only one who felt glitter and gossamer weren’t for her. 

	Perhaps it was Arnav’s words, or the sheer grace with which Lin crossed the floor, but Nel’s pursuit stilled. She was content to trace the soft illumination down the curve of Lin’s throat and watch the black fabric turn iridescent when Lin paused at a table. A thin vial slipped in her port and after a moment, her shoulders dropped back with relaxation. 

	This room, this woman, seemed so removed from Nel’s world. Even with the burn of cheap booze in her throat and the flutter of nerves, this place was firmly rooted in the unfamiliar. A week ago, their reality had exploded in sand and sound. Now gentle music and the trickle of artificial streams filled the air. Delicate bundles of tiny phosphorescent lights made the very air glow. Futures were bandied between high-tech minds and extraterrestrial politics.

	In that moment, though, Nel didn’t really care. 

	Her entire focus narrowed on the woman gliding between officers and department heads, cheeks gleaming as she scanned the crowd below. Then dark eyes settled on Nel’s and narrowed in a smile. A metal bracelet clipped to the edge of her split skirts raised them just enough to appear as if she floated down the stairs to where Nel had stilled. 

	“Hi,” Lin’s smile broadened to a beam. “I guess the dress was a good choice.” 

	“I’d say.” Nel cleared the rasp from her throat. She opened her arms and did a flourish. “What do you think?”

	“I think you might be one of four people wearing brown.”

	Nel grimaced. “It was supposed to be copper and reddish, but I forgot all the green lights. I’d kill for my cargos and tanks.”

	“I suffered your miserable Earth fashion; you can survive a night. Besides, it makes you stand out. Reminds us where you’re from. It’s fitting.”

	“So I was imagining the disdain?”

	“Well, I can’t take my eyes off you.” The low note in Lin’s voice shot straight to Nel’s core and she swallowed the fluttering. “I was just over there, with the food. You hungry?”

	“Not yet,” she gestured to her port. “Waiting for my nerves to calm.”

	“I thought this would be normal for you. Pretties, politics, and parties.”

	Lin grimaced, but on her made-up face, even that looked artful. “Hardly. My parents were all about these when we were little, but it’s been a long time since they were close enough to join in. This is more Dar’s speed.” She glanced behind her. “I’m surprised he’s not here yet.”

	“Probably has better things to do. I know I wish I did.”

	“C’mon, anthropologist—I’d think mingling with the locals for a celebration is exactly what you were into.”

	“I prefer my subjects dead.”

	“Arguably, you thought we were.”

	Nel laughed. “Okay, and not having just threatened to court martial me in an army I was never really a part of.”

	“They were never going to go through with it,” Lin dismissed. “They’re all bluster up here.”

	Nel didn’t need the memories of her few hours of imprisonment to know bluster was nowhere to be seen. But even she knew a gala was no place to start an argument. She reached for Lin’s hand. “We alright with PDA here?”

	“PDA?”

	“Public displays of affection,” Nel clarified. “You know, holding hands, kissing.”

	Lin frowned. “Unless you’re planning to undress me with more than your eyes, I don’t see why it’d be an issue.”

	A strange twinge of longing shot through Nel’s chest. As much as she missed home, she had to admit this version of humanity made some wonderful advances. “That’s the one part I’ll miss when I go back. The freedom to love whomever I want.”

	Lin’s face lit up and her long fingers curled over Nel’s callused ones. “Well, you’re always free to love me.”

	Nel blinked away panic at the word. “So, you people dance or what?”

	Lin tilted her chin at the second tier. “There’s a cleared area up there. But it’s mostly for mingling. I’ve got a pass for one of the alcoves, if you’d like.”

	“Please—I’d rather not have all eyes on me.”

	Lin’s long fingers laced with hers and the taller woman turned to the edge of the second level. What looked like glass bubbles extended out from the floor, furnished with low, plush couches, spaces for hoverchairs, and a few tables for drinks. The third alcove from the right was deserted. The entryway glimmered with what Nel could only guess was a security shield. Lin raised her bare hand for a moment, then, grasping both of Nel’s in hers, drew the archaeologist into the muffled privacy of the room.

	Nel scanned the architecture with curiosity. “So, sound dampening?” Glancing back with a wink, she added, “Any chance this glass is one-way?”

	Lin’s laugh was bright and loud in the small space. “Hardly. It’s treated, so no one can read lips or screens through it, but that’s about it. You’ll have to get your voyeuristic rocks off another way.”

	“If I was an exhibitionist, I wouldn’t care how clear that glass was, Lin,” Nel remarked, cheeks hot with a blush. Despite her devil-may-care attitude, something in Lin’s eyes struck right to her heart when she teased. “It’s just been a while.”

	Lin drew her down onto the couch, hands softening in Nel’s grasp. “I know. The past week feels like months.”

	“And the months like years.” Nel shook her head. “I was hoping to have a bit of recovery time before diving into another mission.” Her mood darkened. “Though if Arnav is right, it sounds like I’ll have nothing to do with Samsara now.”

	Lin’s dark eyes softened. “I’m sorry, Nel. We have a lot of resources up here, and it stings when you’re not considered a necessary one. But I think we’ll need you more when we return to Earth. I know I will.”

	Nel felt her cheeks pink further. “I’m just antsy.” With Lin’s warmth pressing against Nel’s palms, her dusky lips hovering just above the place between Nel’s unkempt brows, she could almost forget a black vacuum yawned beyond the thousands of tons of aluminum and steel. For a moment whatever spinning, baleful monster she woke in Samsara’s heart didn’t glare from the void in her chest. 

	“I just have this nagging unease,” Nel confessed. “There’s so much wrong, so much to worry about. I’m exhausted half the time and we’ve done nothing but be debriefed and stare at screens for the better half of a week.”

	Lin lapsed into silence, her gaze fixed somewhere over Nel’s shoulder. Something dark crept into the rich brown of her eyes. “I’m worried too, you know.”

	“About?” Nel prodded. As much as she liked the other woman, she knew better than to assume their concerns lay anywhere close to one another. 

	“Odyssey. Whatever happened to Ada. What’s wrong with Dar.”

	“Wrong?” Nel’s curiosity sat up at that observation. She didn’t know Dar well—or at all—and suspected very few people did. But despite the nervous drumming of his fingers the only time they ever exchanged words, Nel wouldn’t have thought to worry about him. He’s her brother. Of course she worries. 

	“He’s been removed lately. And he’s not here. Usually he arrives early, officer’s cloak gleaming, and entourage already laughing at his cruel jokes.”

	Nel mimed gagging. “No offense—I get that family is family—but I don’t imagine he and I will ever get along.”

	Lin laughed. “No, I don’t think many people I’ve been with did.” Her expression sobered. “Still, it’s unlike him. And gala aside, this feels tense.”

	Lin’s gaze dropped to the deep V-neck of Nel’s vest. “You’re wearing the bolo I gave you.”

	Nel grinned. “I figured it would blend in nicely here.”

	“It looks nice on you.” Lin’s beige fingers lifted it gently, her dark eyes unreadable. “I’d love if you wore it more often.”

	Nel frowned but pushed the voice in the back of her mind away. “I will. Wore it on Samsara a bit. Just so worried to lose it—I’m rough on my things.”

	“I’d say you are at that.” 

	Whatever followed Lin’s suggestive quip was overshadowed by the appearance of a familiar Chilean face by the projection panel just past the private chambers. Nel dragged her attention back to Lin to find the other woman’s dark brows were arched in poorly concealed amusement. “Sorry, I just—”

	“Oh, I see, you’re not interested in mingling with anyone but your fellow earthlings,” Lin teased.

	Nel slipped her hand around the back of Lin’s neck and pulled her down for a hard kiss. The moment their lips softened into the invitation for more, however, she pulled away. Lin’s eyes glittered and passion flushed under the pearlescent makeup on her cheeks. “I’d like to remind you that you and I did far more than mingle,” Nel murmured. “If I wasn’t determined to set eyes on one Emilio Sepulveda, apparent interstellar traveler, then I’d take you up on that offer right now.”

	“Go, I know he’s the real reason you showed up tonight.”

	“If I’d known about the dress, I wouldn’t have been as reluctant. But I’ll find you later, alright?”

	“If you’d known about the dress it wouldn’t have been nearly as effective,” Lin theorized. She stepped back with a smile. “And I’m supposed to see Dar later, go over some things, but tomorrow?”

	Disappointment flickered, but Nel ignored it. She could honestly use a decent night’s sleep. “Well, if you’re free, come find me, ’kay?”

	“Promise. I’ll look for any topiaries or statues with an orange shadow.”

	Nel rolled her eyes and slipped from the room before she lost sight of Emilio. For now, the wall displayed scattered stars. A looming glow in the top corner told her planet rise—or gate-rise, she supposed—was imminent. The faint gold light cast Emilio’s weathered face into stark relief. She sidled up to the projection, but her determination faltered. If she stared long enough, would she catch the echoes of Chile’s hills on his features? 

	His dark eyes flicked toward her and his broad mouth curved in a subtle smile. “Bently.”

	“Hey.” Nerves overwhelmed her and her hands clenched. Fuck it. She closed the distance, wrapping her hard arms around him. The structured, faded fabric of his outfit hid bone-thin shoulders and what was once a barrel chest. “Sorry.” 

	She made to pull away, but his arms locked around her for a moment longer. He smelled of fresh air and warm sun. Did all those born of Earth smell of the sunshine and soil and rain their bodies incorporated into their bones?

	“It’s nothing.” When he pulled away, Emilio’s eyes held a new softness. “It’s good to see a familiar face.”

	Nel followed his lead and slipped into Spanish. “Few and far between out here.” 

	“It’s good to see you,” he clarified a moment later. “Never been this far out.”

	“Me neither,” Nel remarked, taking a sip from the glass he offered her. It was sharp and sour, but from what she could tell, devoid of alcohol. “But I didn’t have a fleet of—” she frowned and borrowed the English word before returning to his native tongue, “—spaceships at my disposal. Or a gate.”

	His smile bloomed and his gaze settled on the projected image before them. “I wondered how long you’d wait before bringing that up.”

	“I admire the theatrical arrival, but it left me with more questions than answers. I think I’ve been pretty patient, waiting almost a week.”

	“Only you would think a week was indicative of patience.”

	She glanced over, looking at the new lines on his face, and was abruptly aware of the new years separating them. “How are you? Truly? Last I saw you were being bundled into a prison, framed for Lin’s murder spree.”

	“Ah, well,” he drew a slow breath. “Cryo is another layer of privilege, I suppose. Removed from pain and time and age for however long.”

	“Maybe you’re right. I guess like a lot of privilege, it doesn’t always feel like it from this side. Missing moments. Years. Gaps getting bigger.” Nel glared down at her soft boots. Anger sizzled down her limbs and she wished she could rip all the ethical, clean, sustainable fabric from her skin and just be imperfect and human again. The feeling passed after a moment and she sighed. “You didn’t answer me.”

	“I’m well enough. Reeling a bit, in the wake of all that happened on Earth. But there’s not enough time to really focus on it. Just running forward hoping whatever we’re racing toward isn’t worse than what’s closing behind us.”

	“I know that feeling intimately.”

	“I imagine so.” His smile returned. “But look, we’re both here and alive and have enough breath in our lungs and fire in our veins to keep running for now.”

	Nel’s concern nagged at her manners. “Emilio, about Earth going dark—”

	“I told you when you first boarded—Earth is alright. Not safe, not yet. But with your help and IDH’s resources, she might be.”

	“Right.” Her eyes fixed on the growing glow of the gate as it rose into view on the projection. “Why were you the only one I could get through to?”

	“Because radio silence is all that’s protecting them for now. We’ve broken it only a few times. They’ll explain all in detail tomorrow during the briefing—I assume you’ll be there?”

	“If they don’t invite me, I’ll just show up anyway.”

	Emilio smiled. “I have fewer answers than anyone wants, I’m sure. But I do have a plan. While you all were up here playing Starship Troopers, some of us were cleaning up your mess.”

	“My mess—”

	“IDH’s mess, then.”

	“I’m not IDH,” Nel muttered, glowering at the empty cellulose glass in her hand. It was already softening in the warmth of her palm. “Don’t know if I ever will be.”

	“Looks a little different from where I’m standing.”

	Longing tugged her heart again. Maybe there was no place she would ever fit again, not without Mikey as her counterpoint. “Think I’ll be heading home soon?”

	“For all our sakes, I hope so.”

	“Why’s that?”

	“We need people like you. Like me.” He fixed her with a pointed stare, as if he had reached into her gut and pulled out her deepest fear. “People who don’t quite fit in either camp.”

	“At last!” The voice cut through what Nel realized had been whispers.

	A panther of a man padded from around the corner. If IDH had business casual, Nel guessed his attire would have fit perfectly. The soft glimmer of an electrosuit peeked from under the gathered sleeve of his shirt. Nel would have bet cold cash that it was real linen. Is that a sign of wealth or poverty out here? 

	Light brown skin gleamed under the gentle lighting. What hair he still had was dark and shorn close to his long skull. His hand was elegant against hers as they shook. “You are the ineffable Dr. Annelise Bently.”

	“Please, just—”

	“Call you Nel?” His gentle smile broadened before he turned to Emilio beside her. “Of course. And this is the incredible Munshi Emilio Sepulveda. An honor, sir.”

	Warmth faded from Emilio’s eyes. “And you are…?”

	Other than a simple metal pendant, the man wore no decoration or hint at any rank. “Ah, forgive me. My excitement gets the best of my manners. Harris, admirer of both your work. It takes a mighty man to counter IDH and still receive an invite to an event such as this.” His long fingers captured the whole affair with a single gesture. “I hope you feel welcome here. Your opinions are greatly appreciated as we navigate these waters.”

	Nel found a smile on her face. His gentleness reminded her of Zach, excitement tempered by perhaps twenty years. “I’m just glad IDH is broadening their metaphorical horizons.”

	“Will you be coming to the Committee tomorrow? Surely, we would benefit from the account of one who contributed so much.”

	“I don’t think I’m invited.” Nel frowned. Until Emilio mentioned it, she hadn’t known there was any meeting. “I assume Lin will relay whatever I need to know—they don’t seem overly fond of me. Or my temper.”

	Emilio attempted to conceal his snort beside her. “Is anyone?”

	She glared at him.

	“Oh, a pity. Many hands, light work, two heads and all that.” His broad mouth curled and Nel caught a glimpse of the carefully concealed cleverness behind his angular face. “I was wondering if I might borrow our dear Munashi Sepulveda for a bit. I have some questions we need not bore the important people with tomorrow.” 

	Disappointment shuttered Nel’s excitement. But I have questions too. She pulled a carefree grin on instead of arguing. “Of course! But Emilio, let’s find a time to catch up soon, alright?”

	“There’s time on the journey home.” He patted her shoulder, wordless ellipses transferring from his hand to her bones. Nel watched the two men climb the ramp to one of the alcoves suspended over the forest. Her eyes found Arnav surrounded by several people Nel didn’t know who oozed power. It was the last place she wanted to be, but she’d brave anything for another sip of starshine.

	 


TWO
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	Phosphorescence eased from the golden warmth of candlelight to the soft sage of forest dapples. Even here, in the memorial bay, modern efficiency blended with sacred tradition. A few dozen people were gathered, and Nel slipped into the back of the bay, wordlessly finding Lin.

	“Hey,” Nel murmured. “Glad you made it.”

	“They moved the briefing to accommodate it, thankfully.” She didn’t meet Nel’s eyes. “I’m sorry they aren’t including you. I’ll tell you everything they say tonight, though, promise.” The woman squeezed her hand but let go a moment later to stand at what Nel assumed was attention. Her sharp jaw jutted out, muscles bunching. Was she biting back tears?

	Nel dragged her attention to the gleaming canisters set along the innermost wall. There were three, engraved with names and dates. Words too small for her to read spiraled over the metal. Epitaphs perhaps, or memories. 

	Nel caught sight of Arnav at the front. His head was bowed and his shoulders shuddered. Grief welled in Nel’s chest, overwhelming the numbness of oversleeping, the fog of a hangover. She was exactly where she needed to be. These were your people, your crew, for a time.

	Someone emerged from the crowd and pressed their hand to Gretta’s canister. They could have been the woman’s double, but for another few inches in height and the thin blonde braided beard. “I am Klus Wagner and I stand for Kapten Gretta Wagner. I share the blood from which she was birthed, and so I will commit her back to our community, to the living we create, and to the dreams and hopes we protect, here and among the stars.”

	Murmurs rose as the crowd repeated the last five words. Klus’s massive shoulders rose in a long breath, falling as he exhaled and depressed the lever beside his sister’s coffin. Hydraulics hissed and the coffin sank into the wall. In a year each of them would be spread across the central forest, feeding the insects, plants, and fungi that were their bread and breath.

	Next a row of officers read the achievements for Kapten OrSo, and a weeping older woman, his mother, relinquished her son to be recycled within the space station’s walls. As the coffin disappeared, the bay door opened soundlessly, and Dar entered. If he had attended the gala, Nel would have assumed he still wore his gala finery. His officer’s robe was immaculate and as dark as the circles under his eyes. He moved to stand beside the final body. A silent moment passed with his hand resting on the last canister.

	“I am Komodor Muda Dar Nalawangsa, I stand for Dr. Paul de Lellis. I am the bond to which he was welcomed. The blood from which he was birthed is far, unable to join us today for safety, to protect all of us from the same terror that took Paul from us. Instead, I will commit him back to our community, to the living we create, and to the dreams—” His voice broke, but when he began again his words rumbled with rage. “To the dreams and hopes we protect, both on Earth and here among the stars.”

	This time, Nel’s whisper joined the affirmation rising around her. “Here and among the stars.”

	Dar drew a simple strand of red rosary beads from his suit. “Like many of us, Paul carried a second faith from the doctrine of our mission here. He was a Catholic man, and his family on Mugdha 3 will be offering his funerary rites in their community’s prayer center at this time. I ask that you stand in silence for a moment to honor their grief and Paul’s sacrifice.” Dar’s face was rigid as he mouthed words, caressing each bead before moving on to the next. 

	Nel bowed her head, not looking up until she heard the lever depress and the casket click into the wall. As different as their worlds were, grief was universal, loss a quiet shroud over life. The crowd let out a collective breath and Nel glanced up at Lin. Her face was pale and her smile wan.

	“It’s odd, usually the rear wall is lit with family and friends stationed elsewhere to stream in. I always felt that was isolating. Sad. But I think missing it entirely is worse.”

	An errant fear of missing so much—funerals, births, weddings—while out here or in cryo flashed through Nel’s mind. “I think so, yes. Have you gone to many? Funerals, I mean?”

	“A few. Mostly remotely, though.” She frowned at her wrist. “Ten-minute warning for the committee meeting, and I gotta lose the fancy coat.”

	Nel caught the woman’s cheek as she made to drop a kiss on it, searching Lin’s eyes. “Hey, I’ll see you later, alright?”

	“Promise.”

	Nel was almost back to her room when her own wrist com flickered into life. It was an internal message from Phil, devoid of anything other than a projected path to the high-level conference rooms and a single line:

	DON’T BE LATE, DON’T GET CAUGHT.

	She grinned. Though she missed his unnerving conversation, she’d settle for silent help if it got her closer to the action. 

	The committee hall was packed when Nel slipped through the side door. Nel’s stare settled on Lin’s shoulders, drawn as if by the gravity of the other woman’s appearance. She turned, scanning the crowd, and Nel pressed back against the wall, putting the bulk of a tall man between herself and discovery. As much as she wanted to take the empty seat next to Lin, there were still many rules the Letnan refused to break, especially now while on tenuous probation. Because of me.

	Many of the debriefings had been held in smaller rooms, filled with scientists and medics. Already she recognized more than a few high-ranking military officers. But no Emilio?

	A gleaming hologram waited, glowing and blank, for the meeting to begin. The sheer number of moving parts that any IDH mission required was staggering. 

	“Hey, Dr. Bently.”

	Nel winced and glanced at the young medic, who slipped in just behind her. Their hair was shorn this time, but Nel recalled the benevolent expression as her consciousness swam out of cryosleep. “Hey, ah, Jem, right?”

	“Yeah. Good to see you.” Their dark brows curled in. “I didn’t think you were on the roster for this one.”

	“No, um—”

	Jem nudged her with one of their muscled shoulders. “Don’t worry, I won’t tell. Gonna grab a seat, though.” They wound through the back rows to find a chair. 

	A sharp cough demanded attention. Now that the group had settled down, Nel saw a line of officers standing a step behind a Black woman with a high-ranking badge on her shoulder. The metal rings decorating the collar of her electrosuit were etched in delicate circuits. The name across her breast was Ndebele. Nel frowned. Like the people? 

	Her confusion over the head officer’s name dissolved when she caught sight of the man at the end of the line: Harris, with his hands clasped gently in front of him. His officer’s jacket was as starched as the others’ but lacked any colored trim denoting his department. What are you, special ops?

	Dr. Ndebele stepped forward. “Most of you are familiar with our task force officers, and time is of the utmost value. We won’t be wasting time with introductions. Your itineraries should cover most questions, and any others I ask be addressed to your immediate supervising officer. Firstly, let’s address the supernova in the room: we will be going to Earth to attempt to solve the mystery of Samsara. Yes, it will be a dangerous mission and yes, we will be working in collaboration with the organization known as the Founders. Your loyalties to IDH are expected to remain a priority, and our relationship with them is complex. Those antagonizing that relationship or fraternizing with Founders operatives will be disciplined.”

	Tension puckered between Nel’s shoulder blades. Be nice, but not too nice. She didn’t like anyone who demanded loyalty, even under the guise of protecting her home. Besides, if all of their information came from Emilio and his team’s hard work, why did none of them rate an invitation?

	“It has been brought to our attention that a signal—akin to what happened on Samsara—was broadcast at certain locations on Earth. It triggered various tech malfunctions and, unfortunately, several fatalities. While the grid was shut down quickly, we are still uncertain how much this attack has to do with our own mystery.

	“Departure from Odyssey of Earth will commence tomorrow morning at 1200, with prep at 0900. Our departure will coincide with that of our sister task force headed to the Samsari gate to study the event there. And yes, we will indeed be using the technology to shorten our journey.” She held up a hand at the rising murmurs of concern. “The risks and benefits have been examined by our top analysts, including our current senti-comp Philos, and it is not under discussion. If you have concerns, you may apply for transfer to our local team staying on Odyssey.”

	Nel’s pulse thundered in her throat. They were leaving tomorrow? She wasn’t certain how the gate worked or how long it might take, but she didn’t care. Home. I’ll be home soon.

	“Our itinerary on Earth is rudimentary and that is by design—our data from the planet, even with the added information from our new allies, is limited. Our plans may well change, and indeed, I expect them to.” Her finger twitched and the blank projection dissolved into a hologram display of Earth, with dots of light marking places across the globe. 

	“Upon touchdown at our newly installed Bakjeeri Aerospace port off the coast of Mumbai, we will board the high-speed rail to Ahmedabad and then travel west via the Trans-Arab rail—”

	“We’re not flying?” A leggy man with a pilot’s badge sprawled in one of the seats in the second row.

	Dr. Ndebele’s features tightened. “As I stated, any concerns should be brought up with your supervisory officer, Kapten Lesu. The new high-speed rails are more reliable and don’t require radio transmission to safely arrive or depart. While I agree it lengthens our mission significantly, speed alone is simply not worth the risk currently inherent in the AV communications required for flight, at least until more data surfaces.”

	Her tone softened only slightly as her attention returned to the room as a whole. “These sites are, interestingly, the locations of our ancestors’ first contact with the Teachers, and where the root of our division with the Founders began. We can all assume this isn’t a coincidence, but the exact reason is one we hope to discover.”

	A dozen points across the globe bloomed brighter. Nel pressed forward, ignoring the glare from the man beside her as she bumped him. I know those. 

	KV-H 4, Damnoni IX, the Jefferson cluster. Every site was groundbreaking or controversial and contemporary with one another. All papers she had read. Her eyes stilled on the point along Chile’s coast. Or written. Chills erupted over her body. Perhaps it was because the sheer might of space was a bit difficult to wrap her hard head around, but the scope of IDH never seemed larger. Part of her wanted to punch the air, cheering that so many people had rejected these first attempts at galactic colonialism. Another larger and more spiteful piece wanted to just punch all those who claimed humanity couldn’t have gotten as far as they had without some extraterrestrial involvement. We did, not because of the Teachers, but despite them. All on our very own.

	“Excuse me, Dr. Ndebele, but I feel this is something only you are qualified to answer.” Nel interrupted.

	The officer’s full lips pursed in displeasure as she noted Nel’s presence, but she nodded for the young woman to continue. 

	“Have we considered the possibility that it is, indeed, the Founders behind this? As many of us can attest, these sites have also been the locations of modern vandalism and guerilla warfare.”

	“Those with more resources specific to those concerns are, indeed, investigating that line of speculation; however, we are operating under the assumption that they are, indeed, our allies in this.” Dr. Ndebele smoothly slipped back into her previous topic. “Our first point of focus will be near Founders’ North African headquarters in Qena, Egypt. Our trajectory will be finalized there, but we intend to visit each point where the signal was released if necessary to examine what evidence there may be as to what happened to cause the blackout and assess the risk of it occurring again.” Her tone implied they were most concerned not with it occurring again on Earth, but rather among IDH’s far-reaching scattered holdings. Murmurs swelled briefly, but her single finger-twitch silenced them. The projection flickered to display a long list of ranks, names, and departments.

	“Any questions regarding roles or our general organization, both for our field task and analysis forces and those remaining here, can be addressed privately.”

	Nel peered closer, scanning the departments. 

	Field Task Force 

	Intelligence

	Transport

	External Relations

	Internal relations

	Communications

	Technical support

	Medical

	Domestics 

	Intelligence

	External Relations

	Communications

	Technical support

	Miscellaneous resources

	There, under the final category, she found her name. Lead slammed her gut. Not only was she barred from returning to Samsara, but she wasn’t leaving Odyssey. Earth was under attack and she was relegated to this glorified moon lightyears away. And my girlfriend gets to go in my place. The buzzing of anger in her ears was louder than even the murmuring crowd. Screw Zachariah’s suggestion to count before opening her mouth, screw the fact that she wasn’t even invited to this special elitist meeting. 

	Before her last shred of common sense outweighed her temper, she shoved aside the man beside her. “I’m sorry, Dr. Ndebele, but this has to be a mistake.”

	Thirty-odd heads turned to stare. Her cheeks were fire, but it was too late to rephrase and certainly too late to keep her mouth shut. Even though she forced her focus not to waver from the chief officer for even a second, her periphery caught the utter horror on Lin’s face.

	Dr. Ndebele’s face hardened in deserved cold fury. “Dr. Bently. I see you’ve decided to join us despite,” her gaze flicked to the security officer at the door, “multiple measures to keep this classified meeting private.”

	“Well apparently that’s just the tip of this exclusionary iceberg since, despite the fact that I ran the excavation on Samsara, I’m apparently listed as nothing more than a ‘miscellaneous resource’. I can’t save my home just ’cause I’m not part of the cool kids’ club?”

	“Due to the unpredictable nature of both this mission and your involvement in the events on Samsara, you are considered temporarily relieved from duty. Were it not for your arguably limited data and experience, I would have shipped you off to a labor station the minute the Thunder-bump docked.”

	“You’re fucking kidding me.”

	“Dr. Bently, this is an official briefing,” Dr. Ndebele interjected. “Since you’re incapable of not only remaining professional but following any sort of order, I suggest you step outside.”

	“Oh, I’m capable,” she spat, jaw working. “This whole shitshow just seems about as professional as the average high school yearbook meeting.”

	“I wasn’t asking.”

	Nel shot a last glare at the woman and stalked from the room. Her outburst was childish, and she knew it. And Dr. Ndebele had more than a fair point—this was hardly new behavior. Right now, though, Nel didn’t care. She didn’t care about any brilliant doctor’s opinion of her, even if IDH controlled everything from her mortgage payments to her life support in cryo. Let them fucking disappear me. Nothing matters if I can’t go home.

	Her fury left in a wave of despair and she slumped onto the floor, head thumping back against the gleaming walls. The words cracked over her fear and frustration. “I can’t go home.”

	The door hissed open around the corner and a moment later, Zach settled beside her. 

	“I don’t want to talk about it,” she snapped, “or my feelings.”

	“Didn’t expect you to,” he responded. “Sometimes it’s nice to have company when we sit with our demons. Or our tempers.”

	“Most people don’t like to sit with mine,” she muttered. “Myself included.”

	“Part of my job, archaeology princess.”

	She snorted. “Your nicknames crack me up.”

	He smiled, still politely looking away, twirling his hair. “We could all use creative compliments.”

	“Listen, since you’re going home, do you think—”

	“I don’t know how it’s going to be when we get down there, Nel. But I’ll do my best.”

	“You didn’t even know what I was gonna say.”

	“Make sure your family is okay, right?”

	She nodded. 

	“It’s my home too. If it weren’t for my religious teacher sending me a vid-call shortly before blackout, I’d be just as worried.”

	She frowned at her IDH-issue boots. In that moment she hated everything about them. “It’s not just that. It’s all of this. I think I got in over my head chasing a cute chick. Half the time I feel like I got dragged into an inter-planetary mob, you know?”

	He hummed thoughtfully. “I can see how it appears that way. What are you going to do about it?”

	“Don’t know. Not much I can do. Wait and see how things play out. But they’re nuts if they think I’m just going to sit back and watch while my planet and family are threatened.”

	“No one expects you to do nothing—at least, no one in that room who knows you at all. There’s plenty to be done and researched and pieced together without being on the investigative team itself.”

	“Yeah, but seems like anyone who has any say would rather I sit around with my thumb up my ass.”

	“I very much doubt Dr. Ndebele thinks about your ass at all. Letnan Nalawangsa on the other hand—”

	“Hey now,” Nel teased. The expression on Lin’s face flashed through her mind, erasing her warmth. “I don’t even know much about all that either.”

	“Still a commitment-phobe?”

	“Still a therapist?”

	He chuckled. “You’re filled with a lot of questions, Nel. Good ones. Important ones.” He rose with a sigh. “Just make sure you’re asking the right people, alright?”

	Nel watched him disappear back down the hall. Between Zachariah and Phil, she was starting to feel like everyone was in on some big secrets and just expected her to discover the answers on her own. Maybe that’s the ticket to the cool kids’ club. Gotta solve the newest boxcar mystery. 

	When the meeting let out, Lin trailed the cluster of officers. Her lips were a thin line.

	Nel shoved herself to her feet, wiping sweaty palms on her legs. “Hey.”

	“I cannot believe you!” Lin hissed. “Sneaking into a meeting is one thing, but you made a total ass of yourself—both of us, actually. And you completely missed the local mission details.”

	“I wanted to stay—”

	“Well maybe you should have just stayed quiet then!” Lin snapped.

	Nel rocked back on her heels. “I’m sorry, okay? I get it, I fucked up. But I need to be on that ship home. You heard them in there!” she protested. “That’s my planet on the chopping block, you know.”

	“We’re from there too, Nel, and we share the same species, as much as you like to pretend we don't. And the losses on Samsara were ours.”

	Nel looked away. She always hated the “boys are from Mars” joke, but it seemed she was spinning a parallel falsehood each time she distanced herself from Lin’s community. Organization. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I think I’m just really amped up. Between missing my mom and everything that’s going on—both like big picture and in my head.” She heaved a sigh. She couldn’t shake the image of Paul’s skin bubbling in Samsara’s corrosive atmosphere. “I’ll be helpful, I’m just really fucked up lately. I was framed for your crimes. Signed away two years of consciousness. I wasn’t close to Paul, but we were friendly. And he was my responsibility.”

	“We’re not saying those sacrifices don’t take a toll. They absolutely do. What we’re saying is you need to recover—”

	“We,” Nel intoned. 

	Lin glanced over, then at her shoes. One lithe shoulder lifted. “Yeah. Me too. Me maybe most of all.”

	“You broke me out of detainment, Lin. You admitted that maybe you were too trusting.”

	She closed the distance between them, but only to hiss, “They are all we’ve got right now and at least they approach it rationally. You’re reckless on a good day.” Lin stepped back, reserved features awash with disappointment. “And this really isn’t a good day.”

	“I’m sorry. I’ve been an asshole.” The frantic fight bled from her body, leaving embarrassment and confusion. Both pissed her off almost more than her lack of agency. “Can I see you tonight? If you’re leaving tomorrow—”

	Lin flinched, raking a shaking hand through her black hair. “I can’t even think about that right now. I have to go get my health scan.” She disappeared without another word.

	Before anyone more official could appear and—rightfully—embarrass her further, Nel found the nearest service elevator and palmed it open.

	When the doors opened it was onto the sweet air of the core. She stepped into the forest, breathing deeply. She strolled through the densely packed ferns, moving from cloud forest to scrub jungle to high desert. Even there, organisms flourished. Her hand pressed into the coarse sand. Did they make it? Bring it from Earth? Mine it from some asteroid? Pain pinched at her chest at the thought of Paul’s mining family. 

	Tiny insects crawled over the grains and she watched the floor teem with life as night fell. Her eyes inched upward to the dimly glowing orb suspended high above. The senti-comp had been eerily quiet since the events on Samsara, following the order for radio silence like the rest of them. Did you find what you were looking for?

	“Hey, Phil, you home?” Her voice boomed in the quiet biome, and she glanced across to the bubble of the function hall emerging from the jungle biome. It was far enough away that it was hardly more than a glimmer, a silver dollar on the manufactured horizon.

	Her wrist flashed and she scanned the message.

	“Evening, Dr. Bently.”

	She grinned. “Do you think I can stop by before we leave?”

	“I’m using more processing than usual, and I fear even the increase in temperature from your biological form will impact my cooling system.”

	“You could have just said you were busy,” she teased. 

	“I have as many processing units as most of those on Earth combined, Doctor. I don’t really get busy.”

	“I wanted to see how you were. If you’d made any headway.” The pause was lengthy, exponentially longer than it would take a supercomputer to consider his words. 

	“This puzzle is complex. And I fear each answer uncovers worse news. But yes. I am making headway. If I can hardline to other senti-comps it will be easier. And how are you doing?”

	“I know you could just scan Zachariah’s notes.”

	That’d be rude.

	“Okay, I guess. Tired. Frustrated. Homesick. Can I help at all?”

	Not in this particular moment. But soon. There is something for you to do—not for me, but for yourself.

	She glanced up, as if he could see her gaze from there. Maybe he could. “Yeah?”

	You’ve been lonely before.

	She frowned. It was an odd statement, one more intimate than she felt their relationship warranted. Dread weighed her stomach, churning with the starshine. “This more of your pattern-recognition pre-cog shit?”

	Pay attention—you will feel more alone than you have in a very long time. Isolated. Without allies. But you won’t be.

	“You gotta give me more.”

	The rest is up to the choices you and a hundred other people make over the next few weeks. Why don’t you get some rest.

	“I’ll try. Phil?” She stared at her hands, still dipped in the sand. The cursor blinked on her comm, waiting. Expectant. “Are you lonely?”

	Good night, Dr. Bently.

	Her shoulders slumped under the weight of his unspoken answer. “Night.”

	She didn’t return to her room. How could she? It was as much hers as any hotel room she had taken over during her shovelbumming days. As much hers as the dorm on Samsara had been, or the tiny pod where she spent two unconscious years crossing star systems. She didn’t know where home was anymore. Would her ranch house still be there? Surely it would need a new coat of paint by now. Was the lawn mowed? Did they rent it out for her or just pay the mortgage until she returned?

	She leaned back, pressing herself into the packed sand. If she closed her eyes perhaps even she, like the insects, would believe this was Chile. Or the boreal forest. Or whichever fabricated ecosystem she picked from the greenery arching over her head. She sank into the memory of pulling into her driveway, hearing the grind of old asphalt under her tires and the tick of her truck’s engine when she turned it off and sat for a moment. Every moment she could remember since blasting free of Earth’s atmosphere she had spent longing to go home. But now, hesitation tangled her homesickness.

	Her key might still fit, but would she?

	 


THREE
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	Stiffness woke Nel. She rolled her neck with a groan. “I don’t think I have the body for camping anymore,” she muttered, peering against the sunlight bathing her face. Somewhere above, a hideously cheerful bird chirped, and she fumbled for her sleeping bag zipper. 

	There was no sleeping bag. Or tent. Sunlight was beaming from mirrors and lamps just overhead. The chirping continued and she glared at the holographic message displayed over her wrist.

	REMINDER: Shuttle Departure for Le Fe De Amor in T-105 minutes

	She peered at the glowing red letters for a moment before parsing that if she didn’t hurry, she might miss saying goodbye.

	“Fuck fuck fuck!” She scrambled to her feet and bolted to the nearest elevator shaft. Shoving through the doors, she jabbed at her communicator. No messages from Lin or Zach, or frankly anyone. Only one unread thread blinked in her inbox, and it was the four system reminders that she had apparently slept through. She swiped it clear and bounced on the balls of her feet, trying to blink exhaustion from her bleary eyes.

	“C’mon,” she muttered to the elevator as the floors rolled past. Weight draped over her as the capsule hurtled outward. Another two seconds and it hummed to a halt at the residential level. She broke into a jog. Whatever she and Lin had was complicated, made even more so by the layers of their increasingly complex world and Nel’s own mercurial temper. But I’ll still miss her. More than she’d like to admit.

	Tense voices slowed Nel’s steps as she rounded the last bend to Lin’s room. Shrinking back against the wall, she peered around the corner. Dar lounged beside Lin’s open door, feet crossed at the ankle. Despite the relaxed stance, a dark glare knotted his features. Lin blocked her doorway, arms crossed.

	“I don’t really care what you think,” Lin snapped. “And I don’t want to get into this at all, let alone here and now. Just because you’ve suddenly grown some emotions doesn’t mean I have to put them above my own. You had your chance to see things my way years ago. You had another chance back on CE7.”

	“I’m not suddenly interested in ‘seeing things your way,’” he spat, “I’m interested in my baby sister’s safety! I’m concerned this rabbit hole, this obsession whatever it is, will get you killed. You were on track for a promotion—”

	“You demoted me! I could have been Ndebele’s intern—”

	“I had my reasons. What kind of person follows someone across fucking space—” he hissed.

	“Dar, language.” 

	She never corrects my cussing. So why was she bothering with her brother’s? Lin’s voice was tired but tense with something else. Fear? Nel fought back the urge to rush from behind the corner and wedge herself between them. Except Dar didn’t look like he was going to hurt her.

	“Lin, please just think about it. Ayah and Ibu are worried too, you know.”

	Lin’s hand slammed into the wall with a sickening thud. Tendons bunched in her throat, but Nel couldn’t say if it was pain or fury. “Is that why I haven’t heard from them in months? You’re holding them over my head until I sharpen up and fly straight?”

	Dar looked away and his gaze halted on Nel, tucked by the door. She opened her mouth to apologize, but his head shook almost imperceptibly. 

	“You know I haven’t heard from them either. But they mentioned it before. And again, when Nel’s transfer docs came over their screens this morning. Associating with her is going to get you killed.” He shoved off the wall and made to reach for her shoulder but stopped a few inches shy. “Please, just consider it.”

	Nel jerked out of sight again. A second later he almost collided with her as he strode around the bend. His gaze pinned her, but he said nothing, boots stomping long after he disappeared up the hall. 

	She peeked at Lin’s door again. It was shut, the corridor deserted. Dar clearly felt she threatened Lin somehow. Why do I feel like he just entrusted a huge secret with me? Drawing a deep breath, she stepped up to Lin’s door, heart hammering. She pressed her brow to the door, palm spreading across the gleaming metal. None of them want me here—fuck, I don’t even want to be here. 

	And every nasty comment her exes’ bigoted parents spat at her now drifted in the space stations recycled air lightyears from home. Intellectually she knew it wasn’t anything to do with sexuality—not if she was to believe Paul’s anecdote about his relationship with IDH’s hotshot Komodor Muda Udara Dar Nalawangsa.

	She pressed the private intercom. “Lin?”

	Silence.

	“Sorry I’m late. Can I see you before you go?” Still nothing. “I saw Dar in the hall, looked kinda pissed. Do you—”

	“Nel?”

	She whirled to see Lin striding down the hall. Her gleaming electrosuit was perfectly fastened, long hair braided and tucked carefully away in preparation for the helmet of her space suit. The shadows under her warm eyes rocketed Dar’s words to the forefront of Nel’s thoughts. “What kind of person follows someone across fucking space?” She pulled a smile she didn’t feel onto her face. “Hey, babe. Just looking for you.”

	“Me too.”

	Nel stared after her for a moment. They hadn’t kissed since the gala. “Sentimental” was the last word Nel would use to describe herself, but the undercurrent of exclusion gave her new sympathy for all the exes she ghosted over the years. “You sleep okay?”

	“Not really. Been up since 0500.” Lin frowned at Nel’s half-done suit. “You packed?”

	“What?”

	“Is your comm on? Did you get the messages?”

	Nel glanced at her wrist. “Just a bunch of updates about your mission—”

	“Our mission,” Lin interrupted. Her expression might have been a smile, were it not for the hardness in her eyes. “As of 0200 today you’ve been transferred to the Field task force.”

	Excitement blasted through every one of Nel’s more complicated emotions. “What? Thank you!” She wrapped Lin in a tight hug. When it was only reluctantly returned, however, she stepped back. “You pulled strings?”

	“Not me. Harris, I guess. Said he wanted someone like you on his team.”

	Confusion dampened Nel’s thrill. She barely knew the man. What about the woman who almost single-handedly destroyed their second home appealed to him? Cut the shit, Bently, and be grateful. “Any idea what I’ll be doing?” 

	“I’m not sure. Maybe research? They’ll need data on CE7, Los Cerros—”

	“Yeah, I know the abbreviation.” At Lin’s closed expression Nel forced tenderness into her voice. “Sorry, just got a bit of mental whiplash. I’m happy to help any way I can.” Tagging along behind a stranger was better than nothing, but it was far from ideal. But I could try to find Mom. And Tabby. And Annie. And everyone else who went dark. It could be just the radio silence, but the shadow behind Emilio’s eyes at the gala and Lin’s extra avoidance frayed Nel’s tenuous trust. 

	Both their wrists flashed. “You better get ready,” Lin suggested. At long last, something close to amusement graced her regal features. 

	Nel backed toward her own room down the hall. “Don’t let them leave without me, okay?”

	No sooner had her door hissed shut behind her than she was yanking her case from under her bunk. “Christ, Bently, your only chance to fast-travel back home and you’re about to miss it.” Her bags were mostly packed—honestly, she hadn’t really ever unpacked much more than a few items. She was triple-checking that both her father and Mikey’s cremains were tucked safely into her bag when the final call flashed on her wall screen. She shoved her last things into her bag and did a final sweep before jogging to the nearest outward-bound elevator.

	It took a span of seven minutes to cross to the designated departure bay. To Nel, it felt like hours and a single heartbeat. Home. After having the possibility ripped from her, she wasn’t quite sure she believed she was actually going. Maybe she wouldn’t believe it until her boots were on terra firma. 

	A dozen shuttles awaited, hundreds of crew members and mechanics swarming their undercarriages. Even with her limited experience, Nel could tell these were nothing IDH had created. She glimpsed styles that were surely inspired by Russian and U.S. space tech. Instead of the modular, efficient equipment Odyssey usually hosted, these bore clunky heat shields and battered landing gear.

	Emilio jogged up, a loose button-down open over a bulky black electrosuit. “Morning, Bently. Well rested?”

	Nel smiled, but her expression must have been too somber to warrant teasing. “What’s the deal?”

	“You’ll be on my shuttle. We’ll get you loaded up and head out, then you’ll be checked into the med bay for cryo-prep. I’ll be up front, but I can walk you over, if you’d like.”

	Nel frowned. “Cryo? You guys beamed out of that gate like fucking Solo. You telling me I still have to be locked in a tin can for this?”

	He chuckled and led her to the third shuttle from the left. “Gate-passage is dangerous and takes far longer than it looks like from where you were.”

	Nel’s hopes sank. “So what’s the point?”

	“I don’t know about you,” Emilio confided, “but I’d take a two-week flight over two years.”

	“Wait, I thought black-hole stuff looked like it took forever from the outside and was fast inside.”

	“I’m no ah, ingeniero aeroespacial? But I believe this is closer to a wormhole.”

	Nel groaned. “Can I opt-in to being awake? I’ll wash your space dishes or whatever you want.”

	He strode up the loading ramp with an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry, we already have a busboy for the mess, but we’ll find you some busy work once we land. I promise,” he winked, “we’ll be home before you know it.”

	A klaxon blared from somewhere in the shuttle’s bowels and he swore. “Med bay is down that hall to the left. I’ll see you when we’re planetside.”

	Nel trailed off in the direction he indicated, counting her breaths in a failing attempt at maintaining control. Fucking cryo. Emilio may have been her one nebulous tether to Earth, but with the high-tech words rolling off his mouth as easily as his Chilean Spanish, that connection was fading fast.

	Lin emerged from the large room that smelled of antiseptic and pulled her into a service alcove. “Hey.”

	“Hey,” Nel responded, uncertain.

	Lin pressed her brow to Nel’s, eyes fluttering closed. Nel forced her eyes shut and gripped the other woman’s hands. Steam hissed. Boots clomped on metal grates. A dozen different languages shouted instructions and warnings. 

	“You alright?” Nel whispered. She wished Lin would ask her the same but had no idea how she’d begin to answer.

	“Yeah. Just nerves. It’s been a strange few months. Years. I miss my family.”

	“Me too.” Nel squashed the bitter voice chirping that she had a lot more change to contend with than Lin. It wasn’t a competition. “We’ll be okay, though. I’ll try to be less of an asshole. And I’ll help, promise.” She tried a chuckle, but it fizzled between them. “I’ll have the home court advantage.”

	“Home court?”

	“I swear you have the strangest gaps in your understanding of Earth lingo. It’s a sporting reference. Familiar ground gives us an advantage…” She trailed off. “Never mind.”

	Somewhere outside engines screamed to life.

	“Am I going to see you again before we get put out?”

	Lin shrugged. “I don’t think so, but I put in a request for our pods to be next to each other.”

	Nel laughed and squeezed her hand. “Well, have a good trip. Miss you.”

	“You too. And you’ll wake up before you ever miss me.” Lin dropped a kiss on Nel’s lips before backing away into the med bay with a last little wave.

	Nel tilted her head back against the battered corridor wall. It’s just cryo. You did it before. But she couldn’t remember the moments beforehand. She barely recalled the days leading up to it, even now, months after waking. Had she been afraid? Cool-headed? She jerked herself upright. According to Mindi, from the moment Nel slid squalling and furious into the world, she had never been cool-headed.

	“Dr. Bently?” A dark face peered through the doorway. “We’re ready for you.”

	Nel tried a friendly smile, but by the pity on the tech’s face, she figured she looked closer to constipated. “That makes one of us.”

	Heavy hooks and anchor rings lining the bay told Nel it had once been used for cargo. Or at least, I hope that’s what those are for. Cellulose curtains cordoned off each cubicle, though most hung open and vacant by now. 

	The tech stepped into one, pulling the curtain closed once Nel followed. “It’s simple, and we give sedatives. Just a few questions and scans first.”

	Nel hopped up on the table, recognizing Jem. “Oh, hey again. Do you need me to strip?”

	“In a moment. For now, you’re fine.” Their eyes crinkled. “Nice job playing it cool in the committee there.”

	Nel winced, face heating. “Playing it cool is something I’ve never been good at.”

	“Well, some of us space folk don’t mind when the officers get hardballed. When was the last time you were on Earth?”

	“Ah, a couple months ago? You were there when I came out, actually.”

	The tech glanced up and smiled. “I was, but this is as much about what you recall as facts.”

	“Well, very little. I lost the whole week before cryo, except for flashes.”

	“That’s probably the sedative. I can lower it this round.” They made a note on the holochart and turned a dial on the bank of fluids hanging from the wall. “Any chance you’re pregnant?”

	Nel snorted. “I’m a lesbian.”

	They held her gaze. “That tells me about your preference, not your genitals, or those of your partner.”

	“Right. Um, no chance, no.” Nel shuddered. She liked her friends’ kids well enough, she supposed, but the idea of tethering her life to another person was uncomfortable enough when they were both independent adults. She had little interest in making or caring for a pink raisin of her own.

	“Good. Any underlying conditions? Chronic illness? Tachycardia? Anxiety?”

	Zach’s analysis of her mental state flickered in her mind, but she shook her head. “Not that I know of. This more dangerous if I did?”

	“Depends, but it’s always good to know the whole picture. Cryo lowers your body’s systems, and if some of yours work differently we need to adjust levels.”

	“What happens if you die in cryo?” The question was out before Nel realized she didn’t really want an answer.

	Jem glanced up from their examination of Nel’s forearm. They paused, meeting her eyes. “I’m told it’s like going in your sleep.”

	“I see.” Silence hung between them while Jem returned to their notes. 

	After another moment they looked up. “Alright, ready to get wired up?”

	Nel tugged off her suit, folding it carefully on the exam table before turning back and raising her chin. She blanched at the cold cleansing alcohol and the pinch of the needle. A moment later the injection burned. She didn’t dare look down at the gentle tugging of Jem inserting the mainline through her carotid. It’s fine. Just needles. Just cryo.

	“Dr. Bently?” Jem asked. 

	Nel hummed.

	“Can you look at me, please?”

	Nel’s gaze flicked down to the tech’s. “What?”

	“I need you to take a few long, slow breaths. In through the nose—”

	“Out through the mouth, yeah, I know this one.” She was too distracted to regret the snapping tone. She obeyed, however, fixing her attention on the rings of the cubicle curtain. The edges of her vision darkened. “Aren’t I supposed to be in the tin can before I go under?”

	“I’ve just given you some sedatives. Why? Dizzy?”

	“Just vision’s tunneled a bit.” She licked her lips, mouth tasting of metal and sawdust. “Bit woozy. Feel like I’m having a heart attack.”

	“I see. That’s pretty normal when you’re nervous. Keep breathing, I’m almost done. Let me know if you think you’re going to pass out or vomit.”

	She forced her hands to unclench from the exam table’s covering. “Just been a wild few weeks.”

	“You can say that again,” Jem muttered. A few careful movements later and they were withdrawing the needles, leaving the mainline taped and coiled. “Alright, let’s get you bundled in.”

	Nel slipped her suit back on, letting Jem attach the port to its twin above her left breast. When she stood her knees trembled, but her legs held. Each of the smaller rooms lining the outer edge of the medical bay held twenty cryo pods and Jem led Nel to the nearest one.

	Sure enough, Lin was already in repose, eyes fluttering with relaxation. Her lidded gaze caught Nel’s and her fingers fluttered in a wave. “Sweet dreams, love.”

	Nel offered a numb smile and climbed shakily into the neighboring pod. Fuck all of this. Next time I’m pacing the ship’s length for two years instead of this nonsense. Jem’s deft fingers had already hooked Nel up and were fiddling with dials and buttons.

	Nel glanced up. “Shouldn’t I be feeling something? Sleepy?”

	Jem shrugged. “Hits each of us a little different. Your adrenaline is fighting it, though. Can you think of ways to relax? Any history of anxiety?”

	“Nah. Usually pretty chill under stress. I can try the breathing thing.” She forced her eyes closed and thought of Chile. 

	Soft air whispered from the tiny holes lining the pod. Thick tepid fluid dribbled into the bottom, enveloping her in an utter lack of sensation. Her heart pounded faster. Beeping increased and her eyes fixed on the glowing readouts that, based on her limited understanding of human physiology, seemed too high for someone minutes from chemically forced unconsciousness. 

	“Dr. Bently—”

	Beeping. Static screaming turned up to eleven. The suit’s warning trill moments before Paul ripped his helmet off.

	Get your shit together, Bently! 

	“Nel!” Jem’s voice left no room for argument, but Nel’s rampaging fear barreled onward, the tech’s voice fading in the face of flashbacks. Their voice rose. “I need a doctor at unit 34.”

	Thirty-four. How old was she, again? By Earth standards? Weight pressed on her chest, squeezing the will to struggle from her muscles. Still, her breath heaved and her stomach threatened to vomit up the breakfast she hadn’t eaten. Would she forever be keeping track of her perceived age in parallel with how many years she’d technically lived? How wide would that gap be when she eventually died? What happens if you die in cryo? 

	“Does she have an assigned psych?” The new voice was low and deep.

	“Yeah, but he’s about to go under too, unit 75. And audio-comms are locked for safety. We launch in T-10.”

	“Pull up her chart.”

	“Doctor, that’s against—”

	“Excuse me, Doctor.”

	Nel’s blurred vision settled on a new smooth, long face. “Hars,” she slurred.

	“Yeah, it’s Harris. Nel, I’d like you to just focus on me. You’re having a panic response. The human system can only panic for twenty minutes. Just ride it for another five, alright? It might feel like you’re dying, but you’re perfectly safe. Your body is just being an overachiever. Based on what I’ve heard that’s pretty on-brand for you.” His face curved in a smile. “You’ve got your girl right over there too—just picture your hands clasped. She’ll anchor you here.”

	Blaring alarms made her eyes fly open, but his face still hovered in the shadows over hers. “Just preparing for launch. By the time we take off, you’ll be asleep. It’ll be summer in the northern hemisphere when we arrive. Can you remember summer at home for me?”

	“Cicada,” Nel rasped. Her eyes felt heavy now too, and her lungs slowed, exhausted. “Fucking bugs everywhere. Sunburn. Dirt. Beer.”

	“I can smell it already,” he murmured. “I’ve always been an IPA man.”

	“From Earth?”

	His smile warped, swam. “Indeed. Just another minute more and you’ll be in dreamland.”

	Darkness encroached, but this time it was a soft descent into twilight. Rushing air was replaced by the slow billow of her own breath. “Dream in cryo?”

	“You’ll have to tell me when you wake up. They say it’s impossible,” he patted the glass and stepped back, “but I always have.”

	Darkness became the rich indigo of the forest at night. Soft soil cradled her bare feet as she padded to the edge of the meandering river. It was the Connecticut, or maybe the Susquehanna. A canoe ghosted by, a single hulking silhouette in its hull. Water burbled along its fiberglass sides. The man leaned against the oar, pushing his craft upriver in the darkness. Nel edged to the crest of the embankment. Rocks skittered down the slope in her wake, plinking into the brown bathwater warmth. 

	His shoulders bunched as he heaved against the current. The wooden paddle groaned with the effort. He did not turn, but she knew those arms, those battered hands. She knew the hang of his short, fuzzy locs. 

	“Mikey?”

	Her heart hammered and somewhere in the rearmost corner of her skull, wailing rose. Sharp rocks exposed in the eroding bank bit into the meat of her palm. She ignored the sting and stumbled into the churning water. “Mikey!”

	It was only at the river’s bend that he turned back. His face was shadowed, but she saw shattered cheekbones and torn flesh where a crowbar had cracked features better suited to smiles than screaming. His full lips parted, and river water tumbled from his putrefied mouth.

	 


FOUR
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	Decay coated Nel’s tongue. She grimaced and probed her teeth. Hopefully whoever was warming her back wouldn’t judge her for the worst morning breath in human history. Air eased from her chest in a groan as she stretched. Her arms hit hard, smooth warmth. Her eyes flew open, blinking against the dim orange lights flickering over the glassy surface inches from her face. 

	Muffled chiming drifted through and bubbles rose around her skin. Fluid drained and the scent of clean air replaced its warmth. Above, familiar features swam into focus. Lin’s face broke into a beaming smile. A beige palm pressed to the glass. 

	Nel choked back a sob that dreamed of laughter and lifted her hand to push it against Lin’s. “Morning,” she rasped.

	Lin’s words were faint, but Nel caught enough. “How’d you sleep?”

	Her nose wrinkled. It was odd to pretend something so alien, so unnatural, was akin to being tucked in by a parent, but Nel supposed it was what kept most cryo-hoppers sane. “I think I had weird dreams. Don’t remember them, though. Can I get out?”

	“Almost. One more step.” 

	Figures milled about behind the woman, and air rushed in. Nel winced as her ears popped. Her memories were blurry, but images filtered back in. A funeral. Dar’s glare. Buzzing insects—or was that her dream? The lid bounced up as it unlocked, then rose slowly. She sat up, half expecting dry ice vapor to billow out, a theater geek’s imagining of a lesbian space Dracula. Laughter bubbled from her throat, followed by burning bile as she vomited. 

	Lin’s soft hand wiped her mouth. Portable, opaque screens provided privacy. Nel perched on the edge of her cryo bed, wishing her deep breaths drew in more than the bright stench of emesis or the dry, powered scent of medical equipment. 

	Jem handed her a foil blanket, then held up a small syringe with an apologetic smile. “Helps with the sick.”

	Nel shuddered as cool fluid spurted into her vein. “How about you? Sleep okay?”

	Lin smiled. “Good. Always feel refreshed afterward. Looking forward to a proper shower, though.”

	Nel groaned. “Me too, now.” 

	“I’ll get your suit if you want to clean up.”

	“Please.” She fumbled with the damp cloth Jem folded over the pod’s side, grateful her nerves hadn’t allowed her to eat before going under. Maybe our stomachs are always empty when we wake. Did people digest in cryo?

	“Here, babe.” 

	Nel took the suit from Lin with a wan smile. A memory nagged at her, another pet name as Lin went under. She shifted with discomfort. Babe’s preferable. The suit was looser, barely. “We gonna wear these down there too?”

	Lin shook her head. “Depends. Just another few hours and you’ll be back to your tank tops and cargos.”

	Nel’s fingers stilled at the throat of her suit. Hours. The reality of where she was exploded what remained of her groggy state. “Windows. Now.”

	Lin’s deceptively thin arms levered Nel up. It was then she realized gravity no longer existed. Rather, everything drifted, in stasis until its course was altered. She finished fastening her suit and nudged off of the cryo pod after Lin.

	“Can’t you hear it? Screaming!” A naked man flailed into them, babbling in a half-woken panic. 

	Nel’s pulse spiked, but Lin squeezed her hand. “Just woke up on the wrong side of the pod.”

	Nel averted her eyes, backing up until the medics retrieved him. He said screaming. She shuddered and followed Lin through a doorway. Neither spoke as they wound through the milling techs and doctors. A far more organized throng of officers and engineers filled the ship’s main bay. Lin’s fingers laced with Nel’s to keep them from losing one another as she propelled them along the edge of the room. 

	“Oi! Sci-nerds!”

	Lin paused halfway up the obsolete stairs at the voice booming from the gangway above. 

	“Back to the med bay. You’ve seen the vids of zero-G yak. Don’t need cryo sick gumming up my ship.”

	Nel’s face flushed and her mouth opened to snap back, but a tan hand pressed on the officer’s shoulder. Emilio shot her a wink and muttered something in the man’s ear.

	The officer’s jaw worked but his sneer parted enough for his amendment. “Make it quick, eh?”

	“Yessir.” Lin glided the rest of the way up to the next level. Two turns and a narrow, grease-stained passageway later, they drifted into what Nel assumed was a tiny emergency pod. The view pitched Nel’s balance to the left and up and she threw a hand out to steady herself. Her teeth clenched. She’d be damned if she proved Officer Barked Order’s concerns right.

	“Man, gravity is underrated.”

	Lin laughed, sliding the door closed behind them. It muffled all but the loudest machinery.

	Nel slipped closer to the window. She spread her fingers on the window, peering up at the swath of tan and marbled white that was Saudi Arabia. Except there were no borders. Just a smattering of earth grounding nine billion feet as they all rocketed through the void. Perhaps it was a delayed reaction to waking, but tears sprang to her eyes. “What day is it?”

	“Early August, I think. We’ll touch down at Bakjeeri spaceport at 3:45 p.m. local time. I’m told it’s a nice day.”

	Hopefully tears didn’t damage spaceships. Home. She could live a thousand cryo-lengthened years and never grow sick of seeing the precious marble. She could live a thousand more and never want to leave again. Somewhere down there was her mother. Her friends. Everyone she had ever known for the first thirty-odd years of her life. I’m coming, she vowed. I’ll fix this, somehow.

	A heavy clunk shook the ship and a distant alarm began. 

	“We ought to get back.”

	“Yeah, thanks for humoring me,” Nel agreed, backing up, but unable to look away just yet. Lin’s thumb brushed moisture from Nel’s cheek. “Bit woozy is all. Delayed reaction to waking up, I think.”

	“I get it.” At Nel’s skeptical glance, Lin clarified. “I have a home too, you know.”

	“Right.” But you were raised knowing there were thousands of you scattered across the sky. Knowing there was a contingency if it all went belly-up. Nel shot a final look over her shoulder at the brilliant blue ball. She wouldn’t let her home be amputated in some galactic fight for a healthy humanity. Or whatever IDH claimed this was. 

	“Nalawangsa, Bently!” Harris floated in the mouth of a service corridor. A gleaming officer’s robe drifted over his meticulous suit. “Get settled. Docking is in T-15 minutes!”

	“Sorry, sir!” Lin called.

	“I knew he was an officer,” Nel muttered, aloud this time, as Lin towed her into the passenger area. “So, how long until we can wander around? I have no memory of being on the ISS from before.”

	Lin blushed. “I doubt we’ll be able to wander much. We have nine hours here. Usually they try to give us at least twenty-four to recover from cryo sick, if we need to. Weather and timing made them cut it short though. Going from the stasis of cryo to the G-force of reentry can really—”

	“I don’t need the details, thanks though,” Nel interjected. As much as she enjoyed traveling to a dig or back home after a summer abroad, the added danger of space travel—even when conducted by people raised there—just pissed off her empty stomach.

	Lin looked down, apologetic as they waited for a train of cargo bins to drift by, propelled by a tech with propulsion boots. “Sorry, I find research and knowing all the facts helps me when I’m nervous.”

	“Me, not so much. At least with this stuff. Maybe you can distract me in other ways,” Nel amended, running her finger up the inside of Lin’s forearm. 

	The other woman jumped but smiled. “These things are ticklish, you know, when paired.”

	“Oh, I hoped so.” 

	Lin grabbed her hand and pushed off, turning back toward the med bay. At some point during their flight it had been converted into bunks. The flimsy 3D printed walls were more a suggestion of privacy but were better than nothing. A flashing sign on the wall cycled through various bulletins, including the time until the shuttle for Earth launched and the location of the space station’s medical wing, which would replace the makeshift one used prior to launch.

	“Shouldn’t we be suited up or something?” Nel asked. “In case something goes wrong?”

	“I thought you didn’t want to know the details,” Lin teased. 

	“Well, I guess just the most important ones.”

	“No, this is a sealed compartment. All the airlock doors are closed for docking. If a hatch blows, the liner melts and seals us in this self-contained life support—” Lin stopped herself. “No, we’re alright here. We’re just not supposed to be drifting about.” She paused outside one of the cubicles. “This is me. You’ve your own.”

	As friendly as Lin had been over the last few hours—okay, few weeks, technically—slippery anxiety still dampened the intimacy they had found on Samsara. She hesitated, then all her exes rolled over in their metaphorical graves at her next words: “Do you think we could talk?”

	Lin’s smile may have been small, but its warmth was genuine. “I wouldn’t mind company while everything gets settled.”

	When the door had shut behind them, Nel made to sit in the folding chair clipped to the floor before realizing there was really no point in sitting anywhere without gravity.

	“Hey, I don’t bite.” Lin gestured to the space beside where she hovered just above the cot. 

	Nel moved closer, heart pounding. “I want to apologize. For the briefing. For not keeping my mouth shut.”

	“You already did.”

	“I know, but still. Dr. Ndebele is your mentor, right?”

	“She is. She headed my mission in Chile when you and I first met.”

	“Right. Well, I don’t want to start burning bridges you still need to cross, you know? But I’m a lot better at burning bridges than I am at repairing them. Working on it. And my temper.”

	Lin’s expression softened. “I get why you’re angry. I’ve spent a lot of my life angry too—mostly at Dar’s aloofness and how close he and my mom are. The Samsari connection was much stronger with them.”

	“Wasn’t that by design?”

	“Yeah, but when you’re a kid it feels more like favoritism.” She shrugged. “I know IDH screwed up a lot, especially with you. I know you don’t trust them—and to be clear, I don’t either. But I trust this mission and the officers leading it. I trust their goals and their concern. And I also know that we’ll get a lot further with them if we don’t piss off every commanding officer within the first few days.”

	“Bit late on that one for me, I’m afraid,” Nel muttered with a dark laugh.

	“It’s not—the fact that you woke up in a cryo pod orbiting Earth today instead of on Odyssey is proof they’re giving you another chance. Or, at least, Harris is.”

	Nel nodded. “Not sure what he sees. I’m starting to worry the reason IDH chose me was as much to do with the reputation of my shitty temper as my curriculum vitae. Hot temperaments make fantastic scapegoats.”

	Lin shrugged. “Just give them a chance, okay? I really want this to work—not just IDH, but us too, you know?”

	Fear zinged through Nel’s body. She wanted this to work too. Badly. More than she could admit. But she wasn’t used to having something other than her fear of commitment standing in the way of happily for now. In an attempt to calm her nerves, she flipped open her tablet and pulled up the mission details.

	“Hey,” Lin’s soft voice cut through her frown, “what’re you looking for?”

	She sighed. “There’s a lot to catch up on. Feel like this hasty alliance is gonna crumble the minute we set foot on Earth.”

	“I think you’re not giving any of us enough credit.”

	Nel grimaced. “I dunno, I just keep remembering you and Bas’s firefight across my fucking site.”

	Lin’s mouth thinned. “So much for you working on trust.”

	Nel’s gut got cold. “I do trust you. It’s not about you. Just how nervous all of this makes me feel.”

	“All of this meaning IDH? Space?”

	Nel chuckled. “Honestly? The feelings I have for you are scarier.” She fiddled with the sheets.

	“What’s so scary?” Lin asked, hand brushing over Nel’s fingers. “You’re fiddling.”

	“Trying to keep myself from running out the airlock.” Her eyes were fixed on the dim lamp overhead, picking out every imperfection in the 3D printed ceiling.

	“It’s that bad that death-by-vacuum is better?” 

	The memory of Lin, naked, in the hull of the Thunder-bump seconds away from rescuing Nel from death by massive space gate flashed through her mind. “No, more like it’s the realest thing ever and you’re this colossus of grace and I’m over here not knowing what to do with my hands.” 

	“That’s good, though.” 

	Nel sighed. This was the longest she had stayed after a hookup. Sure, physically she stayed, but she never mentally stayed. She dared not relax, but she could unclench her death grip on the bedding, maybe. So far nothing had exploded. “Why, you like me scared? That your kink?” 

	“No, more like if you’re scared, then you’re breaking new ground in here.” She tapped Nel’s chest with one long finger. 

	It had been a long time since Nel broke new ground without a trowel and shovel and work boots. She tucked her head against Lin’s shoulder, feeling the adrenaline of waking transform into exhaustion. Maybe the first time ever.

	*

	Soft blooming light woke Nel. Her whole body ached from sleeping on the cot and her left arm was numb from the pressure of Lin’s head on her bicep. The weight of her every molecule seemed to press down, down. Guess we’re docked now. Wincing, she extracted her arm, replacing it with the thin pillow they had discarded earlier. She rolled her wrist, listening to the bones pop. The sound was visceral against the mechanical aural backdrop. Whatever number cubical she had been assigned was a mystery, and she wasn’t about to try to discover its whereabouts in the middle of the night. What time is it, even? 

	She tapped her comm, hiding the bloom of cold light as it awakened, casting 0417 across the floor. The light reminded her why she woke in the first place. A tiny icon popped up in the corner.

	SENDER: Picklestein’s Monster

	SUBJECT: safe keeping

	Adrenaline splashed her tired brain. A glance at the closed bathroom door told her she was alone enough to read it. The name was obviously an alias, and equally obvious was the fact that it was Phil’s.

	There was no message, only a single, massive attachment: polyana.thk

	Nel didn’t know what a “thank” file type was, but it seemed like Phil neither needed nor expected her to. Frankly, she was more concerned with the fact that a massive supercomputer needed to send her something for “safe keeping.” Phil controlled every system on the space station without a second’s thought. So what was he afraid of?

	Further speculation would require caffeine and a notebook. She flicked the display away and donned her suit in the dark. It was too late to bother going back to bed, with the reentry that morning, and too early to risk waking Lin. Nel’s brain was loud enough without the emotional chatter the other woman’s presence caused.

	She slipped into the makeshift corridor, padding barefoot through the ship. Whirring engines. Whispering air. Cycling systems. She wondered briefly whether a senti-comp piloted Le Fe De Amor. The ship seemed to breathe. Not in the way Odyssey did, massive mechanical lungs in place of Phil’s meat and bone. Does he think of them that way?

	She turned a corner and was met with a clear acrylic door. Within, bright, warm lights cast a sun-like glow over hundreds of planted tanks. She nudged the door, half expecting it to deny her access. Instead, it slid open and she stepped inside. Fish meal and the bite of running water greeted her nose. She bent over, peering into the tanks. Through the cloudy depths a tan face appeared, distorted by acrylic and water. 

	Nel shrieked, stumbling backward into another bank of tanks, sending water sloshing. Anger flashed in the wake of fear. “What the fuck!”

	Emilio raised his empty hands as he straightened, a faint frown flitting across his features. “Bently. Just me.”

	“You scared the shit out of me! Your face in the tank, I thought—” she cut herself off. What had she thought? That someone had left Emilio’s body bobbing in the ship’s hydroponic system? Get a grip. 

	“It’s alright, I was down here fiddling with one of the filter valves. I didn’t mean to startle you.” His face eased into a cautious smile, though whether he was afraid of her or that he might upset her further, she didn’t know. “Ships get, ah, fantasimal?”

	“Spooky.”

	“Spooky at night.”

	“Yeah. Whole new set of sounds too. From the station. I was just trying to figure out if this thing had a computer like Odyssey’s.”

	“Ah.” He looked back down at the hoses in his hands. “It doesn’t.”

	“I didn’t think so. It doesn’t feel—”

	“Alive?”

	She grinned. “Aware. So you know about the senti-comps?”

	“Oh, that old puzzle.” He shook his head. “I know enough to be certain my hang-ups with IDH’s ethics are fully justified. I mean, really now: heads in jars?” He squinted at her. “You knew that bit, yes?”

	“Yeah.”

	“And where does Dr. Bently sit on the matter?”

	“Iffy would be an understatement. But not like, at them. I mean, they’re already here so we can’t debate whether we should have done it in the first place. I can’t decide if I pity or fear them.”

	“Pity?”

	She shrugged. “That existence. I like Phil, actually, as a person. It’s just a bizarre idea. How do you get from AI to sentient pickle?” She shuddered, head tilted to see the naked underside of a plant. “So, explain this to me?”

	“I assume you don’t mean the hydroponics.” His eyes lighted on her, steady, stern. 

	She glanced up, then straightened. “I mean, that’s cool and all. But no. I mean the ship. The fleet. Showing up out of literally nothing while the planet imploded. I can barely wrap my head around the fact that it took a moment but for you it was weeks.” She shook her head. “I never had the brain for physics.”

	He chuckled, brown fingers cupping a delicate leaf. “If you were one of Los Pobladores, then you would know the whole story. We didn’t forget, you know, when the Teachers arrived and promised everything, when they took our people from us in the name of altruism. Those stories lasted longest of any of ours.”

	“How did I study you for years and never hear about it?”

	“Because you found what we wanted you to find. That’s very colonial of you, by the way, to think you could possibly know our deepest history, our most sorrowful secrets after studying a handful of years where you were most likely equally, if not more, intrigued by the backside of the student in front of you.”

	“Nah, it was my teacher’s, actually,” she joked, but her voice grew quiet. It was easy to think she was a hotshot when an intergalactic organization asked her to run their space dig, but she’d be fooling herself if she thought it wasn't just cosmic nepotism. “You’re right.”

	“I know.” His tone held little judgement. “We knew our cousins would return, knew when they did, they would be as if gods. And if they held the violence of their teachers, then we wouldn’t stand a chance.” He peered into one of the tanks of plain fish. “So we advanced too. It’s easy to focus on IDH. They’re sparkly, flashy, filled with hubris and gleaming determination. But just as they have fingers in every organization from NASA to the former Soviet government, so do we.”

	Nel’s brows rose. “So the vandalism on Los Cerros Esperando VII—”

	“Was stamped in three nations and sanctioned by a member of the UN.”

	The laugh that barked from her mouth held more incredulity than mirth. “Holy shit, man.”

	His dark eyes narrowed. “You seem surprised. More than when you learned about IDH?”

	She looked away. “I would have pretended to believe anything Lin said for a night. You know that. By the time I could critically evaluate the mess, I was racing the feds through New England wilderness with a reticle on my back. Didn’t really have time to question whether it was the most plausible action-movie plot I’d ever heard.”

	“And now?”

	“I think you could rip your head from your neck and show me you’re actually an alien named Blergh and I’d hardly bat an eye.” Nel returned to the issue at hand. “I’m more surprised that IDH didn’t know.”

	“Oh, they did, here and there. They’d catch us, just as we would them. A space race between paleolithic astronauts and those they left behind.” He grinned, nudging her with his round shoulder. “C’mon, even you’d watch that blockbuster.”

	“Maybe,” she teased. She moved down the line of plants, examining the delicate roots reaching for moisture. “So tell me how you got here.”

	“We’d been building a station for years, completed a few months after you left for Samsara. My contract was bought out from IDH by the Founders—their Egyptian branch, actually—around that time and I was transferred here.”

	“Fuck, man.” Nel shook her head. “And they’ve got you fixing goldfish tanks?”

	“They’re catfish. I helped grow half the food at my restaurant back home, you know. So now I help out with the food production here. It’s what I did before I was a liaison. We knew open contact with IDH was only a matter of time.”

	“Everything seems to be going smoothly,” Nel observed. 

	“I suppose.” His mouth quirked. “I prefer the fish.”

	“I would too.” She watched the sleek brown bodies glide for a few more moments. “I should get my things in order for the landing. Reentry. Whatever you people call it.”

	“Homecoming?” Emilio suggested. When their eyes met again his smile was gentle and as sad as she imagined hers to be.

	“I suppose,” she echoed. Raising a hand, she slipped back out of the room. Flight crew and those who were, judging by the grease on their faces, mechanically inclined, were beginning to stir. Nel floated along the hall, now understanding the ridged design of most spaceships. You need something to propel from in zero-G. Lin was awake by the time Nel returned to the tiny cubby where they’d spent the night. 

	Her face brightened when Nel poked her head inside. “Was wondering where you got off to.”

	“Just insomnia. Had to snoop around in the dark like usual.” She grinned. “Be happy I came back, usually when I take off in the dead of the night, I don’t even leave my number.”

	Lin scoffed and nudged Nel’s elbow with hers as she fiddled with her electrosuit. “I guess I’m special then.”

	Nerves shot a chemical command to run up the small of Nel’s back. She fished her bag from under Lin’s cot with a tired laugh. “Guess so.”

	A knock pounded on the door. “Oi! Letnan, we’re strapping in. Bently with you?”

	“Yeah.”

	“No!” Lin answered simultaneously. 

	Whoever was knocking paused, probably to stifle a laugh. “Whatever, both of you need to be ready in five!”

	An alarm blared and Nel’s shaking hands dropped her bag. “Fuck!”

	“Just the minute warning. Better get moving.” Lin dropped a kiss onto Nel’s mouth. “You alright?”

	Nel barely heard her through the buzzing in her ears. The alarm weaseled through her head, almost drowning the echo of screaming. “Get it out!”

	“Nel? Nel!”

	She blinked and looked up into Lin’s concerned face. “Sorry. Hey.”

	“You alright?”

	“Just the alarms. Makes me jumpy.” She drew a breath. “What’d you say?”

	“I asked if you were okay. I’d like to talk about last night. Your feelings. Breaking new ground. Once you have time to adjust and we’re back on Earth.”

	“Yeah, for sure,” Nel lied. She flashed a smile and hastily did up the throat of her suit. “See you in the shuttle!” She was out of the door before Lin could pry any more.

	The raw emotions nagging at her for the past week were gone. Sated perhaps with their arrival or maybe just muffled by adrenaline. One thing was for sure: landing brought far bigger concerns than having The Talk with Lin.

	She jogged down the corridor, raising an apologetic hand at the tech who tossed her a full space suit with annoyed impatience. Thankfully, he had the sense to remind Nel how to fasten the ports properly.

	Once her suit was on and locked, she clomped into line with the rest of the passengers. She caught a glimpse of Zach’s towering silhouette. Virtually everyone from Samsara was clustered in the corridor, weaving from the space station to the waiting shuttle. She found herself counting breaths, counting steps, picking out every hose and wire trailing along the rounded halls. The suit’s insulation turned her heartbeat to thunder in her ears. Man, if someone wanted to blow us up and cover their tracks, this would be a great opportunity. She hated that the thought popped into her head, but it was there now, and there was nothing she could do about it.

	The view from a small porthole to the left brought a distracted smile to her face. The shuttle was docked at a right angle to the rest of the massive ship, which was in turn docked onto a space station. Nel’s thoughts were too disorganized to recall whether it was one of Los Pobladores, and her memories of the ISS were too fuzzy for her to be able to recognize it.

	Nel tilted her head, peering at the waiting shuttle’s lines. “That could be from the planetarium.”

	“Don’t fix what’s not broken,” a tech remarked.

	“Oh for goodness sake, even our cloud-jumpers have reusable heat shields. This is…is just a controlled bonfire plummeting into the sea.” Lin’s voice was pitched high with nerves.

	Nel slowed her pace and reached a hand out. “Well, considering, we have a pretty good track record.”

	“Yeah, Nalawangsa.” The tech winked at her. “Let’s see you fly a controlled bonfire without killing anyone.”

	“I’d rather not fly at all, thank you very much.”

	For a moment, curiosity distracted Nel enough to ignore the deceptively thin joints of the docking mechanism as they crossed from ship to shuttle. “You’re afraid of flying?”

	Lin’s lips pursed in discomfort. “I just find the cavalier attitudes of most pilots disconcerting in the best scenarios and disastrous in the worst.”

	Recalling Bavin’s boisterous nature, Nel grinned. “Yeah, I’d agree with you there. I love flying, but this is a bit different now.” Now that technology and audio can kill us in seconds. Voicing that to the rest of the passengers wasn’t fair, so she bit the words back.

	Nel tugged Lin onto the gangway, blocky, padded hands bumping into one another more than interlinked fingers. Banks of seats filled the shuttle’s narrow belly. “So where are we landing again? Canaveral?”

	“Spaceport Bakjeeri.”

	“Right.” Nel frowned, then shook her head. “So spaceports are a thing now?”

	“Two are—this one’s just best timed for weather and orbit.” Lights danced over the smooth surface of her space helm, like a halo of manufactured stars. Nel suppressed the urge to tap their glass domes together in a helmed good luck kiss. “Once we land I guess we’ll have a briefing on the situation.”

	The craft lurched and Nel gripped the arm of the chair. Lin chuckled, then tapped the helmet. “No sound once we uncouple. I’ll miss you.”

	Nel fingered the lock of the suit around her neck. In the space of every blink her vision flickered with Paul’s blood splattered over her face. Glass or no, she swore she could feel the heat of it. She squeezed her eyes shut, grasping for some prettier mental image. Someplace safe. Maybe the hot flash was just nerves and not some violent echo. 

	When she opened her eyes again the window was filled with the hazy blue-black rind surrounding Earth. It was horrifyingly fragile. Climate change is a small wonder. They twisted in the air then, though she could only tell by the view spinning outside. Now they were belly down, she supposed. Then the roaring started. 

	Rumbling shook the seat beneath her, as much a sensation as a sound. Muffled howling took over, searing flames spouting along the windows as the heat shields did their job. Weight pressed on her chest, pushing her back. If she could have lifted her hand, she would have linked fingers with Lin. The other woman’s eyes were closed, lips thin and tight in fear. 

	Atmosphere burned away their shields, enveloping them with vicious welcome. Juddering continued, increasing. If alarms sounded, Nel didn’t know. Then the fire was gone and the window cleared. Nel’s heart faltered. Home. G-force dampened her cheeks and her heart thundered with relief. For the first time since arriving on Odyssey, her mind was quiet. Outside the air was hers, the ground was the same she had first crawled on, first shoved into her mouth with a baby-fat fist, the soil she dug her first trowel into. The soil that held Mikey’s remains, her father’s remains. Most of them.

	Another minute of shuddering and the shuttle leveled. Below, clouds cleared and the brilliant green of the Sanjay Gandhi jungle appeared. Nel could not tear her eyes away. Even from the height of however many thousand feet, the Himalayas were massive. Everything else might have been softened by the sheer scale, but not the crags. To think, I crossed star systems before I ended up in India. 

	With the lessened pressure, she turned to look at Lin. The woman was peering out the window too, but her dark eyes flicked to Nel’s. Her smile was small in her nerve-pale face, but genuine. Though Nel couldn’t hear her, she recognized the words the woman mouthed: “Welcome home.”

	Nel spent her adolescence running. Running from home, running from bigotry, running from anything that tried to pin her down. University, from undergrad to doctorate, was one big race to being the best, the most interesting, the most qualified. Now, she realized, all she was racing toward was home. Mindi. Whatever was left of her battered life. A holographic sign flickered onto the bare white surface separating them from the cockpit:

	WE HAVE SUCCESSFULLY ENTERED TERRESTRIAL ATMOSPHERE. OUR CURRENT ALTITUDE IS 19 KM. WE WILL BE LANDING AT SPACEPORT BAKJEERI IN ABOUT THIRTY MINUTES. LOCAL TIME IS 1837. 

	Nel’s tears began in earnest. In thirty minutes she would be on proper soil. She didn’t care for IDH or the Founders, frankly, but tomorrow she would commit everything she had to helping them protect this blue rock. Tomorrow, tomorrow, tomorrow. 

	Lin’s hand rested on hers. Maybe, if it weren’t for leaving, for Lin, for meeting Phil, she would never have known how much there was to love about Earth. Or all the precious, insignificant assholes down here. 

	FOR THOSE OF US TRAVELING FROM LE FE DE AMOR AND ODYSSEY OF EARTH, WELCOME, WE HOPE YOU ENJOY YOUR STAY. FOR THOSE OF US FROM EARTH: WELCOME HOME.

	 


FIVE
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	The shuttle alighted with a screech on a swath of bright black tarmac. Heat haze thickened the air, and the plump peach of the sun hung above the western horizon. Bundled in her suit with several layers of aluminum and insulation separating her from proper air, Nel still swore her blood sang with familiarity. The shuttle taxied to a halt at a causeway. Her heart pinched, wishing for once to climb down onto the runway. Gotta take advantage of the rare occasion when kissing the ground is justified. 

	Despite the sprawling modern building, theirs was the only aircraft in sight. Weeds sprouted through cracks in the otherwise pristine pavement. The arching bridge to the mainland, visible beyond the tangle of jungle, was deserted. Lin caught Nel’s hand as it rose to unfasten the helm. “Decon first!” Her shout was muffled by the glass and she jerked her head toward the shuttle door. “C’mon!”

	Nel dropped her hands. Outside the shuttle door, two glowing signs directed those native to Earth to the left and the rest to the right for what was, Nel assumed, additional screening. Gleaming steel and crystalline acrylic cubicles greeted them. Nel fought her impatience with increasing difficulty. Can’t I just run screaming outside and French kiss a continent I’ve never been on like the weird-ass white chick I am?

	A figure in a clean suit directed her to the nearest empty cubicle. Sterilizing chemicals hissed out, bombarding her atmosuit. The next room provided racks to deposit suits. After a moment’s entanglement with her wires, she extracted herself and exited. Nel stepped aside, watching as someone pressed a compact object against Lin’s upper arm in another clear room. Based on her wince, it contained a needle. 

	Immunizations? 

	“Ma’am, your arm,” Clean Suit requested, brandishing an injector of his own. 

	Nel glowered at him, but extended her arm. “Couldn’t we just have this done while in cryo?”

	“With an immune response in stasis and your body already flooded with a dozen chemicals?”

	“Good point.” The device clicked and a deep burn spread through her deltoid. “What is it?”

	“Had a few outbreaks in the last couple years. IDH helped us develop the vaccines, but they aren’t required unless you’re making planetfall. Have a good visit.” He turned to the next passenger, and Nel was left with her own complicated feelings at not being immediately recognizable as an Earthling.

	Rubbing her arm, she exited the decon rooms. Four continents, a dozen countries, and countless flights were under her belt. This was the largest Arrivals terminal she had ever seen. Eerie stillness gripped the typical warren of customs lines, moving walkways, and security points. It was then that she noticed the signs along each wall and the friendly stickers on the floor reminding travelers to maintain distance and wear surgical masks. New concerns weaseled between those about space invasions and homicidal audio. Mom was always pretty healthy, she promised herself.

	Nel heaved a sigh and shouldered her personal bag. Conversation was muted in the early hours of the day, and Nel turned onto the concourse amid relative quiet. The group funneled along the bright hall and descended an escalator into the bowels of the building. Gleaming tile hadn’t had enough traffic to even collect dust. Instead, the whole thing had a stale chemical odor, as if carpets still outgassed.

	Below, she glimpsed the silver snake of a train, ribs cracked open to permit the few dozen interstellar travelers. Nel deposited her bag on the cargo cart and drifted to the crowd gathering on the platform for their briefing. She pulled up the mission itinerary on her comm, scanning the events with disinterest. The light rail would depart at midnight, apparently, leaving them yet again with an awkward amount of time to fill. Her gaze snagged on the date, blinking unassumingly at the top of her comm’s projected screen. Three years ago she was in Chile with Mikey, full of certainty and fire and beautiful ignorance.

	A moment later IDH staff swarmed through the door from their extended time in decon. The idea that this little ball of dirt posed more danger to them than a routine trip to Odyssey ever did for her brought a smile to her face. We may be small, but we are fierce. 

	Lin emerged, long strides keeping pace with Dr. Ndebele, much to Nel’s horror. She fought the urge to duck behind the nearest support column. Lin listened to the mission operative’s words with an almost feral concentration, nodding every few seconds. Nel could almost see the thoughts darting between neurons. The woman clapped Lin on the shoulder before disappearing onto the train. Lin stepped aside, making several notes on the open screen of her communicator before scanning the room. Her eyes alighted on Nel and she grinned before jogging over. “Sorry that took so long!”

	“You’re fine.” Nel jerked her chin at the stickers suggesting a two-meter distance. “What’s with this? Needle-dude said there were outbreaks?”

	Lin shrugged. “Seems to have dissipated, since no one’s enforcing masks or whatever with us.”

	“Or they just have bigger issues to focus on,” Nel muttered darkly as she fell into step with the rest of the passengers. 

	“If there was a pandemic, they wouldn’t be risking us,” Lin promised.

	She meant to be reassuring, Nel knew, but the unspoken undercurrent was hardly comforting. Would you just let us all burn down here? “I hope to show you a bit more of Earth while we’re here, you know.” 

	“I’d like that. There’s a lot I didn’t really get to see last time.” Lin’s gaze slid back to the notes still lighting the space above her wrist and she typed a bit more. 

	“Yeah, murder charges have a way of hindering plans,” Nel drawled. 

	Harris stepped up to the front of the crowd, which stilled at his stern expression. “Welcome to Earth. While most of you attended the previous briefing—whether invited or not—” his gaze flicked to Nel, “there are several additional details of which to be aware. Effective immediately, there will be no auditory communication. Period. Noise-canceling headphones await you in your cabins and will be required for all missions. Those of you who use auditory readers due to blindness or other visual disabilities should see our tech staff, who will be happy to set up external blocks on your devices.”

	“Excuse me, can't we just put those on everything?” a young man piped up.

	“No. Please save questions until afterward, and direct them to your group officer.” He crossed his arms. “Lists of both your occupational and domestic groups have been uploaded to your communications device. Any questions, again, should be taken up with your officer, who is listed on your grouping notice. Some faces you’re going to want to know: I’m Harris, Chief Field Operative. Dr. Ndebele you know, Chief Analysis Operative. The aforementioned Technical Officer Teera Mak, Head of Computer Engineering. Munashi Sepulveda is our Founders liaison.

	“As with all missions, chores will be assigned according to ability first, then equally among us. Scheduling conflicts will be considered, but otherwise we all pull our weight around here. We recognize some of you have never been to Earth before, and we respect the curiosity. However, recreations off-base will be strictly supervised and generally prohibited.” He paused, gaze falling to her boots for a split second. “IDH is public knowledge. But we are not liked. We are not trusted. We are tolerated as a curiosity and necessity at best. You stay within our supervision, otherwise your safety is your own responsibility.” He cracked a thin smile. “Dismissed.” 

	Nel tucked herself into the angled metal flashing along the wall. She had been here, waiting for a departing trip on the floor with hundreds of strangers many times before; it was easy to fall back into those patterns of navigating liminal space. These days everything seemed liminal. 

	She glanced over to Lin, half-baked plans of dinner on rooftops and summer beers fizzling at the distraction in Lin’s eyes. “So, we got some time to kill—once we’re all through decon, want to poke around?” Nel suggested. “I’m dying for some fresh air.”

	“I don’t,” Lin dismissed. “Have time, I mean. The preliminary data from the Samsari mission just got in and we’re going to cross-reference it with what the Indian government has for us.”

	“I thought we couldn’t send messages—”

	“We can’t. No Wi-Fi. But a courier is meeting Dr. Ndebele in fifteen minutes.” Lin frowned and reworded something before closing the screen down. “I’m sorry everything’s been so busy.” Her intensity belied the apology.

	“Busy and chaos are my norm lately,” Nel assured. “So, know when you’ll be free?”

	Lin’s face brightened. “I should have some time before we leave. See you soon?” 

	Nel lifted her chin to catch Lin’s brief goodbye kiss, then watched her go. Between the few hours until departure and Lin’s brisk attitude, she was, once again, spinning.

	She popped open her pack, discarding its deceptively light, gleaming case with relief. Is this what Lin felt, back on the Promise? On Odyssey? Righteous relief. Her remaining toes worked into the soles of her boots. Sure, she’d rather have her own gear, clothes, be recognizable for herself and herself alone. But it didn’t matter. Beneath her shoes, beneath fire retardant floor tiles and cracked pavement the soil was made of the same minerals as her bones. She was of this place.

	Even as her finger hovered over her mother’s messages, the warning flashed over her screen:

	NO AV CALLS

	NO AUDIO CORRESPONDENCE OF ANY KIND

	It was repeated in Mandarin, Cyrillic, Hindi, Spanish, Arabic. English was third on the list. Nel found her smile fading. Even if her feet were solidly on honest-to-fuck Earth, she wasn’t home. This was a strange world she had never experienced. Her eyes ached. Her bones dragged. She wondered if terrestrial bones made her more brittle than her star-born counterparts. It could be the renewed weight of gravity. Or a new gravity all her own, seated in the hollow between her billowing lungs. 

	Overwhelmed by the newness and the sameness colliding, she drew her field book from its pouch and flipped through the last few written pages. Notes on Los Cerros Esperando VII, sketches and a map from running from the cops. Thoughts on Samsara. Somewhere along the line her field notes took a turn for the conspiratorial. 

	Finding a blank page, she wrote the date of their departure from Odyssey, and today’s as well. What do I even say? The pen felt clumsy in her hands. Even if she wasn’t aware of the time since she last wrote longhand, her fingers were.

	“Dr. Bently.”

	She shrank back as she turned to face Harris’s banal expression. “Hey, Officer…I’m sorry, I don’t know your rank.”

	“Harris, please. I was going to look at the view. Thought you might appreciate some fresh air.”

	“Fresh air as in outside?” Her heart hammered to life.

	“Indeed.”

	“Fuck yeah.” She faltered. “Do I need my badge?”

	“You’re with me. But in the future, you might want to carry it with you. Earth’s a dangerous place these days.” He extended his elbow. “Shall we?”

	“Keep the chivalry, Harris, but sure.” She locked her hands behind her back to dissuade any more contact and fell in beside him. “I didn’t know we were allowed out, otherwise I’d already be there.”

	“You would be long gone, I’d imagine. Or off to the spaceport bar.”

	“Ah yeah, I was considering that.” Nel chewed on the inside of her cheek. “Though I probably shouldn't have told you.”

	“It’s not my spaceport,” Harris rationalized. “I don’t concern myself with other people’s business unless they pay me to.”

	“Seems like a good policy.” So who’s paying you now?

	“It’s worked so far.”

	“Thanks, by the way. For pulling whatever strings you did to get me here.”

	“So you found out about that.”

	“Lin told me. I hope that’s okay. Whatever you need help with, I’m yours. This means, well, the world.”

	He held open a door emblazoned with EMERGENCY EXIT ONLY, flashing his card at the reader just inside the stairwell before the alarm even began. They walked in silence for a few moments, his steps a soft echo of her clomping stride. They reached the top of the stairs and he shoved open the rooftop access, holding it open for her to exit ahead of him. 

	She stepped into the hot, humid air of the sunbaked rooftop. She didn’t care that drawing breath was like sucking gelatin through a crazy straw or that she had never been within a thousand miles of Bakjeeri before now. She was home. She rushed to the edge, leaning over the wall. A parakeet fluttered from its nest several paces away. Nel tilted her face to the sky, eyes squeezed shut against tears as much as sunlight. Until that moment she hadn’t realized how afraid she was of never feeling Earth’s daylight on her face again. 

	Another lungful of air brought her the sharp musk of distant forest, the warm stone of the mountains, the bite of hot tarmac, the tang of sea salt. “Thank you,” she whispered, eyes fluttering open to take in the view, blurry through the haze of heat and emotion. “You grew up off-world?”

	“No.” His eyes settled on the glitter of the city, several miles away. “Valladolid. It was an idyllic childhood followed by a lovely adulthood that ended abruptly.” His smile held no mirth. “Not everyone thinks this place is worth saving, Dr. Bently. Forgive me if I find my motivation for this mission elsewhere.”

	“Different paths, same goals. I can feel you there.” She followed his gaze and hoped she was being as subtle as possible. “So was overriding their gatekeeping just about shutting me up?”

	“This isn’t gatekeeping, Dr. Bently. This is just assignments. You’re still here, your expertise is still needed, and surely Lin appreciates your being here.”

	“Eh, she’s pretty into the mission stuff. I guess Dr. Ndebele is a hero of hers.”

	“Her mentor, yes.” He lapsed into silence again, seemingly aware of her gaze but content to let her stare.

	Nel took him up on it, following the set of his jaw and the unreadable expression of his eyes. As much as she was growing to like the man, the very IDH mysteriousness made her second-guess her trust in him. He reminded her of someone, but each time her mind came close to grasping who, it slipped away. “So your role is, what, reconnaissance?”

	“I am very good at finding things,” he demurred. As always, even his seemingly bald confessions were carefully imparted. “So are you, if you just keep that temper in check. Luckily IDH has a larger ego than it does a sense of retribution. Most of the time.” His eyes crinkled with mirth, however, that told her he didn’t share their qualms.

	“You don’t think I was out of line?”

	He did not smile. “I respect you.”

	“But you don’t like me.”

	“I do not like much of anyone, Dr. Bently.” Shadows clung behind his eyes, ones that were new to Nel. Those filling Lin’s eyes were left over from events Nel couldn’t imagine. The darkness in Harris’s, however, was from things she didn’t want to. “You’ve a part to play in this, and I look forward to discovering what it will be.”

	The sun slunk lower, its brilliance pierced with the jungle canopy, a popped yolk bleeding pigment across the clotted clouds. 

	Harris’s wrist comm flashed, and he stepped toward the door without checking the message. “Duty calls, Bently, but you’re welcome to stay. Close the door behind you.”

	“If I stay out much longer, I’ll never come in,” she explained, following him to the door. They didn’t speak on the descent back into the bowels of the hulking spaceport, and he disappeared into the crowd with nothing more than a polite nod goodbye. 

	Taking permission from Harris’s disinterest, Nel decided to spend the rest of her evening exploring the hulking mass of the spaceport. The bank of main doors proved locked upon her firm jiggling, but several yards down a brick propped open a service door.

	As a teen, whenever her mind felt too close, she had taken off into the woods, exploring until the wilderness of her thoughts seemed tame once more. The service hall split, hooking left toward what must have been an employee lounge and time clock, while the main corridor continued on to meet with the security check. She moved down the concourse, listening to the soft tap of her IDH-issue boots on the gleaming tile. The forgotten reminders of whatever flu wracked the place were eerie warnings that anything could change. 

	She rounded a corner and the hall opened up into a massive lobby. Like your average big city mall, the three stories of terminals opened into a massive food court. The hub of intergalactic hopes and dreams. It was empty and smelled faintly, comfortingly, of mildew. She tilted her head. Somewhere the sound of rushing water echoed off the gleaming steel and glass. Most of the restaurants and stores were barred with metal grates, but enough weren’t that Nel could almost imagine it bustling. Streamers still hung from opening day. 

	The sound of water emanated from the huge fountain in the center. A botanical garden’s worth of plants and trees tangled the space on the ground floor, branches reaching toward the glass dome overhead. Vines curled around every rail, and epiphytic orchids and plants were tucked into every crevice Nel could see. Was it by design, or had nature already claimed its place even here?

	Abandoned wasn’t the right word. Not really. The decor was both outdated and progressive at once. Held gently in stasis until something changed. It wasn’t even overgrown or reclaimed in the way every post-apocalyptic movie led her to expect. Probably because we’re not to the “post” part yet. And they wouldn’t ever be, if Nel had anything to say about it.

	A restaurant bar extended along one wall on the second floor, and Nel jogged down the stationary escalator to try the staff door. It was locked, as she expected. Instead, she hopped up onto the bar itself and dropped behind. 

	“Jackpot.” She cradled the almost-full bottle of El Capo Anejo with a lover’s tenderness. She fished a glass from the rack and blew the dust out before pouring a few fingers into it. Of course the fridge was empty—mercifully so, considering the power was off—so she knocked the drink back straight. It burned in all the familiar, right ways, a trail of seductive fire down her throat. “Oh sweetheart, it’s been too long.”

	“I thought you only talked to me like that.”

	Nel glanced up to see Lin leaning on the end of the bar. The high collar of her electrosuit was undone, the gleam of sweat on her beige skin set off by the cold blue and black of the electromesh. Even as pissed as she was, Nel couldn’t deny the draw of that open fabric. “Hey. Thought you had a meeting.”

	“Cut out early.” Lin rapped her knuckles on the bar. “In the movies this means I want a drink. That true?”

	Nel laughed. “It was, at one point. Never been to India in the 2020s before, though, so my social cues are probably a bit antiquated.” Playing roles was a relief, even if contrived. Bartender she could be. The rest of the world was too confusing for her to have the energy to try to figure out who she was on top of everything else. She gestured to the array of bottles behind her. “What’ll it be, ma’am?”

	“You don’t remember my drink order?” The hurt in Lin’s eyes was feigned. At least, I think it is. Mostly.

	“Scotch. Rocks. Expensive. Well, as expensive as Jerod’s bar got.” She glanced at the options and whistled. “They got Macallan 18. ’Bout as fancy as it gets down here.” She grabbed a dusty glass and tested the bar sink, surprised when bright clear water splashed across the stainless steel. “Should I warn you about Earth’s gravity or altitude and the potency of alcohol?”

	“I think I’ll be fine,” Lin assured. “You forget we abuse our chemicals as much as you. We just prefer to use ports.”

	Nel shook her head. “IV drug use was never my thing, despite being part of the DARE generation.”

	“Dare to what?”

	“Never mind. Just some anti-drug propaganda that backfired pretty hard.” She splashed scotch into the glass and slid it across the bar. “Fridge is out. So here’s your scotch on the rocks without the rocks.”

	“I don’t mind.” Lin grinned. “You look better. Happier, I mean.”

	Nel took a slow pull of her tequila, rolling it around her mouth before swallowing to answer. “Harris took me to the roof. Fresh air does wonders after a few years. And I’m glad I’ve a few allies—or whatever the fuck he is.”

	“I think allies is right. I’m sorry I didn’t stand up for you more. I’m still on probation and I figured it was safer having one of us here than rocking the boat and risking neither of us being included.” Lin’s jaw worked. “That doesn’t make it easier, huh?”

	 “It just is starting to feel like it’s on purpose, is all. The excluding.”

	“I mean, it’s on purpose because it’s not your job, you know? You don’t get mad at being excluded from Odyssey’s waste recycling meetings.”

	“The fate of my planet is a little different than space shit, Lin. I know I didn’t make Dean’s List at Space U, but c’mon, I’ve got a lot of insight to offer. If only because I’m from here, you know?”

	Lin took her hand, eyes still refusing to meet Nel’s. “I know, babe, but it’s not me you have to convince.”

	“Dr. Ndebele? I’ll be lucky if she thinks I have two brain cells to rub together.” She scowled at Lin’s patronizing sympathetic look but drew a long breath. “I’m sorry, too. Just edgy. And sick of not sleeping. You’d think I’d have gotten enough in cryo. Does that count as rest?”

	“Depends on your definition.” 

	Who was supposed to apologize first? Usually in these situations it was always Nel who had done wrong, whether it was not calling someone she should or kissing someone she shouldn’t. This time she wasn’t sure. Catching the shuttered look in her girlfriend’s eyes, Nel scrambled for common ground. “So, what do you like about scotch?”

	“First drink I learned to order.”

	Nel’s brows rose. “Those are some pricey training wheels there.”

	“Pricey is a bit of a different game with IDH.” She swirled the drink gently on the bar, watching the red liquid splash gently. It was a practiced gesture, one Nel recognized from a hundred pop culture broody scenes. Was there anything Lin did that wasn’t meticulously curated and rehearsed? 

	“Where’d you have your first drink, Tatooine?” Nel prompted. Lin seemed to be in the telling mood and she wasn’t about to waste the chance. That attraction or self-preservation speaking? 

	A giggle erupted from Lin’s full lips. “This isn’t Star Wars.”

	Nel barked a laugh. “I told you at the beginning I hate all this sci-fi shit. Give me a normal dark comedy or thriller any day. Preferably with Gillian Anderson.”

	“I don’t know who that is—”

	“Sure you do—Scully. X-Files.”

	“Oh, yes. I liked her. I wanted to be like her.”

	“I wanted to do something else with her, but yeah.” Silence swelled between them and Nel made a show of wiping dust from the bar top. 

	“Mugdha 3. Mining outpost on an asteroid. I was seventeen circadial. Dar was a few years older, can’t remember. He’d persuaded our parents to let me tag along with him for some transit mission. He was already clawing his way up the ladder and I wanted to see the mines. They’re really neat and isolated. I already knew I wanted to study our origins, and I felt like the isolation of the mining outposts might help me understand our ancestors a bit more.”

	“Did it?”

	“I spent most of the trip drinking with two of the mine-rats my age. We drank scotch on the rocks—though there it was actual rocks, chilled in the vacuum of space. Can’t be wasting water on drink ice. We got drunk every night and went space walking.”

	“That sounds horrifyingly dangerous.”

	“It was. But fun. Spinning out there in the nothing while your brain was on fire. I swear I could have seen God if I looked hard enough.”

	“Yours is way better than mine. I was fourteen and this girl and I were hanging out. We went to middle school together, but we hated each other then. Few years later she watched one of my softball practices. After she asked if I wanted to take a walk. Spent almost every night together that summer, drinking cheap spiced rum and Smirnoff Ice by the swamp behind the school. Drank enough that we didn’t care about the mosquitos. She told me what she’d do when she became a famous musician—she was in her church choir—and I told her I was going to find a famous archaeological site. The next pyramids.”

	“Did you date?”

	Nel shook her head. “It was more like a love affair. Secret and torrid and finite. Her parents decided I was the bad influence for making her gay—not her, for getting me into booze. Went to a different school that year and never heard from her again. Kept drinking though,” she laughed. “Did you get in trouble for the drunken EVA?”

	Lin shook her head. “No one cares about mine-rats. My parents were influential enough at the time that no one said anything to me and Dar was wrapped around this guy.” She paused, a faint smile fading slightly. “It’s when he met Paul. I thought it was pathetic at the time, his devotion to this dude who he’d only just met.”

	Nel frowned at their hands, both resting on the polished bar, inches from one another yet seemingly lightyears distant. She knew she was supposed to ask Lin if she still felt that way, ask if she saw parallels in their own relationship. Does that mean one of us is going to die? She shook away the shiver of premonition. “Guess sometimes it’s just like that. Can’t help when someone gets under our skin.”

	 


SIX
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	“Bently, if you’re lying, I’m gonna fucking kill you,” Bossin muttered.

	Nel’s eyes narrowed as she slid another bean across the dining car table. “Me, lie?”

	“I think it’s on him, frankly,” Jem remarked. “Your brow’s been twitching for the last minute and your eyes are about as wide as the hangar bay.”

	“Ouch.”

	The medic grinned. “Your poker face could use some work, Dr. Bently.”

	The car shuddered, crossing onto the steel lacework of the bridge to the mainland. Outside sullen clouds cloaked the late evening sky, and the city beyond was just a haze of backlit fog. “Nel, please. And yeah, I’m not sure what part of the walking angry lesbian stereotype you thought would make me a good card player.”

	Bossin howled and tossed two beans in. “With that endorsement…”

	“What’re you doing?” A slight woman with cropped, tousled blonde hair paused beside them, tech-covered hand resting on the tabletop.

	Nel tucked her hand against her chest and glanced up, trying to recall the woman’s name from the gala.

	“Hey, Teera,” Jem welcomed, “I can deal you in, once Bently loses her last dime.”

	Teera’s brow rose playfully as she regarded the pile of thumb-sized beans. “Those aren’t dimes.”

	Nel chuckled. “None of us have actual cash so we raided Bossin’s mancala pieces. And 2100 is no time to teach us pathetic white folks a new game.”

	“Well, once we hit Egypt we can try to teach you,” Nori offered. “Call.”

	Nel pulled a face and showed the cards in her hand. “Next time listen to Jem.”

	Bossin groaned, arm shielding his eyes and his apparently overwhelming shame. “My mother is tossing in her grave.”

	“Your mother is alive and still running Kossa-2, if I recall,” Jem reminded. “But she might wish she weren’t if she gets wind of your terrible gambling skills. You sure you don’t want to join?”

	Teera shook her head. “I’m actually here to collect your best player.” Her eyes flicked to Nel. “Tech check, Dr. Bently.”

	“Oh, shit!” Bently glanced at her comm and scrambled to her feet. “I totally forgot about that, sorry.”

	“No worries, I needed to stretch my legs,” Teera reassured. “Shouldn’t take too long.”

	Nel fell into step behind her. They crossed through the bobbing double doors joining the chain of dining cars and Nel paused, lifting her face to the balmy, moist night air. It smelled of oiled metal and impending rain. 

	Terra was smiling when she glanced back from the office car entry. “You been before?”

	Nel shook her head, ducking in behind the tech. “No, just enjoying my home atmosphere.”

	They stepped into the first sleeping car. Each tiny unit had been remodeled into a makeshift office. Teera’s in particular was now filled with holographic screens and ropes of wires. Unlike Gretta’s, however, it was tidy, each bundle labeled and tucked into the corners. “You can have the seat.”

	Nel settled into the chair, extending her left arm when the tech gestured for it. “This just routine?”

	“For now, unfortunately. Most of the others had their setup checked before departure from Odyssey, but due to your last-minute transfer, we didn’t have time until now. This shouldn’t take more than a minute.” Her hands were gentle, if cold, and she slipped a tiny probe into a port in the wrist comm. “How’d you find the spaceport?”
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